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Chapter 1: Egg Encounter 
 
      
 
    NO, SHe was not mistaken. Her kitten had just laid an egg. 
 
    Tytiana vented an irate shriek as her quill splintered between her clenched teeth. This was the last, the very last silken thread in her day! What filthy caricature of a joke was this? Whoever the prankster was, she would personally haul them over a white-hot heap of coals before discharging the full wrath of the House Cyraxana upon their luckless, misbegotten heads. She would slap them off the Island. Bounce their idiot skulls off the Yellow Moon for good measure, and grind whatever of their bones dared to return, into fine bone meal suitable for fertiliser! And if that didn’t suffice, she would seize her walking stick and – ahem. 
 
    She would control her temper. 
 
    “No, no, no, Tytiana!” Bite that tongue. “Don’t let them get the better of you.” Someone was most likely watching, the skanky purple-banded larvae cluster – agog, smirking in anticipation of another infamous explosion from Tytiana the Red, as everyone privately called her. 
 
    Not to her face. That would be a mortal mistake. 
 
    Red for the ridiculous hue of her brazen mop of curls. Red for the pyretic power of her temper, recently made infamous during a lavish banquet held in her alleged honour, by Tytiana belting her latest suitor across the cheek with the business end of a stout rainbow trout sourced from Gemalka’s finest stock and shipped to Helyon upon a bed of Immadian ice. Honestly. Besides that overweening dullard effortlessly seizing first prize in the village idiot competition, the explosion of succulent pink meat against his fleshy jowls had been a waste of a fine fish – for which girl, at fifteen, wanted a lip-smacking suitor who thought to impress his potential beloved with a gift of a fly rod for trout fishing? That, coupled with a severe case of feral-Dragon halitosis – ugh! 
 
    “Unbelievable!” she snorted into the air. 
 
    Worse, it beggared belief that her father appeared fully intent upon Dragon-shipping her away into the matrimonial suns-set with indecent, not to say illegal haste! 
 
    “Preposterous!” 
 
    Maybe nuptials at fifteen were legal on some Islands? She should research that. Her father probably had some devious plan up his brocaded sleeve. Most brides did not have to cope with having one and a half legs, however. Nor a father who had not very flippantly suggested that if she might contrive to get a suitor legless, too, he’d be able to ignore her impediment. 
 
    “Thanks, father. What a tasteful non-joke.” 
 
    She began to drum her fingers upon the worktop, but tiny sparks crackled from her fingertips. She snatched her hand back. Gracious. Again? Static was white. This familiar phenomenon was always red, always associated with her flying into a rage. Besides, having this much of a temper was exhausting. Every hour of every day, it seemed she roamed about like an ambulant volcanic eruption. Sparking. Growling. Simmering. How could this be good for a person – or sane, arguably? Tytiana glanced irately about her arboretum and workroom, but if someone was hiding nearby to watch her inevitable fury erupt, the prankster had either done well or fled with cowardly haste. She bit back an unladylike word she had almost used on that last suitor fellow. Much more fun, the trout slap. The shock effect had been priceless. 
 
    Aye. Deeply satisfying. 
 
    Rounding upon the hitherto innocent Askarmyn Tiger cub, Tytiana fixed her with a glare that could have melted the wire mesh separating them with ease. “And you? What do you have to say about that, you oversized fur ball?” 
 
    Mrrwwwll, purred the kitten, licking her paw with studied unconcern. 
 
    “Insouciant wretch!” 
 
    Cute, though. Fluffy as a sackful of premium golden duck down. Eyes of soulful onyx. A slightly upturned mouth that hinted at feline amusement at the doings of flame-haired heiresses to vast wealth – sigh – as she was daily reminded. The month-old tiger cub already stood waist-high to her, however, so it did seem rather strange to be calling it a kitten or a cub. It was also better kept on the other side of the strong wire mesh, because its long, curved canines and set of razor-sharp claws could otherwise make a very nice mess of her very expensive, very marriageable skin. 
 
    “Daddy wouldn’t want that, oh no!” Tytiana growled. “Imagine the scandal.” 
 
    Imagine an egg-laying cat? 
 
    The glittering white ovoid had no place being in that cage. Eggs did not grow up out of the ground. Nor did they fall from the sky, passing through solid crysglass and thick wire mesh. Not in her arboretum, thank you very much. 
 
    And the kitten had just stood up off it for all the Islands in the ruddy Island-World as if she had been keeping it warm. Mother duck. Broody Dragoness? 
 
    Weird. 
 
    It certainly looked like an overlarge diamond. Ugh! This wasn’t the prelude to another proposal, was it? Creative, if so, but about as unwelcome as a luminous orange slug slinking about her dinner plate. 
 
    Tytiana shot ocular arrows at the egg-laying kitten, meantime twirling her errant curls around one perfectly manicured fingertip as she imagined how she might amuse herself torturing a few of these nauseatingly persistent suitors. A hive of black wasps tossed into the bedchamber late one evening? Boil them in Helyon’s hot springs? Kick a fellow overboard during a romantic Dragonship ride to test his flying skills? 
 
    Why under the heavens was she always so flaming aggressive? Forever possessed of an ire that seemed to take on an existence of its own, crimson and scorching and tempestuous? 
 
    Both she and the kitten knew that a gleaming white egg, a little bigger than her clenched fist, had not just appeared out of thin air inside a locked cage holding a dangerous wildcat. No way under the suns. Not for all the silk in Helyon. She was also unreasonably irritated by the fact that the gold streaks in her silly shag-pile of a mane seemed to exactly match the kitten’s colouration, and since she made her living determining the slightest variation in shade that in turn determined the quality of the most superior silk in all of Helyon – this being her family’s claim to fame and fortune – Tytiana was qualified to draw such a conclusion. More than qualified. She was the best. 
 
    Which – o fortunate girl – made her that much more desirable. And pricey. 
 
    “The very Isle of Insanity,” she told the cub. 
 
    Pricey despite the lamentable lack of sensible hair of a colour common to Helyon, say, such as a rich brunette or more desirable still, the long, fine, straight blonde of her three sisters, one older and two younger than her. They were also annoyingly sweet and friendly and compliant in public at least, endlessly patient when brushing out her knotted curls, and had a way of chortling at her temper tantrums that somehow frustrated her into a better mood. How did that work? They apparently did not possess an ounce of temper to share between them! Tytiana loved her sisters to distraction. 
 
    Distracted was what she was right now. 
 
    The youngest Chief Assayer of the House in history was not, as a rule, an easily distractible sort of person. The very notion made her arms itch as if she were breaking out in hives. 
 
    “It’s your fault,” she accused the cat. 
 
    This time, the feline did not even bother to grace her accusation with so much as a quiver of its long, pale whiskers. 
 
    “Absurd, that’s what this is. Just absurd.” 
 
    With the realisation that she was finally running out of adjectives and succeeding in riling nobody but herself, Tytiana decided to indulge herself in a spot of gratuitous flouncing. Despite that the task was demanding given the limitations of her artificial left leg and her dark, hand-carved jalkwood walking stick, she flounced dramatically over to the bin and deposited her spoiled quill pen therein. She smoothed her crimson silken skirts with a brusque series of slaps, tugged several times at her fitted bodice in a futile attempt to stop the under-corset from pinching her left flank, and tried to sweep her errant curls back into something resembling order. That a neatnick like her had been cursed with such a raggedy spider’s nest of hair! 
 
    “Unholy caroli!” 
 
    This time the expletive did slip loose. Tytiana stamped her good foot. There were things about herself that she hated, and her foul temper was one of them. Her misspelled first name was another. It was meant to be ‘Titiana’ after the colour of her hair, and that had been her dying mother’s wish, but her father had changed it to Tytiana to match their House name, House Cyraxana. How he spoiled everything with the slightest touch. He loved to interfere, to be the spider pulling at the silken threads of inter-House politics and power struggles, and handling the nuances of trade. That predilection spread to controlling every aspect of his family’s life, from tutors to vocations, from dress style to a social life aimed unashamedly at finding the best – make that most lucrative – matches for his quartet of daughters. 
 
    Daughters were immeasurably better value than sons, by virtue of their excellent trade value. 
 
    Even the half-legless ones. 
 
    Until her third summer of life, Tytiana had a propensity for climbing out of windows. One fateful day she had toppled out of their carriage’s window while en route to another House, and in a freak accident, tumbled beneath the huge, heavy ironbound wheels of a family’s carriage speeding in the opposite direction. All she remembered was the terrible scraping as the wheel snagged her left leg and dragged her along the road, and then lying beneath the blazing suns as her mother screamed over her and her father cursed everyone in sight. 
 
    Then, learning to walk all over again. 
 
    Painfully. 
 
    She dropped her eyes to her note scroll as if its precise rows tabulating the necessary tasks and financial details that summarised the running of their House, could answer the question that burned like the everlasting, ever-present vehemence which lurked beneath the surface of her personality. What was that benighted egg doing in her cage? 
 
    Her arboretum had been planned with meticulous care. The Dragon’s share of the research budget supported her work, which involved breeding stronger, healthier and more productive spiders to boost the profitability of their House’s estate, the sprawling silk orchards. The great crysglass building, supported by a soaring jalkwood timber frame imported at eye-watering expense from faraway Yorbik Island, was a great polygon set upon a hexagonal base and divided within to create six mathematically identical ‘wedges’. Four wedges were given over to ruler-straight rows of the shrub-like, burgundy-leafed fenturi trees of various subspecies and cross-grafts, and her animal and bird cages, while the fifth and sixth were half-planted and half overrun by her broad working tables and scroll racks. One table supported fourteen racks of breeding tubes and habitats for the long-legged, drab grey fenturi spiders, or silk-spinners as they were commonly called. Another was a well-stocked chemical laboratory. Not a tube or beaker stood a fraction of an inch out of place, and if one had dared such an intolerable degree of misbehaviour, Tytiana would most certainly have noticed and corrected it. 
 
    “Neatnick?” she chuckled softly to herself. “You are just sad, girl.” 
 
    With that, she returned to contemplating the tiger’s cage – the largest of her habitats in which she cared for injured creatures people brought to her, and also by far the most secure. She should check the cub’s wounds for signs of infection, and examine that unruly egg more closely. 
 
    It was not just wrong. It was impossible. 
 
    She loathed impossible. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani watched the young heiress’ antics from his perch amidst the multi-forked branches of a fenturi tree, oblivious to the grey spiders crawling over his body and nesting in his shock of black hair. This was where he had taken refuge the moment he heard her open the doorway of her arboretum. Fear had sped his feet. He had heard much about Tytiana the Red before being commanded to report here. None of it was good. 
 
    None of the rumour had suggested how heart-stoppingly beautiful she was. 
 
    Mostly, he understood that she would probably flay him alive for spying. She had the clout to do exactly that. After all, his status as a member of the despised lamko caste meant that he was fit for only the most menial jobs around Helyon – generally, dealing with trash, dead bodies and crawling beneath the fenturi trees to gather the valuable spider droppings. His ilk were never to touch the costly webs. Never. 
 
    He curled his grubby fingers into a fist. 
 
    Aye, Tytiana would have ample reason to punish him. She was like the stars were above the Islands, luminous and spectacular and so far beyond the thoughts that had just been cascading through his filthy, immoral mind … 
 
    He could not move. 
 
    He wanted to scream at the injustice of all he was. 
 
    She had everything – position and status and wealth and lambent physical beauty – and he had nothing, nothing, nothing! 
 
    Only Jakani’s eyes moved. Observing. Desirous. Wondering at the golden filaments that seemed to fire her hair from within. He had never seen anything to compare. Alive, vibrant, mesmerising. He wanted to touch the phenomenon just to know if it burned as much as his heart did. He dreamed of stroking just one strand to know if her tresses were truly as sheer as Helyon silk. The cost of her crimson silk dress alone could have fed his entire family for a dozen years. He noted the imperious jut of her chin, the stride that despite something being wrong with her left leg – another unanticipated facet of this complex young woman – owned everything it traversed, the notorious rage that flared at the slightest pretext and burned incandescent. It had taken him several long minutes to work out that the source of her ire was that tiny white egg lying in the tiger’s cage. 
 
    He had never seen an Askarmyn Tiger up close before. They were man-killers, the stuff of bedtime terrors; fearsome beasts that broke into villagers’ huts to drag off infants in the night. The one in the cage was young, he saw, and had been wounded in the left foreleg and across its lower back and belly. Someone – most likely her – had dressed the wounds and bandaged them. She must have drugged the beast before doing that. 
 
    Yet, she called it ‘fur ball.’ Fondly. 
 
    The heiress kept many injured creatures in the cages – northern peripols and parakeets chirruping their melodious songs, black-ruffed screeching monkeys and placid vervets and a golden marmoset, which was snoring stertorously in a cage-encased tree not four feet behind his head, and several cages holding small felines that must be peoples’ pets. One wore a silly conical collar, another had a neatly splinted foreleg. Almost every household in Helyon had cats to fend against caroli, the plague-bearing orchard rats that could devastate harvest and population alike. Cats were treated like royalty. Certainly better than any lamko. 
 
    Watching Tytiana was like watching a flame burn. 
 
    Entrancing. 
 
    Perilous. 
 
    Moth to her candle, he could not help himself, and this insight brought every ounce of Jakani’s shame – product of a lifetime of ignominy and humiliation – boiling to the surface. Let them test him in this way. He would treat the Chief Assayer, the noble Scion of House Cyraxana, with absolute decorum. He would hold his own household’s honour high, mean and despised as it was. This time, his longsuffering parents would have nothing to hold against him. 
 
    After all, his chief skills in life seemed to be that he possessed an infallible nose for a fight, and the ability to blend in so well, people forgot he existed. 
 
    Tytiana had looked right past him. Through him. 
 
    Was she truly so oblivious? 
 
    Or was he just worth far less than the dirt beneath her delicate slippers? 
 
    That said, the ambulant flame did seem to talk to herself a great deal. Eccentric? Two rainbows short of a full quartet? He had heard that wealth made rich people lonely. He supposed that this truism was supposed to make poor, landless serfs happy with their lot in life. Pity he was not so docile. The girl certainly did not seem happy. Everything Tytiana saw or did seemed to fuel that simmering caldera of rage within her breast; her words spat from her like sparks absconding from a roaring bonfire. He had always thought of violet as a cool colour, but her eyes seemed to mirror the violet heart of the hottest fires he knew, those in the central furnace of the weapons and armour forge where his father oftentimes worked as a day labourer. 
 
    He smiled when she cursed, however. Not so much the lady, then! She probably put on perfect manners at the dinners and banquets and dances where she doubtless set the halls ablaze with her unforgettable beauty, but here, in private, it was a different matter. 
 
    Or did they secretly despise that injured leg of hers? Whisper behind her back? Oh look, what a shame, her beauty marred … so unfortunate – people could be so cruel. He should know. 
 
    Did she even have a leg? 
 
    With graceful, economical movements, the girl scrutinised her surroundings once more before placing that scroll she held on the nearest worktable. Eschewing the stick this time, she marched over to the tiger’s cage and bent to unlock it. Definitely something unusual, yet not unattractive, about her gait. The habitat for the big cat was large, but not so spacious as a girl could hope to escape that dangerous beast once within. It might be just a fuzzy cub, but the way it was growling and pacing out the bounds of its territory … a shout of amazement strangled in Jakani’s throat as Tytiana casually stepped inside and latched the wire mesh doorway behind her! 
 
    “Doing alright there, Furball?” she asked. 
 
    Jakani had to bite his lip to restart his heart’s beating. Right. Totally insane. Who gave Helyon’s deadliest predator a friendly tickle behind the ears? 
 
    Apparently, monster kitty enjoyed this treatment. 
 
    “And now you’re jealous of a fluffy kitten?” he told himself, torn between disbelief and an admission of the truth. “Time to get a squeeze on reality, boy.” 
 
    His ears itched. Spiders. Just the spiders. 
 
    Meantime, the Choice of House Cyraxana, which was her official title, was likely causing an avaricious father apoplexy by her recklessness. High Master Juzzakarr had a reputation, too, for being slipperier than silk, having the touch of a deathly spider, and the heart of a feral Dragon. Jakani never wanted to meet her father. Ever. 
 
    After checking beneath the bandages, the fearless heiress flicked back her mane of fiery hair, lifted her expensive skirts, and started toward the egg. 
 
    Grrrrrr … 
 
    She paused. “Slap a bolt of silk in it, Furball.” 
 
    Tytiana started to move again. 
 
    Grrrrrr! 
 
    She stopped and spoke soothingly to the cat, but the tiger was having none of it – bristling and peeling its lips back from those impressive fangs. The egg was clearly out of bounds. Jakani could not watch. He could not not watch! Every time she so much as breathed in the wrong direction, the kitten began to spit and snarl in a fearsome display of protectiveness. Tytiana seemed undeterred, however. She had probably been spoon-fed luxuries all her life. She did not understand a ‘no’ that was not about to bite her in the backside. This ‘no’ would tear her throat out. 
 
    They might be matched in temperament, but only one of them had the claws and the sabre teeth. 
 
    Before he knew it, Jakani was in motion. She was testing the cat’s resolve one more time, lifting and lowering her hand to produce a corresponding rising and lowering growl from her charge. 
 
    Now was not the hour for experimentation! 
 
    “Don’t!” he gasped, falling against the cage. 
 
    Things happened faster than he could credit, then. The cat thundered into a charge, knocking Tytiana sprawling as it sprang for him. Jakani jerked backward, but not before his cheek flared with pain. The girl screamed; the tiger pounded the wire mesh repeatedly, which bent and swayed as if a Dragon were inside trying to get out at him to eat him alive, but the cage held together. Somehow. 
 
    A lifetime’s training in martial arts, and he sprawled on his backside? 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Compounding his humiliation, the Choice of House Cyraxana came storming out of that cage like a Dragoness unleashed. Tytiana fastened the bolt and padlocked it with trembling hand, before continuing her storming progress until she loomed over him, her gorgeous features transformed by such a terrible scowl that his heart rate momentarily mistook her for the tiger at her back and took off like a speeding falcon once more. 
 
    “You idiot! You scuttling flea on a scabrous baboon’s festering backside! Moron! Scum-peddling, thick-headed – you make a ralti sheep look like Helyon’s canniest trader! What do you have to say for yourself? Eh? Lost our stupid tongue somewhere on the Isle of Incredible Idiocy?” 
 
    She fumed. He sat in the dirt, and wished he were eating it. 
 
    “What under the suns were you thinking – not thinking – to yell like that? Whilst I was inside the cage, no less? Speak up, you clueless dolt!” 
 
    “I –” 
 
    “Forty freaking forms of fool!” 
 
    “Well, I –” 
 
    “Sack-sucking laggard! Are you staring at my leg?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You are nothing but a –” 
 
    “Let me speak!” 
 
    “No, you will listen to me!” 
 
    He barked, “Your safety!” She stared at him in apparent disbelief, panting, her exotic features flushed and furious and never more breathtaking. Her eyes were also unusually large, set off by the high, generous planes of her cheekbones. “Your safety, o Choice of House Cyraxana – that’s what I … stupidly. Obviously. F-F-Freaks’ sakes. I was just w-worried … about y-you …” 
 
    He was stammering now; neither of them seemed capable of rejoinder. She seemed shocked; he did not understand. A hundred servants must leap to fulfil the slightest whim of this daughter of privilege. What could possibly be new about someone offering help? 
 
    Her hand rose unexpectedly. 
 
    Jakani automatically began to block the motion with his forearm, but she hesitated long enough for him to realise she had not meant to strike him. He dropped his arm again for fear of touching her. 
 
    “Sorry,” he grunted. 
 
    The depth of his disgrace seemed to have shackled him to the very dirt his assigned job would have him till for Tytiana. Jakani dropped his eyes, wishing his cheeks would not burn quite so fiercely. Oh, how she must savour his humiliation. Revel in it. Enjoy lording her power over – 
 
    “You’re hurt.” 
 
    A fingertip touched his cheek; not cool, but as hot as the blazing suns. 
 
    He flinched as if her touch had branded him; indeed, fire seemed to radiate from that point of contact, singing through his bloodstream. Imagined, of course, but no less disconcerting for being illusory. 
 
    Jakani stammered, “Don’t! You can’t – you mustn’t, it’s forbidden …” 
 
    “Are you telling me what I might or might not do, boy?” 
 
    The phrasing rang harshly upon his ear, but the smiling fires swirling in those vivid violet pools drowned him simultaneously. He spluttered the first thing that came to mind. “I wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth! 
 
    “Doth mine reputation precede me?” 
 
    “As the finest aroma, o Choice of House –” 
 
    “My name is Tytiana. As you no doubt already know. Even the orchards talk.” Again, the staggering, taboo-defying touch. He wanted to shout at her, so acute was his discomfort at the fires she ignited beneath his skin; juxtaposed with the gentleness of her fingertip exploration of his wound. She added, “That aroma of yours must have developed into a bouquet worthy of the name.” 
 
    He began to shake his head. 
 
    “Hold still! Aye. It’s laid open to the bone. We should clean and stitch this. Tiger claws have a way of carrying all sorts of nastiness.” 
 
    “O Choice, you cannot –” 
 
    “Silence! Stay there. No, come sit here.” Jakani did as he was bid. The merest additional squeak from his lips, however, lit her up like a bonfire. “Not a word! Which part of ‘silence’ did you not understand, you gormless dirt grubber? Honestly, the legs appear to function but the brain’s four moons short of a full sky. Sit! Stay!” 
 
    Her quivering finger indicated the stool. 
 
    Heavens raining fireballs, she was exquisite even when she was livid. Which she was, in Dragon-sized dollops. Jakani silently willed his heart to resume beating, and his eyes to behave and most definitely not linger upon the waterfall of sleek crimson fabric curving over her slim behind and cascading down her long, long legs as she leaned over a work table, and his tongue-tied folly to please, somehow, morph into a passable representation of actual intelligence. 
 
    What he managed was some kind of swill of dazed incomprehension mingled with helpless admiration. 
 
    “Oh, that’s me, woof woof,” he muttered beneath his breath. 
 
    The stiffening of her body betrayed that she had overheard his insolent comment. She must have the hearing of a cat! If the ground could kindly have grown a mouth and swallowed him and the tall wooden stool whole, Jakani would have leaped down its gullet without delay and thanked it for a swift burial. 
 
    Her forefinger wagged at him behind her back. “Name?” 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    “Well, I can’t exactly go about saying –” she whistled piercingly “– here, boy!” 
 
    No force above the Cloudlands could have withheld his snort of laughter. “No. Indeed!” 
 
    In the background, the tiger paced up and down behind the wire mesh, still balefully intent upon sizing up a Jakani-sized appetiser. He rapidly removed his gaze to … umm, right. Checking the fall of her hair. Again. Fra’anior, please send a Dragon to steal him away right now! He was supposed to come from an honourable family, where men were supposed to treat women respectfully and – his father’s favourite admonition – not ogle. Nor wonder about their legs. 
 
    All Jakani could conclude was that his father’s wisdom had never met this woman. Rational thought had just flown off the Isle, and it showed no sign of returning. Worse, he felt unrepentant, Dragon-may-care, even … peaceful, as if the stars had just aligned to celebrate his embarkation upon a very strange flight of fate indeed. 
 
    “So?” She whirled with a swab, tweezers and needle in hand. 
 
    He attempted to be examining her toes, as a person of his station ought to when addressing a woman of her rank, and failed with spectacular flair. 
 
    “Uh … I’m a Dirt Picker of the Third Class, o Choice of –” her eyebrows arched alarmingly “– o Tytiana the …. um, radiant,” he finished, with gratifying aplomb. 
 
    Then, shock detonated in his chest as he apprehended his tongue’s betrayal. 
 
    The silence grew claws. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: Dirt Picker, Third Class 
 
      
 
    TYTIANA WAS QUITE convinced her response should start with a wild yell, ‘How dare you insult a lady, you squealing porker!’ and proceed directly to violent evisceration followed by tossing his diseased guts on a bonfire. Chargrilled! Sickly scents of frying flesh! How dare he? Yet a golden glint lurking deep in his irises unaccountably dazzled her, scattering her thoughts to the winds. Her breathing suddenly felt fluttery; alarmed, but in a beguiling rather than a perilous way. Or, was he actually dangerous? 
 
    Her nature was to seek answers. Facts. Logical progressions and structure. But her gaze kept leaping about like a frightened grasshopper, snatching at details without comprehension. Was it something about the tilt of his chin – how old was he? A young man? She could never quite tell with these smooth-skinned Easterners. His demeanour was confounding. Perhaps a quality of character, it surrounded him like an indefinable aura, exuding … something. Aye. Perfectly on the mark there, she was. Heat shot into her cheeks in a not unpleasant manner as Tytiana breathed in the earthy scent of this lamko’s long, scruffy black hair, which harboured at least three comfortable-looking spiders and a smattering of turquoise fertiliser sourced from none other than House Cyraxana’s own orchards. That fertiliser was a distinctive colour … 
 
    Hold those Dragons! 
 
    She clucked unhappily at her own woolly-headed blathering and bent to examine her soon-to-be-charbroiled victim more closely. Radiant! Radiant? Impudent scamp. He had some nerve! 
 
    Mister clever-tongued Dirt Picker could be considered an unremarkable exemplar of his people group, long-ago immigrants from the Kingdom of Kaolili in the East, if one considered his rough worker’s garb, bare feet and generally disreputable appearance. Just look at that bruise encircling his neck. Tytiana was certain she could count four fingers on the right side, marked in vivid purple even upon his brown skin. His knuckles and forearms were heavily scarred. He probably brawled his way through the evenings like most of the serfs. She should not even be talking to this lowborn wretch. Put him to work. Order him around with a few choice kicks, and crack the brash lamko over the knuckles with her walking stick if he showed the slightest sign of laziness or rebelliousness. 
 
    That was what she should do. 
 
    Instead, Tytiana heard her voice soften as she said, “What did you say?” 
 
    Not spoken like a proper aristocrat. No. Much more like a girl who would have given the Dragon’s share of her riches to know the truth. The admission of her own vulnerability was like a dagger twisted inside an old wound. Where had that sprung from? 
 
    “The Red. The Red, I swear,” he spluttered. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Jakani’s jaw clenched visibly and audibly. He stared through her. Mute. Every iota of his being quivered with fear and denial. 
 
    She grated, “Tilt up your head. I can’t see properly in this light.” 
 
    What drivel! The noon suns were high. They both knew the light was brilliant, certainly too much to bear if one gazed into the heavens for very long. In a second, his chin rose and tilted askance. She noted again his cheekily tufted eyebrows crowning depthless eyes with an intriguing angularity to their setting, so different to the rounder curvature of her own wide eyes; his bronzed jawline was definite yet sensitive, and a wink of white at the base of the cut upon his cheek reminded her fingers of what they ought to be doing, or not. Touching an untouchable. No wonder they both trembled. 
 
    Dared she search again for those dancing flecks of gold? 
 
    Why gold? 
 
    What had sparked between them to make her feel as if the arboretum was swaying like a Dragonship caught in a storm? Her free hand scrabbled for her stick and knocked it over, forcing her to brace against the table as she leaned in close to swab the deep cut. She must get every scrap of dirt out. Focus! Tytiana willed her infirm knees to behave themselves this instant. Yet an unexpected, fire-forged hunger blossomed within her to once again behold that spark, like suns-light glinting off a hidden treasure, unexpectedly searing from the depths of his mysterious black irises. 
 
    Holy Fra’anior, when had she come to think of lamko eyes as mysterious? Perhaps because she had never truly looked … 
 
    His throat worked with a slight, audible clicking sound. “I am sorry, o Choice Tytiana, if my choice of words caused offence.” 
 
    Disappointment cramped her fingers. As icily as stormy winter’s evening, she retorted, “I see. How is your pick of career working out for you, Dirt Picker, Third Class?” 
 
    Aye, he dwelled at the bottom of the dung heap, Helyon Islanders would say. 
 
    The young man chuckled dryly, but held very still. “Much better than my skill at telling lies, o Choice Tytiana. Or worse. It’s a matter of perspective.” 
 
    Her fingers quivered so badly she had to take pause before resuming. Had he just … had he admitted he thought … no. Surely not. People thought she was a freak, an eyesore, with her mad hair and facial features rather more startling than comely. At least, years of various makeup women trying to turn her into ‘something presentable’ or, affecting a despairing air, ‘we’ll make your daughter a credit to your House, Master Juzzakarr’ had convinced her of that truth. 
 
    And then, there was always the matter of her leg, severed three inches below the knee. The prosthetic foot. The lumpish leather harness that strapped the whole contraption to her left knee and thigh, atop a stump sock meant to reduce the inevitable chafing. Men despised disfigurement in a woman, didn’t they? 
 
    Moreover, this malodorous serf dared to whisk the rug of her life’s foundations from beneath her extremely expensive slippers? 
 
    She hissed, “You’re an immigrant?” 
 
    “My father.” 
 
    “Where was he from?” 
 
    “The North-Central region of the Kingdom of Kaolili, I believe. I’ve never met my extended family,” he said. They both seemed suddenly bound to the banal; acutely aware of each other’s closeness, dancing a delicate, unspoken two-step that swept them about upon a melody of unknowable imperatives. 
 
    Tytiana pressed a leather-bound journal into his hand. “This next part will hurt. Bite.” 
 
    “Your notes? I assure you, the sacrifice is hardly –” 
 
    “Boy! Shut it! You are worth far more than a couple of pages –” 
 
    “You dare speak of my worth?” his snarl erupted, as shocking as it was feral. “What would a Choice of her House know about the worth of an immigrant, an insignificant Dirt Picker of the Third Class?” 
 
    Tytiana replied with an incoherent wheeze. 
 
    “Fra’anior curse this stupid, wagging plank in my mouth! Give me that.” Jakani snatched the journal from her numb hand, jammed it into his mouth and clamped his teeth upon it as though those were the very last words he wished to speak in his lifetime. 
 
    Perhaps they ought to be. 
 
    “My apologies, o Choice,” he mumbled between his clenched teeth. 
 
    He seemed as shaken by his outburst as she was. 
 
    The Choice of House Cyraxana would have been well within her rights to have this landless serf publicly thorn flogged for any reason, or none at all. No-one would have blinked an eyelid. The gap – the yawning canyon – between their stations, between what she realised was her absolute fiat and his lack of rights or recourse whatsoever, gave her licence to destroy his life at the flick of her all-powerful quill. Upon her say-so, her father would have this scabby, misbegotten Dirt Picker shipped to a freezing prison colony offshore of Herliss, where his fingers would freeze and crack as he stooped daily in search of precious meriatite, chipped from the poisonous depths of the mines. At a crook of her all-powerful finger, he could be clapped in irons and marched off to some cold black hole, never to see the suns again. 
 
    Yet all she could see was the whiteness of her skin against his bronze. The colour of the oppressor exposed so starkly against a living, breathing background. Words hammered through her mind. Serf. Dirt Picker. Eastern lamko. Monkey. Mud grubber … did she not carelessly think all of these things? Tytiana listened to her shallow breathing, rasping in and soughing out as her mind seemed to shake as with an earthquake before tumbling into a realm of fresh perspectives. 
 
    Truly, this was her? No longer. 
 
    Using her forefinger as a spatula, she smeared a numbing herbal concoction either side of the cut. Next, she braced her right hand across his eye so that she could pinch shut the cut with her downward-angled thumb and forefinger, while she held the needle poised in her left hand. 
 
    He began, “Doesn’t the numbing take a minute – mmurgh!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani sank his teeth into the leather and somehow, by a miracle, managed to hold his composure and not try to tear free of her grip. He deserved worse. After his idiot tongue had just wagged itself into an early grave, what more could he suffer? Still, moisture brimmed beneath his eyelids, and as she worked the curved needle through the flesh followed up by gently tugging the gut thread along its necessary path, he shed a tear. 
 
    “Oh …” the girl almost wailed, and then collected herself with a curse that would have made a soldier blush. “I forgot! Sorry …” 
 
    “Real men do cry,” he hissed between gritted teeth. 
 
    “I see. I will pause.” 
 
    So she did. Jakani imagined that much of her life must be like this. Tytiana spoke. She acted. No nuance shaded her actions – or, was that a fair judgement? Who was the person gripping an untouchable lamko’s flesh with her bare, ungloved hands? Who was prepared to stitch his wounds without fear of whatever deathly pestilence might lurk in his bloodstream, and as if that were not enough, had Dragon-charged taboo into oblivion by further asking his name? Apparently this woman did everything by sheer force of will, and cared little for what she set ablaze in the doing. 
 
    He shuttered his eyes rather than be caught glancing at her bosom, expanding with each breath just inches from his face. He felt her start as his eyelashes tickled the palm of her hand. Why this awareness of her proximity so exquisite and overwhelming? He felt … inebriated. Giddy. Why else would he be acting like such a – 
 
    Before he could consider the matter further, Tytiana flared back into character, “Well, you are dumber than a hound, and the stupidest Dirt Picker ever to walk Helyon’s orchards, if you think I don’t care to know an immigrant’s worth! What kind of a person do you take me for, anyways?” 
 
    Rich? Spoiled? An arrogant, uncaring brat born into a life of unimaginable privilege and luxury? He said none of these things. Best just keep biting the tongue. Safer. 
 
    “Huh. You assume too much, Dirt Picker. Are you always this forthright with your opinions?” 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    “You may answer without fear.” 
 
    Now she was acting the aristocrat, and they both knew it. However, she was also the one holding the needle. 
 
    Jakani said, “I am usually far more circumspect.” 
 
    “Afraid?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    Possible replies wafted through his overheated brain. Her hair had just brushed against his arm! Jakani plucked rather haplessly for the first answer that crossed his mind. “It is not my place, o Choice of … not my place to voice opinions. It is not encouraged.” 
 
    “And how does that make you feel?” 
 
    Sick to the pit of his stomach. Powerless. Wary of this woman. He retorted, “Are you always this intense, o Choice – ouch.” 
 
    For that sally, he earned his second stitch. It already hurt less than the first, but Tytiana made sure he knew it was payment for his comment. “Have to keep the rumour mongers in business,” she said afterward. “So, how unlucky were you to draw this assignment?” 
 
    “Choice Tytiana, it was not drawn by lots.” 
 
    Aye, he knew she had burned through seventeen servants in five weeks. No-one pleased her. He could not imagine why, could he? Such a tame kitten! 
 
    “Oh?” The needle stabbed again. The flame was back. “Best start answering my questions, Dirt Picker, or I shall be forced to stoop to coercion. You do not want that. Contrary to what you will have heard, I do not appreciate the silent, uncomprehending service of resentful hearts. The truth is that I prefer lively intelligence and servants with whom I can lock wits as Dragons lock talons.” 
 
    Ah, and how many of those might she have found of late? The entire estate was terrified of her. Even he was surprised he had survived thus far. Therefore, honesty? 
 
    “This is my punishment.” 
 
    “Punishment?” She barked out a laugh that told him much. “What a naughty boy you must’ve been. Do tell.” 
 
    “Not much to tell,” Jakani said mutinously. “I punched an overseer in the nose for whipping my father unnecessarily. At least, I felt it unnecessary. He did not agree.” 
 
    He wondered if the heiress was disappointed in this admission. He had shamed his father, yesterday. Those white-lipped, very slight grunts of pain as the sadistic overseer laid open his father’s back merely for the sport of it – how could he not defend, or react, as his father’s agonised snarl had made clear? Jakani called it love. His stiff-necked father called it disobedience and dishonour. 
 
    Both were right. 
 
    Tytiana finished her stitching in silence. He wondered if this amount of knowledge, which barely scraped the tip of the Island above the Cloudlands regarding the life of a lamko, was more than this precocious, ridiculously moneyed teenager had bargained for. 
 
    After affixing a bandage to his cheekbone with rather more patience and care than he had expected, she said, “Keep it clean. Eleven stitches. Something for a boy to boast about, eh?” 
 
    She carefully moved the several steps back to the workbench. He studied his toes, wondering if he was relieved or bereft to feel able to breathe again. 
 
    His eyes wandered once more against his better judgement or willpower to resist, taking in the surprising narrowness of her waist, drawn in and emphasized by the tight, jewelled leather belt set with inlaid rubies in a pretty pattern depicting intertwined lilies. Seething spiders! Yet she moved with a kind of tensile strength that reminded him of the arm of a defensive catapult he had once seen at one of the war stations. Her flaming hair was extraordinary, wreathing her face in tight whorls and cascading down her back like flame incarnate. 
 
    Obviously, his father’s brand of wisdom was impossible to follow. 
 
    The stick. Pick up her stick, you uncouth mud head! 
 
    Without turning to address him, Tytiana added, “Tell anyone I touched you, boy, and I’ll have your ears after I deny every word.” 
 
    Jakani swooped for the stick, stood, and bowed formally from the waist in the Eastern way, as his father had taught him. It was a far cry from the fluid Helyon bow, but since she was now packing away her equipment with deft, no-nonsense movements, she did not see. 
 
    He said, “O Choice Tytiana, would you instruct me in the required …” His voice trailed off in puzzlement. “What’s that noise?” 
 
    Both gazed up through the broad crysglass panels as a whistling sound rapidly escalated from the North-West quadrant. Tytiana and he cried out and flinched as an immense Green Dragon came hurtling over the arboretum at full battle speed, its huge leathery wings briefly occluding the suns and snapping furiously in the wind as it manoeuvred. Wheee – KRACK! The Dragon was flying so low that its passing tail slapped the top of the structure with a sharp report. By the time Jakani registered what had happened, the Green had already raced away over the low hills and out of sight. 
 
    Huge! 
 
    Simultaneously, numerous large shards of glass cascaded toward the frozen pair like a curiously musical, tinkling waterfall. 
 
    In that instant, all of his father’s warnings never to reveal his martial arts skills flew through Jakani’s mind just as fast as that Dragon had appeared and vanished, and were discarded. Tytiana was in danger. She’d be shredded. The tall redhead had only just begun to realise the peril, to turn and duck and cry out, but he saw faster and farther than her. React! Counter-strike! In that instant preceding conscious thought, Jakani gathered himself, took three running stutter-steps, and launched into the air to execute a spinning high-kick that whipped first his left leg up past her head, then scythed the right higher still – hyaaiii-hai! He thumped one huge sliver of glass aside with his left foot and shattered a second with the edge of his right foot, showering her workbench rather than her person with lethal fragments. 
 
    He landed lithely beside the heiress. Balanced. Ready. Twirling the gorgeously carved walking stick in his hands, Jakani swatted aside one last stray shard of glass – ker-ting. Perfect execution, perfect finishing posture. 
 
    Aye, that felt good! 
 
    Tytiana, untouched, her violet eyes huge with fright, exclaimed, “You were amaz –” 
 
    GRAAA-BOOM!! 
 
    A low thunderclap of sound reached them. Black smoke exploded into the air in the distance. Near his home. 
 
    There was a time like an endless inhalation, a sense that reality had just receded from him like the Moons-tides shifting the Cloudlands away from Helyon’s low shores, as Jakani’s brain tried to make sense of what he had just seen. All the bravado he had felt at landing a flawless double-kick leached out of his feet into the soil as he processed the location of that Dragon’s attack. His home was that way. Five miles. Just five. The Dragon couldn’t have flown that far that fast, could it? 
 
    That beast had been shifting … 
 
    He threw a stricken look at Tytiana. “My home – family …” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    He almost didn’t hear her. “I –” 
 
    The ashen girl punched his shoulder. “Blithering idiot! Go!” 
 
    Tossing the stick in her direction, he ran. Jakani’s bare feet slapped the soils, the hard paths past the orchards, the tops of stone fences and wooden gates he did not bother to open. He raced through the rich, redolent fields of Helyon, negotiating the gently rolling hills and dales of the great estate that his family had served for forty-six years at high speed, knowing that the column of oily black smoke that smudged the otherwise perfectly blue skies was right over his home. He just knew it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    To her vocal annoyance, Tytiana found herself bundled toward the dank underground shelter beneath the sprawling manor House just as soon as she stepped foot in the front entrance. Her father was in a towering rage, for once with good reason. He was kicking messengers left and right as he demanded answers. One thing stuck with her, a messenger boy who blurted out, “It was just a few serfs, Master. Two or three. A Dirt Picker family.” Her father grunted, “Good. No damage to the orchards?” “Very little, Master.” The lord and Master of the House boomed, “Hah! Excellent. Let me know when it’s safe to inspect the trees. I shall go myself.” 
 
    Her heart twisted inside her chest. That might be the boy’s family he was talking about. A few Dirt Picker lives were clearly less important to her father than his precious trees. 
 
    She felt dislocated, trapped between the memory of gold-tinted eyes and the reality of prejudice rampant in this room. How could she not have seen … because it always had been so? Because every aspect of her growing up had instilled that reality into her, as if she breathed bigotry and discrimination for oxygen? What a pile of stinking, useless excuses! 
 
    Juzzakarr was a towering yet thickset man whose neck appeared to sink into his massive shoulders. He kept his long blonde hair laced back in a military plaited queue, and wore the House crimson as his colour of choice. Today’s outfit was polished black half-boots with baggy crimson trousers tucked into their tops, a crossover-style silk shirt which buttoned diagonally from the right shoulder, and a sweeping crimson fur cloak completely out of keeping with the dry season heat. 
 
    Upon spying her entrance, Juzzakarr roared, “Downstairs with you, tardy daughter! Keep those expensive heels cool – ha ha ha!” 
 
    He laughed, but there was no shred of joviality in his tone. Seeing no point in protesting, Tytiana carried that strange, unaccustomed discomfort in her chest as she struggled down the long, narrow stairway into the underground bunker, where her sisters immediately gathered around and mobbed her with hugs. Ugh. Stairs were always a pain to negotiate with her stupid wooden foot, but this reception was more than worth it. 
 
    Besides, she was not the complaining sort. Mostly. Just the burn-their-backsides sort. 
 
    Little Sariaki, five years old, sprinted over to clutch her big sister’s waist in an impulsive hug. “Tyti! Missed you!” 
 
    “Hey, lovely ragamuffin,” Tytiana smiled, returning the hug favour. 
 
    Zihaeri reached out to ruffle her hair fondly. “Flames you very much, Miss Flame-Head, for turning up late as usual and making us all worried. Father pleased to see you?” 
 
    “Aye.” His prize asset was safe. 
 
    Blonde Zihaeri was shorter than her by a couple of inches but also three years older, and she took big sister duties very seriously indeed, especially since their mother had passed away from haemorrhaging after Sariaki’s birth. Responsibility might as well have been her middle name. She was also a gifted scholar who did not have the habit of drawing frustrated groans of incomprehension from their tutors. No, she was their pet. 
 
    Shy Quiraeli hung back, of course, but Tytiana was not about to let her get away with that. She was a classic Helyon beauty even at twelve, all willowy height and perfect blonde hair of the perfect shade, and more than one potential suitor meant for the wavy-haired redhead had, upon spying her, sighed in Qui’s direction – and promptly been clobbered out of the House for his trouble. Occasionally, a hard jalkwood stick made a useful weapon. To her credit, Quiraeli was beautiful inside and out. She evinced not the slightest hint of vanity. In her case, that would have been an understandable vice. She was also an exceptional harpist and singer – another reason for a sigh – and possessed the knack of deflating their father’s rages with a well-placed quirk of one eyebrow. 
 
    Outrageous! 
 
    Tytiana squeezed her sister breathless just for the fun of it. 
 
    “Oof,” Qui complained politely. “Get off. You’re like a furnace.” 
 
    “There is more than a hint of body odour down here,” Tytiana observed, not inaccurately. The little-used chamber, perhaps a disused wine cellar, was crowded with fearful people who had clearly run to find hiding, and it had not smelled particularly pleasant to start with. “Not yours, of course. You smell like lilies of the pond.” 
 
    Quiraeli giggled, “You’re silly, Tytiana – oh! Oh …” 
 
    “Lamp’s out of oil,” someone called out of the sudden, complete blackness. 
 
    “What ralti-brained simpleton brought down a nearly empty lamp?” Tytiana hissed in outrage. Of course, she managed to pick the second the whole underground room went silent as people reacted to the onset of darkness, so her voice carried to every corner. 
 
    Invisible glower! 
 
    Sariaki piped up, “We have Tyti. Tyti glowy.” 
 
    “Hush, child,” rapped one of the tutors. 
 
    “No, seriously,” said Zihaeri, in her ‘this is very serious and you had better be listening’ tone of voice. “You’ve just turned into a glow-in-the-dark sister.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Told you so. Tyti all glowy!” Sariaki announced to a whole roomful of relatives, servants, and just about every House functionary who was not important enough to be upstairs. 
 
    Tytiana was speechless, realising that she could see her sisters’ faces around her by virtue of the ruddy glow created by none other than herself. It was like faint candlelight playing all over her skin, not burning or flickering, just a steady, inhuman glow that most definitely had no place being anywhere near any person’s … well, person. She rubbed her bare arms frantically, but failed to move or change the phenomenon in the slightest. “Ah, alright … this is weird. Anyone know what’s going on?” 
 
    “Even her hair’s glowing,” someone observed. 
 
    “Holy Fra’anior!” 
 
    “What a freak.” 
 
    “Woe, the curse ascendant –” 
 
    “Shut your chattering traps! I’m not a freak!” 
 
    The darkness seemed to embolden people. Suddenly she heard ‘candle girl’ and ‘sorceress’ and ‘– never liked that mutant, and now I know why.’ The babble swelled into a formless, deafening, terrifying beast that roared in her ears as she swivelled around and around again, frantic now, beating at her limbs and hair and face but nothing seemed to change the eerie radiance that lit the chanting, chattering maelstrom of hate that tormented her senses. Shadowed noses became hooked beaks. Lips like gleaming slugs spitting obscenities. The nightmare of sound, heat and helplessness roared on and on, her in the epicentre. 
 
    She was fire. Fire was in her. Rising. Burning like the sweetest, most intoxicating wine, and she no longer knew if she was screaming or laughing as the deep ruby glow swelled … 
 
    Suddenly sallow white lantern light bobbled down the stairs, bleaching her colours. Tytiana sensed the strength leave her limbs in a great rush. She slumped against someone – upon Zihaeri’s shoulder, and slipped farther, and now she felt Quiraeli stagger beneath her weight as the slight girl crashed to her knees. Sariaki was wailing nearby, clasped in a nanny’s arms. 
 
    An explosion of volcanic realisation rallied her. “Him!” 
 
    “Him … who?” Zihaeri puzzled. “Shh, Sariaki. She’s alright now. See? Tell her you’re alright, Tyti!” 
 
    “That obnoxious Dirt Picker! It was him. It all started with him, and my kitten laying an egg –” 
 
    “An egg?” said Zihaeri. 
 
    “Aren’t you listening? Am I speaking Island Standard? My tiger laid an egg, and … well …” 
 
    “Poor thing, she’s gone quite, quite crazy,” Nanny Lyriana clucked. She had looked after the four girls since Tytiana could remember. Like many Helyon matrons of her fifty-plus years and important station, she seemed to be comprised of equal parts duck down and iron. 
 
    “I swear it’s true, Nanny!” 
 
    “You’re just overwrought. Poor dear.” 
 
    “Overwrought? I’m furious!” 
 
    This was what had always been inside of her! Not so much the temper as this real, pulsating, living fire! How had she ever mistaken this sensation for a mere quirk of her untameable personality? Tytiana the Red – in the very flesh. How would she ever live this down? 
 
    “Now, sweet love, you’re all tousled and feverish. Just look at your poor hair sticking up all in a frizzy bush. Lie down here. Someone fetch me a cool cloth!” 
 
    “I’d rather dunk that freak in a bucket of ice,” a voice muttered nearby. 
 
    “He did this. I’m going to … ooh, murder is far too kind a word for what I’m going to do to that imposter,” Tytiana insisted, all the time wondering how it was that she was suddenly so shaky? Had the boy poisoned her with his touch? Was he responsible for the abrupt intensification of this ardent and exquisite inner burning, which so consumed her very sanity, it had begun to leach out of her skin? Aye! Had he not called her ‘the radiant’? It was all a devious plot! What mere lamko could kick aside glass panels a foot or more above her head? 
 
    She had to warn father! 
 
    Sariaki’s fingers touched hers. “Tyti?” 
 
    “I’m alright, Sari. Don’t worry,” she said automatically. 
 
    A cool cloth wiped her face. It should have spat and steamed at the insatiable rage boiling inside her gut now. He was no prankster planting a pretty egg. He was a cunning assassin! 
 
    “I’ll … squeeze that louse’s eyeballs … for juice …” 
 
    Tytiana heard her voice echoing down a long, dark tunnel. Then a pure white radiance crept in like a suns-rise to gently suffuse her soul, and she drifted into a place filled with sweet flame that ached as sweetly as her yearning for her mother’s touch, and there was an impression of rocking upon tender fires that seemed to stretch from Helyon to eternity. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Vile Assassin 
 
      
 
    JAKANI STOOD ATOP the watchtower above the mists that hid Helyon Island like a fine-feathered grey skullcap, his face soaking in the warmth and radiance of the suns-rise. He ached in every bone of his body, yet the guilt-ridden darkness of his soul was by far the deeper affliction. 
 
    His father hated him. No, not hate. Disappointment, expressed so severely, it burned like mordant lashes of acid. ‘What did I do to deserve a worthless son like you?’ The memory hammered through his mind. ‘You celebrate when Mistress Hinzuki and her two children lie dead in the ashes of their home?’ ‘But father, I …’ Was it so wrong to feel weak-kneed relief that their home and the lives of his family, humble as they were, had been spared a feral Dragon’s lava fireball? Crowing, ‘Yes! You’re all alive! Yeeeesss!’ as he capered outside their house in full view of the grieving neighbours … that was wrong. Unforgivable. No one could hate him more than he himself for that reaction. 
 
    Despite his abject apologies, kneeling with his face pressed to the ashes and his arms outspread, they had kicked him out of the funeral procession. 
 
    He wished he could die. 
 
    The whole community had averted their faces from him. 
 
    They spat where he walked. 
 
    Why should it matter so greatly what they thought? Only that to the lamko, originally imported under the very worst conditions by slaver-Dragonships chartered by the Emperor of Kaolili – to rid their kingdom of the disgrace of surplus or undesirable people, it was whispered – community was life. They had stood together in everything, against the worst injustices and the harshest treatment, and endured. Their unity and indeed, uniformity, had formed the backbone of their survival. 
 
    Now he was an outcast from the outcasts. Who knew for how long? 
 
    He had discovered this watchtower’s secret several years before. On the misty mornings of this season, when the subtly rolling hills and vales of Helyon were obscured as if a great mystery awaited their unveiling, this tower allowed one to stand a mere few feet above the vapours, like a swimmer wading through a waist-deep pool. Everything below him was pink and orange mists. Yet when he looked out there, as far as his gaze could reach and farther still with the eyes of his spirit, it seemed to him that he could gaze out over the whole Island-World. It was bleak, majestic, endless. It was a raw song of wonder that choked up his soul. 
 
    Despite his lack of education, for no lamko would ever sully the threshold of a school building with his offensive ignorance, Jakani had once stumbled across an abandoned Geography textbook. Inside was a circular map of his world, which he could not read. Frustrated into action, from that book and with the aid of weeks of eavesdropping outside the school windows, he had grasped the rudiments of reading. Then a gang of Fenturi Nurturers of the First Class – boys who attended the school – caught him peeking in through their window and taught him a lesson. He still bore burn scars on his left buttock as a reminder of his wrongdoing. 
 
    He had memorised the map. It fascinated him. How could the whole world be these tiny Islands just poking their heads above the toxic, depthless Cloudlands like brave shoots struggling to break the soil for the first time? What was down there under the clouds? The Cloudlands did not even act like ordinary clouds. Instead, they rippled from the shore of his low Island to the ends of the world, not blowing about on the winds, but in contrast acting as if they were static, gloopy and immovable. About two miles from where he stood, beyond the grey shroud that encompassed and entirely concealed Helyon from his sight, the Cloudlands stretched out to the horizon like a serene golden carpet, unruffled and unchanging. He knew that there were other Islands like his that surmounted the toxic clouds, and smaller Dragon-roost Islands dotted about that immense expanse, but they were few and the distances between them, enormous. Only Dragonships or Dragons flew that far. 
 
    To the North, the major Islands were Pla’arna, Gemalka, Herliss and Immadia with its fabled mountains and snowfields; to the South, the Fingers of Ferial, enormous Yorbik with its boundless forests, and then places that for him existed only in imagination and fable – powerful and barbaric Sylakia, which had once ruled the Island-World, Remoy, Archion, Jeradia of the giants, and Fra’anior Cluster, ancestral home of the majestic, magical Dragons. 
 
    The selfsame beasts who had majestically immolated Mistress Hinzuki’s hut with great precision. So much for the nobility of Dragons! One childhood belief, punctured like a sad old waterskin. 
 
    The fireball had passed over his own home, fifty feet lower down the hill, without singeing so much as a grass blade upon its rush-thatched roof, blown through the neighbour’s front door, and torched the dwelling within seconds. All that had remained when he arrived was a black smudge and ashes. Even the stone chimney and fireplace had been melted to slag by the terrible heat. Of the Mistress and her twin babes, not a hair could be found. 
 
    It was so wrong. Why pick on the poorest of the poor? 
 
    Their village comprised sixteen huts clustered on a hillside, now reduced to fifteen, each flanked by small vegetable gardens and backed by the tall, broad-leafed enseth trees that were their insurance against deprivation. The root of each enseth tree could be ten feet long and as thick as a man’s torso. Tasty, too. But the parsimonious villagers saved them for special occasions, or the hungry times between harvests, for the High Master of the House to whom this land belonged was not known to be generous with food portions for the workers. Being lamko, their caste survived upon the scraps and leftovers of everyone else’s portions, and whatever they could grow for themselves in their small plots of land. 
 
    Jakani was no stranger to hunger. He was lean in a way that Choice Tytiana would never – no, she was wiry too, he supposed. All whipcord muscle; almost too muscly for a girl. Jakani was proud of his own frame, trained and hardened and as gritty as old sinew twice chewed over, but for a girl, she was not in bad shape. 
 
    Up there on the watchtower, he grimaced at his thoughts. “Sexist idiot. Stuff a cork in it.” 
 
    The morning was far too beautiful to be thinking of Choice Tytiana of the volcanic temper and even more volcanic looks, but to his annoyance, the early golden-orange light streaming over the Cloudlands as the twin suns broke free from their rest upon the horizon reminded him of nothing more forcibly than her astonishing cascade of hair, while the violet colours of the retreating night were like the enigmatic shadows of her eyes, and … why didn’t she wear the traditional headscarf? Odd. 
 
    Still, mooning about over his enchanting new boss was not going to walk him the five miles to his workplace. 
 
    One more look. To the East, the Yellow Moon was three-quarters sunk in the Cloudlands, leaving only the top of its broad, pockmarked sallow bulk to protrude. It was immense, a world in its own right, he supposed. Maybe some weird creatures lived up there? To the South, crescent Jade stood high and proud, while the White Moon was a pinpoint right out over the north-western quadrant, where he understood Immadia to lie. The mists over Helyon, a feature of its unique climate produced by a combination of low altitude, plentiful rainfall from the upper clouds and abundant fenturi trees, were beginning to shift. Soon, the perfect mist-cap would be broken by other watchtowers dotted about the estate, marking and betraying the villages where other serfs and higher-class workers lived, and then the backs of the rolling green hills would heave free of the greyness like leviathans sporting in a lake, and Helyon would bake beneath the suns for another dry season day. 
 
    By then, he should be at the arboretum. 
 
    Turning, Jakani slipped down through a hole in the circular watchtower platform and descended the ladder with the ease of an acrobat. Before his head had passed through the hole, the mists had already closed in. 
 
    He dropped into a world of grey. The broad enseth leaves became dark towers. The hillside with its burgundy volcanic soil became a fey shadow looming behind him as he turned to the path that led out of his village. The tall emerald grasses whispered against his thighs as he slipped by, painting tiny ribbons of dew upon his trousers. He sped up despite the pounding pain in his right foot, deeply pierced by the glass he had kicked aside now two days before. He had wrapped the wound rudely and left it; now he regretted every step. Passing the small tan mohili wheat rectangles on their neatly terraced fields to his right hand, he paralleled a small brook down to the pond at the bottom of the hill where all the children were taught to swim, and just occasionally, the fattest trout in Helyon might be found – that was the legend, at least. Like every other boy in the village, he had tried his luck with a fishing pole for more hours than some might have considered sane. His best catch had been an old soldier’s boot. 
 
    Now he ran at a steady pace along the valley bottom, letting the dawn’s coolness wash over him in cleansing waves as he passed mile upon mile of fenturi plantations. The distinctive burgundy-leafed fruit trees with their clusters of unripe silver fruit were kept pruned low enough that the web pickers could move among them, carefully unravelling web after web onto their bobbins. The grey spiders did not seem to mind the harvesting. They were fruitarian after all, and the slapdash webs seemed to serve no other purpose than to make the great silk Houses of Helyon that much richer, for the finest and indeed the only silk in the Island-World came from Helyon. The spiders would not survive or spin elsewhere. 
 
    From monopoly came money. 
 
    From monopoly came enslavement, another voice in his mind intruded. Enslavement endorsed and indeed, encouraged, by Houses such as those to which Choice Tytiana belonged. Her heritage was built upon the labour of landless serfs like his own family. And she claimed to want to understand something about their lives? His lip curled. Puerile nonsense. Some kind of high-born desire to amuse herself poking about in the smelly, unsavoury lives of the peasants? ‘Oh, look at how dirty their children are! How squalid their huts. How can anyone stand to live such a pathetic life?’ 
 
    Gape, goggle, giggle. He despised high-borns with all their airs of arrogance and entitlement! 
 
    Jakani hurled himself over the river bridge at the start of the two-mile incline up to the manor house, or mansion, that belonged to the Master, his family, and their many relatives and functionaries. All were involved in some way in the silk trade. After all, what else was there to do in Helyon? 
 
    A scrap of blue hanging limply from a jangis-berry bush caught his eye, however. Odd. That was the signature colour of House Andamyria, mortal enemy of House Cyraxana, or the crimson house. The blue was also Helyon’s most famous colour. One rumour was that High Master Juzzakarr had executed someone on the spot for daring to wear a dash of blue in their uniform. Probably just a rumour, but the point was well made. No-one wore blue on these lands. Even the blue flowers that bordered some of the rockier parts of the track were weeded out and burned on a regular basis. 
 
    Blue birds were probably in mortal danger, like that turquoise-crested parakeet chirruping amongst the branches of a nearby tree as it chased a few slow-moving beetles. Breakfast. And there went a yellow-throated flycatcher, trilling its high-pitched call – tirr-irr-triii! Its azure wings were a pervasive feature of the orchards. They hunted parasites that would otherwise spoil the crop, and so great pains were taken to protect and provide nests, and keep windrocs, hawks and other predatory birds at bay. Concessions? The High Master must grit his teeth daily! 
 
    After a minute, however, Jakani found the source of that blue cloth – a blue-clad messenger who sped along the path ahead of him. The runner wore the long pantaloons and tunic top of his house, but his feet were bare for running. The path here was a narrow track carved between the orchards, sometimes hugging the dry stonewall boundaries of the old plantations and sometimes winding between the trees, for no lamko or even a higher-caste messenger would be allowed to run on the main paved roads that connected the major Houses. He had to slow up. For a couple of minutes he chased the fellow, and then grew impatient. 
 
    “Hey slow-slug, let me past, will you?” 
 
    The messenger glanced over his shoulder. Jakani could read his thoughts right off the young man’s face. He was a professional runner. No-one was faster than he, and most especially not some grubby lamko waif in his patched-up rags! The fellow accelerated. Jakani kept pace rather more easily than he could credit. They were climbing relentlessly, and his usual stitch had not worked its way beneath his ribs as yet. Instead, he felt expansive. Light. Breezy. 
 
    The messenger clutched his shoulder pouch and lengthened his stride. He was tall and fast, but to Jakani, it was as if he could fly. His feet barely felt the touch of the rocky path. His own running stride, never the most elegant or natural, seemed to have acquired the characteristics of silk. So … easy! As they came to a wider part, he drew abreast of the fellow. 
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    The messenger grunted, “Think you’re … fast … do you?” 
 
    “You seem to be struggling, old bean pod. Take it easy before you burst something.” 
 
    The other’s glance was openly shocked. Jakani was not breathing hard. Something was wrong with this picture, he thought. In that moment of distraction, the messenger let fly with an elbow. 
 
    “Great festering – ah!” 
 
    Laughter drifted back to him as Jakani picked himself up out of a berry bush. He felt his eye. That would bruise nicely, and his father would take him to task over it without fail. All at once, the familiar rage boiled up inside of him. Fight. Get him back. Make sure he paid for that unfairness – 
 
    No. He knew how to beat this proud young man, and it was not by fighting. It would be by winning. Winning the right way. 
 
    He took to the path like a man possessed. The rage inside of him was all the fuel he needed. The House Andamyria messenger was not far ahead. Jakani stalked him as light-footed as that tiger kitten in Tytiana’s cage, and twice as guileful. Coming up behind, he tapped him on the left shoulder, and then dodged around to the right the instant the startled fellow began to glance in that direction. He hooked the strap of the message pouch with his thumb, and with a fluid motion whipped it over his adversary’s head to snatch the bag away. 
 
    “Hey!” The messenger lunged, but only clawed at empty air. 
 
    “Missing something?” 
 
    “Give that to me!” 
 
    “Come and get it, slow-slug.” He dangled the bag. “Want this?” 
 
    “Just you –” 
 
    “Missed. Great Islands, did you eat rocks for breakfast? Move along now – missed again.” Jakani danced away down the path. He let the fellow chase him a little ways, before calling over his shoulder, “Meet you at the House!” 
 
    He left a red-faced, puffing messenger far in his wake as he powered up the hill. Still, something was not right. Jakani had never run like this before. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana glanced at the wall chronometer. “You’re on time, Dirt Picker. Barely.” 
 
    Oh, just look at him swaggering in here, cool as a leafy green salad and twice as cocky as the day before last! She had to hand it to him. This wretch had courage. How much bravado would a chargrilled salad have once she was finished with him? 
 
    He bowed respectfully. “O Choice Tytiana, I apologise. I had to wait for a House Andamyria messenger on the path. We had a little race. I was goading him.” 
 
    She let her face harden. “Oh?” 
 
    “Baiting House Andamyria is acceptable, I hope? Especially as I am still on time.” 
 
    “On time for your execution,” Tytiana said sweetly, and had the satisfaction of seeing Mister Dirt Picker, Third Class, stumble over his floppy bare feet. 
 
    Actually, one of those feet was wrapped in a filthy bandage sodden with blood, and he was limping rather badly – which reminded her of that amazing overhead kick which had knocked aside huge, heavy shards of falling crysglass. And that cheeky swipe with her walking stick, followed by a perfect baton-twirl that assured her he knew exactly what to do with a stave as a weapon, for example. Tytiana would not be standing here by her workbench, fuming, were it not for him. It begged the question. How had he outrun a messenger on that foot? 
 
    Who could trust a man with a feral glint like that – don’t look – in his sly eyes? 
 
    Apparently apprehending the direction of her gaze, the Dirt Picker stepped self-consciously off the path inside the arboretum and made to scatter soil upon the splatters of blood he had left behind. “Might catch something,” he muttered. “Sorry. I’ll clean it up properly, Choice Tytiana. Promise.” 
 
    “Need more stitches? Get over here, Dirt Picker.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Aye, she would be much more comfortable with a needle in hand around this fellow. He made her feel so … weird. Not an easily dismissible sort of weird. This was a restless, audacious, bonfires-in-the-belly sort of weird. Sitting him down on the same stool as the day before, she lifted his foot and set it on her workbench with a purposeful air. “Now, the axe or the hacksaw?” 
 
    “Whaa … aah, ha ha,” he spluttered nervously. “Sorry. Bad job on the doctoring – busy day, yesterday, see?” 
 
    “Were your family harmed, Dirt Picker?” 
 
    “No. But three lamko were killed.” She began to unwind the desperately unhygienic rags from around his foot. She suppressed an urge to shudder and rush off to wash her hands. Repeatedly. “A mother and her twin babies. Our neighbours just up the hill.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It wasn’t feral.” 
 
    “The Dragon?” 
 
    “Aye. Well, you’ve made a right sheep’s stew of this foot, trying to save me. What was that kick you used?” 
 
    “An ancient form of lamko dance,” he fibbed. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, with just the right emphasis to convey that she knew he was lying, and why. 
 
    “For kicking aside a few bits of glass, or for trying to get you killed right before?” he asked drolly. “Seems like an apology is in order, o Choice Tytiana. I acted like an, uh – well …” 
 
    “Like a brainless excuse for a splodge of windroc vomit?” 
 
    Now, a genuinely surprised laugh sputtered free as Tytiana examined the deep cut in the sole of his foot. “Thanks for supplying the descriptive precision I lacked.” 
 
    “Pleasure. Two nice slivers of glass in here,” she announced, with the air of a butcher deciding how best to carve up a choice hunk of meat. She quirked her lips at him, which immediately made him squirm. 
 
    “Bite the diary?” 
 
    “Slobber on my best work? I should think not.” She yanked sharply. 
 
    “Aaaarrrggghhh!” The Dirt Picker sprawled on the ground as he snatched back his foot to check that she had not, indeed, chopped it off. “That hurt, you bl –” 
 
    One quirk of a manicured eyebrow shut him up quicker than a windroc struck through the heart by a crossbow bolt. That arch said, ‘You – what? Answer that question and you’ll regret it, you scum-sucking liar!’ Tytiana tapped her worktable meaningfully. He replaced his foot with studied respect this time. No wisecracks. 
 
    Apparently, this one might be teachable. She was feeling highly instructive. How virtuous. 
 
    “The other one’s jammed between the bones.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I promise you, it is,” she retorted, picking up a pair of pliers, meantime considering belting him over the head with her walking stick. “Hold still. I think this should be able to twist off a couple of toes in a pinch. I wouldn’t want to have a nasty accident.” 
 
    He said, “I believe you may be angry with me, Choice Tytiana?” 
 
    And the brass dral dropped at last. She said, “No, really? Why might I be angry with a Dirt Picker of the Third Class?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t realise that you most likely have a dragonet’s egg in your cage?” 
 
    “Aha!” 
 
    “Ah … what? Simmering volcanic hells, you are one confusing woman – with all respect, o Choice. Could we complete one thought at a time, please? Just one? Such as, the Dragon wasn’t feral? Expand and conclude conversation.” 
 
    Tytiana whisked out the shard. 
 
    “Suffering caroli!” he bellowed, falling onto the back of his neck this time with his bleeding foot stuck up in the air. Elegance personified. 
 
    “All better now,” she said, even more sweetly than before. “Right. Let’s get you cleaned and stitched up. I forgot I had a jar of the numbing cream right here.” He coughed in anguish. “Before you bleed all over my nice arboretum, that is, you brave, brave lad. Sit. And this time, stay!” 
 
    With a look that mixed disbelief, shock and no small measure of trepidation, he picked up his rump a second time and seated himself gingerly on the traditional three-legged stool. He looked exactly as discomfited as every fire in Tytiana’s bones wanted him to be feeling at this instant. She was in an ornery mood; probably ornery enough to set off local seismic activity. And this blasted two-faced son of a Sylakian pirate was about to become her unwilling victim. Life could not get much better, could it? 
 
    “Do we understand each other, Dirt Picker?” 
 
    “Woof.” 
 
    She tried to smother her mirth, but it turned into a terribly fake cough. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Ruff-ruff. That’s a woof-firmative.” 
 
    Hopeless. Tytiana’s belly quaked with the force of her guffaws. He was just too much! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bending over his foot, the lovely torturer set about cleaning the wound with the now conveniently available numbing antiseptic paste, finding a couple more small fragments of glass embedded in the wound. These extractions proceeded much less dramatically, to Jakani’s relief. The young woman clucked over his slapdash bandaging and took him to task for his even worse hygiene with a breadth of vocabulary that he was truly coming to admire. 
 
    Admire? Stupid lamko! 
 
    Without any ado, she said, “The Dragon was not feral because he dropped a message scroll into the House gardens about one minute before he murdered your neighbour. The scroll is a demand for fealty and ‘protection treasure,’ as the contents politely phrased it. I believe that means, ‘contribute to our treasury forthwith or we will continue blasting you whenever we feel like it.’ ” 
 
    Jakani said, “Ouch.” 
 
    “Exactly. The powers that be are all running around like frightened fowl trying to shore up our defences, and sending missives in every possible direction to try to work out which roost wishes to rake in our riches with its talons.” 
 
    “Very many, I suppose?” 
 
    “The message wasn’t exactly signed with love and kisses from your scaly neighbourhood friends, no,” she retorted. “So, what do you know about this dragonet’s egg, boy?” 
 
    “Why don’t you wear a headscarf, o Choice –” 
 
    “Dirt Picker!” She held up her needle. “You are too forward by half. Hold still. Tell me about this egg.” 
 
    “It wasn’t laid by the – ouch – kitten. Are you quite sure you’ve numbed me enough?” 
 
    Punctuating her words with stabs and tugs at the thread, Tytiana set about her stitching. “Tell me when you planted the egg?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “My kitten doesn’t lay eggs.” 
 
    “No. Obviously. Eee … I mean, I’m just – yeow – guessing. I’ve never seen a dragonet’s egg before in my – ooh – life.” Tytiana’s grip was stopping the blood flow into his foot. She did not care. Liar! Thief! Charlatan! “They aren’t native to Helyon – oooh, could you not – suffering … ah! Look, I’m dead terrified of your little pet, alright? I couldn’t – oh mercy! I just wouldn’t –” 
 
    She turned the full force of her glare upon the sweating young man. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Whaa … it’s –” 
 
    “Impolite to ask?” Stab. “My question flouts some stupid caste rules?” Tug. “Why do you imagine I care for your lame-brained lamko sensibilities, you insufferable, lying, vicious little disease-carrying caroli?” 
 
    His jaw almost slapped down on his chest. 
 
    “Aye, just sit there and pretend everything is fine and suns-shine streaming over the hills, will you, you chattering monkey. You have some gumption, walking back in here when you plainly tried to murder me!” 
 
    “How can you say that? I saved your ungrateful hide –” 
 
    “Shut up, dirtbag! You sleazy smug-ugly, miserable, two-faced piece of excrement!” In her fury, Tytiana jabbed the needle deep into his flesh. “Vile assassin!” 
 
    Then, they both gaped at his foot, held in a grip of shimmering scarlet flame. 
 
    The young man leaned down and pointed with a shaking finger. “That’s … kind of … an interesting effect, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Fruitful Conversation 
 
      
 
    TYTIANA SAID, “Ooh, I don’t feel so …” And she dropped like a log. 
 
    To his credit, Jakani did leap like a trout to try to catch her. A trout would have done a far better job than he, for his was a manful and doomed effort, given as his foot had been propped up on the workbench and his behind was perched on an unstable three-legged stool. He did end up cuddling the Choice in one arm as they landed on the paving beneath her workbench, and he received a thumping blow upon his jaw from her lolling head by way of thanks. He decided that was entirely in keeping with her character. 
 
    She was so pale. Her cheek, so near. So … 
 
    Jakani arrested the bent of his head before he committed the heinous crime of kissing a pretty girl. 
 
    Ralti-stupid! 
 
    He tugged his arm free with a horrified shudder. There was definitely something wrong with him. Sure, his honour was a miserably malformed work in progress, but he had never been so inclined to evil, unconscionable desires as to imagine stealing a kiss from an unconscious girl – the Choice of House Cyraxana, no less! He was worse than daft in the head. He was vile. No assassin, but vile within. Did he want to die? And this girl must be touched in the head if she thought he was harbouring some sort of plot to kill her. Why would he plant an egg in a tiger’s cage? It made no sense. 
 
    Tytiana was just too volatile, too balanced upon a knife’s edge, for anyone to feel safe around her. That was what they feared, didn’t they? 
 
    Or was it her powers? 
 
    For she clearly had magic, and on Helyon, that was a perilous endowment – more curse than blessing, he imagined. Jakani peered at his half-healed foot. A touch of scarlet lingered around the needle that stood in his much-abused flesh. The wound barely hurt at all. Biting his knuckles in squeamish horror, he drew the needle out. The strange fiery effect seemed to sink away beneath his skin, and then the tiny puncture wound just … drew closed. Right before his breath expired in a shocked hiss. It smoothed over, leaving only a tiny pucker to show what had been. 
 
    The Island-World must be thumbing its nose and laughing at him today. He had just seen magic. Real, undeniable magic. 
 
    Poor girl. 
 
    Ruddy good thing he was sitting down, too, because when Jakani thought upon his run that morning, certain things began to link together in his gibbering cesspit of a mind and he was not happy about that at all. Something had changed when this girl had touched him. She had broken the taboo, and this was his curse, his punishment, his … he didn’t even believe in superstition. His hands shook very badly as he made an attempt at arranging her limbs in a graceful posture. He should get help. 
 
    His eyes shifted to her left foot. Obviously fake, inside that slipper. The prosthesis had no proper toes. When had she lost it? How? 
 
    No time for that. Jakani leaped to his feet, preparing his story. The Choice had fainted. She had seemed pale. Quick. He tidied up the medical equipment and set the stool to rights. Mop up the bloodstains, aye. They did not need any unanswerable questions. When all was good, he ran across the courtyard, a matter of some two hundred feet or so, to find help at the main house. 
 
    No servant questioned his story. They were conditioned to look to the Choice’s needs, not to the matter of some earth-grubbing lamko who tended a greenhouse. When they had whisked an unconscious and pallid Tytiana away on a litter, he returned to the arboretum and tried to decide what he should do. The tiger looked hungry. The cats were mewling, the monkey was screeching at the cats, and the plants and trees all seemed droopy. 
 
    He scratched his stubble. “Now, what would she do first?” 
 
    She was a neatnick. A neatnick would have a list, maybe even a prepared list of tasks for servants to perform … “Aha. The scroll racks.” 
 
    One problem. He wasn’t supposed to be able to read. 
 
    When he examined the scroll racks, however, he had to laugh. Not only was every single scroll perfectly arranged and notarised, there was also an index to refer to. One entry on that list had a pictorial beside it, a man kneeling in rich red dirt. Obviously, that would be him. Lamko. Jakani found the corresponding scroll on the rack as it also had a picture attached to it by a short string, and when he unfurled the scrolleaf, another laugh escaped his lips. “Perfect. You are so predictable.” 
 
    What he had found was a list according to times indicated by the chronometer on the wall. Each task stood alongside its appropriate time by the hour, and was presented as a picture. Dig. Weed. Prune. Feed. Clear the rubbish. Haul water. Haul more water. Tempt the cat into the ‘den’ part of its cage with meat that he must ask for at the kitchens. Slide shut the door, then enter and clean its scatterings and any old bits of gnawed-upon bone. Hmm. That meant he might be able to examine the alleged dragonet’s egg without expiring in a whirlwind of fangs and talons. Replace the sand in the other felines’ cages. Sweep the paths … 
 
    “Even a lamko monkey can manage this much,” he told himself. 
 
    There was something satisfying in simple labour. He had space and time to clear his head. Jakani set about tilling the soil in one of the wedges, working his way between the neat rows of fenturi saplings, trying very hard not to disturb the spiders. He thought about many things, such as what he might say to his parents, who still had not spoken to him since the incident at the funeral – and as little as he could upon the mystery of Tytiana and her effect upon him. He must not. That was like poking an active volcano to see if it might explode. Working around a wedge that harboured many exotic fruits he did not recognise, he tried to formulate decisions about how he would or would not act. He hauled water doggedly in the thick leather pails and then watered everything growing in her arboretum. 
 
    He could not bring himself to examine the egg. The tiger snarled at him every time he so much as glanced at it, and Jakani had not been lying. He was petrified he would turn and find a golden streak blurring toward his throat. He was in and out of that cage as quickly as he could manage. 
 
    Damp armpits. Ugh. 
 
    Tytiana did not return that day, nor the next. 
 
    On the third day, she was waiting for him when he arrived a few minutes before the appointed hour. She questioned him curtly but in exhaustive detail about the tasks he had performed, issued several corrections and clarifications, and then proceeded to treat him how he had always expected their relationship should work. Not even a relationship, in truth. Mistress and slave. She draggled her glorious locks over her work, and ignored him insofar as possible. 
 
    Truthfully, he was far more content with this arrangement than with anything that had passed before. This was normal. Expected. Exactly how life should be. He made himself as useful and unobtrusive as he possibly could, performing his tasks with exactitude and dedication, and received not a word of commendation from her. This, too, was as it should be. 
 
    They both disregarded the egg in the cage. Egg-laying cubs did not exist. 
 
    Yet it lay there like a gleaming question-rune scribed upon the scrolleaf of unreality. A reminder of her flame. His uncanny healing and fleetness of foot. The unspoken sense of awareness that consumed them whenever they came into close proximity; she seemed to know where he was at all times, and he wondered if her eyes lingered upon him as often as his did upon her. Most likely not. Yet the sense was there. A sense of watching and being watched, of waiting for the unforeseeable and unknowable, like two motes circling upon a warm breeze of fate. 
 
    On the evening of the eighth day of the week, the suns cast the arboretum into the glorious golden hues of a partial eclipse and the mellow notes of a skilled harpist gladdened the ear, coming from the direction of the main house. Jakani was preparing to leave for home and his day of rest, when the Choice glanced up from her scroll and said, “Boy. Do you see that ripe fruit cluster up there?” 
 
    He followed her outthrust jalkwood cane with his eyes up to the cluster. Fenturi fruit started off a fetching silver, which the spiders preferred, but became this deep wine-purple if allowed to mature. This process happened year-round. “Aye?” 
 
    “Strike it. With your foot.” 
 
    Her face was hard as stone; her back rod-straight. Jakani swallowed. 
 
    “Dirt in your ears, lamko? Do as you are bid before I take this delay in obedience for insult.” 
 
    Yesterday, for the first time, he had noticed she wore a traditional crimson headscarf. Today the conservative symbol sat uncertainly atop her curls and waves, like sackcloth unsuccessfully trying to corral a load of beets into perfect flatness. It was a doomed attempt. One bright curl had escaped beside her left ear, while another perfectly defined double helix attempted to abscond along the proud, slender column of her heron’s neck. 
 
    Another detail he should in no way be noticing. 
 
    He said, “Of course, Choice Tytiana. I was merely judging the height.” 
 
    “Judge faster.” 
 
    “I beg a moment’s grace,” said he, and stretched his back and worked a few cricks in his neck into a state approaching looseness. All this dirt shovelling and water hauling. It was very different to crawling beneath the trees in search of the tiny black balls of spider droppings, which were another source of income for the House. They were used as the foundational component in many traditional medicines in the East. 
 
    He stretched quickly, but not quickly enough it seemed, for her manicured fingernails, sporting a deep purple out of keeping with approved House colours, began to drum impatiently upon her worktop. 
 
    Selecting his range, Jakani took a run up of six strong steps, whirled about his axis, and then powered upward into a roundhouse high-kick. Plok. He tapped the ripe fruit with his preferred left foot, but not strongly enough to break its stem. Ha. A decent touch, all of ten vertical feet, he estimated. 
 
    Tytiana’s right eyebrow arched. “Poor execution. That was not what I asked for.” 
 
    Suffering spiders! 
 
    What, had he expected a compliment? 
 
    He trotted back to his starting point, launched into three successive handsprings, and then executed a high double forward somersault, piking at the top so that he could extend his feet and pluck the fruit cluster as requested. He landed on his hands, collapsed into the tucked forward tumble as he flicked the fruit upward, and rolled right up into a standing position with his hands outstretched. Most of the fruit, he caught. One errant member of the cluster landed square on top of his head. Splot. 
 
    Purple juice ran down to his left ear. 
 
    Tytiana was on her feet, smiling and applauding in the Helyon way – five claps to the left and five to the right, at shoulder level. “Congratulations. You’re a clown.” 
 
    “Gymnast.” 
 
    She said, “What do you call that kick you performed the other day to save me from the glass?” 
 
    He could not fathom her changes of mood. Lightly she spoke, yet the waters of this conversation were fraught with clear and present peril. He replied carefully, “I said it was a form of dancing, firstly, because it is in a sense an art born in the traditional dancing games of our people, o Choice Tytiana. Secondly, I drew your attention to the discipline of dance because no lamko in his right mind would wish to be accused of practising martial arts. As you know, the law forbids our caste from – why are you laughing?” 
 
    The girl’s smile threatened to swallow him up with combustive longing. Jakani dropped his gaze. 
 
    She said, “Thank you for explaining in this manner, Dirt Picker. It means, if questioned, I would have no need to lie in your defence.” Rainbows over Islands, she was far, far too intelligent for her own good! Tytiana added, “Even if one cannot speak, one finds ways to speak, is that not so?” 
 
    He nodded soberly, staring at the toes of her crimson slippers. Each had a neat red bow on the toe, a girlish touch not in keeping with her nature, he felt. 
 
    Indeed. 
 
    “Dirt Picker, there are things I would wish to know, and gestures I would wish to make, which might be misinterpreted even by elements within your own caste.” Now the heiress stood, and the graceful sweep of her arms encompassed the whole greenhouse space. “There are many ripe fruits in this arboretum. It would be a shame if they went to waste. The spiders prefer unripe silver fruit. Would such a gift … would it help your family? Would they enjoy some –” 
 
    “Very much!” 
 
    He could not fathom her changeableness. Worse than the weather! Jakani stared into her expressive violet eyes until he realised he was staring, for he saw there what he had never expected to find. Sympathy? Concern? Gratitude? 
 
    “Thank you for this bounty, o Choice Tytiana,” he said. “My name is –” 
 
    A tiny headshake strangled his words in his throat. 
 
    Tytiana inclined her head as if to express regret. In a new, harsh voice, she said, “Do not forget to harvest the ripe fruit again, Dirt Picker, or I shall stripe your back black and blue! My spiders grow hungry due to your negligence. And take the excess fruit to your miserable family that they might work harder this next week. The wastage would otherwise attract caroli.” 
 
    Jakani flung himself to the ground. “I apologise most humbly. I shall not be negligent again, o Choice of House Cyraxana.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” 
 
    Behind him, the measured tones of High Master Juzzakarr shivered his spine as he heard the man purr, “You are too generous with the serfs, o Choice of the House.” 
 
    What had he seen? Or overheard? Oh, Fra’anior protect … 
 
    With a haughty toss of her head that almost unseated her headscarf, Tytiana said, “This one is scrawny but works hard, father. I promise I shall make him work twice as hard next week.” 
 
    “Huh. He lasted a whole week? A triumph,” chortled Juzzakarr, by the sound of his voice, departing the arboretum again. “The family council is meeting in ten minutes. Nothing of your playing here that can’t wait. Come along now.” 
 
    His knees felt like rickety reeds. That had been close. Far too close. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Despite his hefty load, Jakani made excellent time to his house, arriving an hour after suns-down. He was late for dinner, but what did that matter? He would have loved to blame the basketful of fruit he toted upon his right shoulder for his excellent mood, but if he were honest for a change, that was only a secondary reason. He had also outrun four other lamko youths intent upon stealing his bounty. 
 
    His foot was completely healed – Fra’anior alone knew how. 
 
    The hut was modest and unadorned. One walked directly into the main room, which served the functions of dining, cooking and living. To his left was his parents’ small bedroom, which barely fit their bed and a battered chest of drawers. To the right were two small bedrooms, a tiny one shared by his two small sisters and another larger one for the three boys, who slept in a three-layer bunk bed. The floor was packed dirt. A frugal cooking fire had reduced to burning coals. The Dirt Pickers collected dry twigs and branches from the orchards at the end of each day to supply their needs – they picked everything as clean as a windroc’s bone, was the saying. 
 
    In the moons-light, the jog through the orchards had been magical, the silver fruit clusters gleaming like lustrous jewels amidst the burgundy boughs, but in the distance, he had spied Dragonships patrolling the skies. Many windrocs gathered higher still. Such numbers! He had several times seen the predatory carrion-eaters up close, and they were beyond impressive, terrifying a small boy with their great beaks and cruelly hooked talons, and earning a young man’s wary respect. Twenty feet of wingspan. Up to ten feet of height – they were creatures not to be trifled with. He had heard that Dragonship Steersmen loathed windrocs; they were forced to carry a complement of archers for the protection of their vessels because windrocs could shred a hydrogen sack. They were notoriously belligerent and territorial. 
 
    His father Hanzaki stopped mid-sentence at Jakani’s polite knock upon the lintel. “Who seeks entry?” he asked formally. 
 
    “A son seeks entry to the honoured house,” he replied. 
 
    There was a noticeable pause, just long enough to appraise him that all was not forgiven. “Enter.” 
 
    He ducked within. As Jakani’s place was still not at table with his family, there was none of the usual chatter or banter that would have accompanied his homecoming. Instead, a stony and even embarrassed silence greeted him. Rounding the table, he shifted the basket from his shoulder and placed it in a clear space in front of his mother. In contrast to his rangy, athletic father, Isimi was petite and small-boned, a woman of forty-six summers’ age who was still very handsome, in his unbiased opinion. She sat on a special raised chair which had carved handholds to allow her to ascend from floor level. Isimi was lame in both legs as a result of a childhood illness which had also affected Sokadan, his eighteen year-old brother. Their legs could not straighten, so they were forced to crawl from place to place. Even so, his mother had raised five children. 
 
    Isimi even said that the affliction made her a better Dirt Picker. Closer to the droppings. He marvelled at her serenity, when all within him was tumult and pain, not least when he thought upon her affliction. 
 
    Jakani said, “I’m sorry I’m late, mother, but I was offered a treat which took an additional hour to harvest.” 
 
    “Ripe fenturi fruit?” His mother sniffed appreciatively. “Sweet.” 
 
    “Where did you st – find these, son?” asked his father. 
 
    Not a wince, not an apology for his stumble and the implied insult. In a voice made strident by challenge, Jakani replied, “These were offered to me by the Choice of the House.” 
 
    There. How did that statement itch at his precious honour? 
 
    Hanzaki growled, “Is this an apology?” 
 
    Almost, his mother winced. Isimi’s hand moved to her spoon, a signal they had worked out years before. That meant nothing had changed. His stiff-necked father would not bend from his word, which seemed to mean more to him than life itself. 
 
    He thought of the fire that had touched his own wound. If neither would bend, something must break, must it not? He loved his father despite his rigidity. 
 
    Still, bitterness burned in his craw as Jakani said, “I have no idea what form of apology would eclipse that which I have already given, father. So I will say this. I am sixteen now, and a man, yet you treat me like a child. You say that I must earn my manhood, as if you are the one who determines what that is and when it might happen.” Hanzaki’s face was graven stone, the grey colour of his heart’s despair. His courage began to leak at the seams; his knuckles whitened upon the basket handles, and then he glanced at his mother’s knees, so thickly callused from years of crawling everywhere. He snapped, “So I ask you, how does grieving your wife by your behaviour –” 
 
    Hanzaki shot to his feet so fast, his chair toppled and cracked. “Get out!” 
 
    “Must I crawl, too?” 
 
    He could not believe what he had just blurted out. Open mouth, insert … oh, a Dragon’s paw at least, if not more! Fear and flame crackled inside his mind as he beheld his father’s expression, in that instant, turn from stone to repugnance. 
 
    “Get out of my home!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His father slammed his fist upon the table, a terrible crack of a blow. 
 
    Still Jakani stood firm, and in that moment, he realised that his obedience boiled down to fear, when in truth, it ought to have been rooted in love. He was not a good son. Far from it. 
 
    More softly, he said, “No, because I love you, father.” 
 
    He saw the way, yet his father did not; a vein pulsed in his forehead as they locked gazes, and Hanzaki roared, “Must I throw you out myself, boy? Again and again you besmirch my honour –” 
 
    “I love your honour.” 
 
    “– and heap shame upon this household!” 
 
    “And I love all you have taught me, and every person under this roof,” he shot back. 
 
    Around them, the family sat frozen. Another battle. Yet another. His father’s left hand just pointed at the door, a rigid spear of denial. 
 
    The silence infuriated him beyond reason. Heat thundered like forge fires behind his temples. Jakani exploded, “I am sorry if I am not the son you wanted, father, but I realise I can never be. Your standards are impossible because they come at the cost of love. You say honour is everything. I say that honour untampered by love, is nothing. It is dust! When I saw that man beating you, I could not bear it. Every blow, every stripe, every lashing of blood that poured out of you – I wanted him to be beating me, to turn his anger from you to me, because I love you!” 
 
    He heard himself screaming across the table, heard the rawness cracking the terrace lakes of his heart, and he could no longer stop. Words flooded from deep within, like wounding weapons seeking to drink deep of enemy blood. “I love you and you never, ever give anything back … don’t you see? If that is what your concept of honour means, then I want nothing of it. You say discipline, honour, fidelity – I can parrot those values until I am sick of them. They are in me. They are me! So I ask you, whom are you punishing here – me? Our family? Yourself? What are you trying to atone for, and when will it be finished?” 
 
    Still his father stood unspeaking, and Jakani wondered if he had heard any word at all. All that fire that he had seen in Tytiana seemed to have infected him now, so that his words spat forth like emotional lightning bolts, searing and precise and ruinous. 
 
    “If I must bend for your sake, I will – but you will learn to see me and who I am, too. I am through playing your game of who will blink first. I delight in bringing my family a fine gift and all you can bring yourself to care about is a deficient apology. See me, know me, love me – or lose me, father. Is that what you truly want?” 
 
    He spoke to a stone. A stone! He could no more have halted a storm with his hands than resist the urge to hurt, hurt, hurt his father! 
 
    “Do you want to know what I’ve been doing?” he cried. “Did you wonder how I survived a week with the terrible Choice of House Cyraxana, your pick of honour-punishment for my wrongdoing? Aye, I know exactly how that posting came about! Father, I saved her life! I saved her life and was not summarily dismissed like the seventeen lamko before me. I evaded four boys who tried to waylay me and steal this gift on the way home. I did not fight them, I just ran faster. That’s what I did. Are you happy? Are … you … happy?” 
 
    “Happy?” Hanzaki croaked at last, as if he had never heard the word before. 
 
    The awful stinging had vanished from his chest. Jakani felt an unexpected surge of relief. There. It had been anything but pretty, but with the unburdening of feelings he had bottled up for years, he felt so light that he could have bounced off the Blue Moon. Yet how could he proceed now? His words were wildfires consuming the orchards of his family’s life. 
 
    He ducked his head, his eyes burning now. He knew he had ruined everything. Again. Always, he lashed out … 
 
    As his father sucked in a whistling, ragged breath, as if he had been badly beaten and now sought to recover, Isimi reached out to clasp his fisted right hand between her tiny palms, and whispered, “Enough. This is my table, too, and I want all of my family seated around it.” 
 
    His father began, “But –” 
 
    And Jakani said at the same time, “Mom –” 
 
    Isimi hissed, “Or I am kicking you both out and you can go fight in the fields like beasts and Dragons. And once you’ve finished belting the stuffing out of each other, maybe you can scrape together enough love and honour between the two of you to give the rest of your family a break from your relentless hostility. I would like some peace. Can you two men arrange that, please?” 
 
    He had never heard his mother speak like this; pleading, yet with an unarguable brand of iron strength underlying every syllable. Jakani knew a different shame, and realised he had not seen so clearly after all. It was easy to blame his father. Too easy, and while he had spoken much that was true, was there not also much darkness in his heart that he had warred against all his life, which produced a harvest of strife and rebellion and discord? He had never realised how deeply it saddened his mother. 
 
    Jakani gazed across the table through eyes dimmed with tears. Opposite, his father touched a glistening drop on his cheek with an expression of wonderment. He had never seen that before. Never seen him cry. 
 
    Then, proud Hanzaki bent forward into a stiff bow that seemed to take forever, dipping beyond the point of deepest respect until his forehead gently bumped his wooden plate. After holding that position for ten endless seconds, he raised his head again, and said, “Be welcome at this table, my honoured son. Always. I … I am … sorry. For everything.” 
 
    He did not understand all that Hanzaki meant, but he bowed deeply in return. His heart was fuller than he had ever known it to be. “Father, I’m so sorry. I love you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Flying Serfs 
 
      
 
    DINNER in THE Cyraxana household was usually a lavish, formal affair, but this evening, the High Master had additionally summoned his Under-Masters and military advisors, most of whom were relatives. He had excluded all of the younger children and siblings. Tytiana was the youngest person present followed by Zihaeri, who represented their deceased mother’s line and her connection to House Jyrali, the House of Amber. 
 
    They dined in the secondary or informal dining chamber, which stood to the left side of the south-facing mansion’s main frontage, a vaulted room thick in the beam but high in the ceiling. Two great stone fireplaces bracketed the room to either end, roaring and crackling in a valiant attempt to keep the creeping chill at bay. This room always remained cool despite the thick crimson carpets that absorbed sound, and the fires. The grey stone walls between the fluted marble columns were adorned with portraits of dour, unsmiling relatives frowning down upon the living who dined at table below their aristocratic noses. 
 
    Not one had a stitch of red hair. Tytiana had checked, many times. 
 
    She was not stubborn. Merely … persistent. 
 
    The great mahogany dining table was a highly polished expanse filled with the family’s finest golden tableware. It seated fifty easily, sixty at a pinch, for Juzzakarr was not a man well acquainted with the words, ‘stint’ or ‘less.’ Tonight’s fare was the traditional fish dish for first course served on a bed of green rice, accompanied by a vintage Sylakian white wine. No less than twelve varied side dishes accompanied this course, ranging from braised vegetables to poached quails’ eggs. The second course was slow-roasted pheasant raised in the House’s own forests, accompanied by a new range of side dishes and delicacies, and a warm, spicy red wine to aid the gustatory process. After that would come the cheeses served with a variety of nutty breads, and Immadian iced delicacies accompanied by sweet dessert wines from the High Master’s personal cellar. 
 
    Traditionally, the first course was reserved for non-business chatter. Right now Juzzakarr was recounting a story from his youth about his rajal-hunting exploits on the Island of Yorbik, to raucous laughter and jokes from the men gathered at his end of the table. Rajals were black felines said to grow as tall as a man at the shoulder, who were highly territorial besides, but Tytiana’s studies had taught her that the Askarmyn Tiger was the heavier cat. Tigers preferred to live alone rather than in packs like rajals. The loners were dangerous. If they developed a fang for man meat, they never lost it. 
 
    Tytiana wondered what the Dirt Picker’s family must be eating this evening. She really must find out his name. It felt dim-witted and aggravating to keep calling him ‘Dirt Picker’. But his response when she had offered the fruit … Tytiana frowned down at her now-empty place setting, bracketed by an array of perfectly polished silver tines and knives. Surely her father fed the workers? Where did they get their food from, anyways? They must grow it. The House had a plentiful estate, the second-most extensive in all of Helyon. Then again – ugh – knowing her father … 
 
    When the crimson-liveried servants had cleared the first course, whisking away platter after platter of river-grown green rice, root vegetables and four different styles of freshwater fish, Juzzakarr ordered the hall doors to be shut and barred, and then he stood. 
 
    Instant hush. 
 
    As he threw back his shoulders, Juzzakarr touched the oval-cut ruby he habitually wore at his neck in a familiar gesture. It was called the Nestrakil, and had been passed down his family line for longer than anyone could remember. The central gem was fully three inches across, and depended from a thick, heavy golden chain that centred it upon his uniform at the level of his heart. Tytiana was so used to the mannerism, she thought nothing of it. But the gem – just now, she noticed again that whenever she looked at it, her fires seemed to run cold. When had that started? She tried again. Instant chill. 
 
    Taking a mental note, she listened to her father. He said, “There was a second Dragon attack at Lymarox yesterday.” The Yellow House. Tytiana sat up straighter, twisting her gloved hands in her lap. Please. Not the fire. Not now … “A watchtower and two lamko huts were burned, as well as minor damage done to the orchards. I don’t need to tell you how serious this is. We are certain that these attacks are coordinated, but as yet, we’ve received no formal response from the nearest Dragon roosts offshore of Helyon as to which beasts might be responsible. There has not been trouble with those roosts for a hundred years or more, since the heyday of Aranya, Princess of Immadia, the Shapeshifter Dragoness. As far as the other High Masters and I are aware, the peace accords remain intact and unbroken. We must wait to see why there is a delay in communication. Aye, Yarad?” 
 
    Yarad, the Under-Master of Orchards, rose to his feet with a nervous cough. “My men are talking about the involvement of pirate elements based near the Pla’arna Cluster, High Master Juzzakarr. It seems a plausible theory. There was a spate of attacks on Gemalka several years back, also seeking tribute, which were traced back to that region.” 
 
    This much was stating the obvious, Tytiana knew, but her father simply said, “Continue.” 
 
    “I recommend we contact Gemalka for intelligence regarding the beasts involved,” Yarad said, stroking his small, pointed white goatee. “Each Dragon is unique – they have unique colouration, distinctive battle scars, perhaps a missing talon or fang. That might help us to isolate the source of these craven attacks.” 
 
    “Very good,” Juzzakarr approved. “The Conclave of High Masters is tomorrow … thoughts? A group effort, or a private House initiative to seize advantage for ourselves?” 
 
    The household batted the matter back and forth for nearly fifteen minutes. Tytiana learned that the High Masters were planning to pool their resources to purchase additional military Dragonships from Sylakia and Yorbik. They had posted full-time guards at all of the watchtowers, and had even begun to weaponise some of the lower castes. That put her in mind of an incredible high kick that had saved her expensive neck. There were secrets hidden around Helyon that she knew nothing about. Skills, and perhaps magic … such as her own? Wincing, she sipped her wine abstemiously – 
 
    “Tytiana!” 
 
    She startled. “Father! Sorry, I was strategizing …” 
 
    Her father nodded genially, but his eyes remained narrow and flinty. “An hour ago, I received word of a plot against your life.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    Her squeak pierced a deafening silence. Tytiana wanted to imagine she had heard wrong, but Juzzakarr’s extreme gravity corked her throat more than effectively. The lamko! She had been right; that festering pustule had played her false! 
 
    The High Master added, “I received a private, or shall we say, draconic word, that you and several other daughters of major Houses might make useful and valuable hostages to these piratical Dragons. We all know your value. The season is mellowing into the second growing time, when trade lessens and the work of material assay reaches its lowest ebb.” 
 
    Tytiana’s mind raced in ten different directions at once. What was he suggesting? Hide? Flee? Or … she blurted out, “Gemalka! Send me to Gemalka, father. In secret. I’ll conduct and document this research for you into the local Dragonkind, and I could also meet with the Master Northern Vintner there who wrote to us last season, to explore new methods of grafting productive fenturi variants onto more cold-resistant root strains!” 
 
    A few people in the hall chuckled at her enthusiasm. 
 
    High Master Juzzakarr looked almost amused at his daughter’s outburst. She was not accustomed to fond looks from him, but perhaps he was expressing delight at the piles of gold growing in his mind as he considered the potential profit of orchards that might be productive later into the cold season, and earlier in the springtime. 
 
    He said, “We’ll have the second course served now. Everyone, let’s be thinking while we eat. I want assessments and recommendations after we’ve put these delicious-smelling pheasants into their rightful places.” He patted his ample stomach. “Hollow as an oil drum, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Beneath the cover of the general merriment, Tytiana glanced askance at Zihaeri. Her sister had given a tiny, disgruntled snort earlier. Was that a sign of jealousy? Could she be plotting to do away with a younger sibling? House politics could be ugly, and there had been that assassination just last season … 
 
    Zihaeri said, “Fly toward those Dragons of Pla’arna, Tyti? You must be feeling brave. We’ll have to come up with a good disguise. Maybe dye your hair black?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Hmm. Shave it off, then?” 
 
    “Mercy, you beast. I think you’re right, though. Father will want to verify the integrity of the shipping lanes before he lets me loose.” 
 
    “Before he packs you in the cargo hold, more like,” Zihaeri snorted. “Actually, I could see you making a very fine captive Princess. You know, slaying pirates left and right with your sultry glances and furious beauty.” 
 
    “Ugh. When did you morph into the sweetly-sighing romantic? Merely mention the word ‘pirate’ and you become decidedly twitchy, dear sister.” 
 
    “I am so … not!” 
 
    “Wow. Rainbows in those cheeks?” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. Why don’t you glug some more of your fruit wine? It’ll make you even sillier than you already are.” 
 
    On that sisterly note, the dinner continued. 
 
    Soon it was decided that Tytiana would travel at the season’s turning, or in about three weeks, which would bring the additional boon of favourable winds to aid travel. By then, she would have to work out her disguise, and set matters to rights in the arboretum. 
 
    Oddly, she was going to miss that skanky, unwashed mop-head with his amazing acrobatic kicks, and his endearing inability to spin any believable lie whatsoever. 
 
    Endearing? Tytiana bit her tongue. May father never hear her utter such a slur in his presence! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The rest day following the Dragon attack meant no rest for Jakani and his community. Coming together, the village rebuilt the destroyed hut from the ground up, each contributing from their meagre stores to muster enough drals to afford structural timber, the most difficult and necessary material to source. After the carpenters had finished the main frame, the villagers swarmed around, bridging the gaps with smaller straight sticks affixed to the main structure, fitting the window frames, and then filling in and plastering the whole structure with mud mixed with straw. Prepared the right way, the mud would harden into almost impenetrable walls – well, not to Dragon fire. 
 
    He scowled at the sky. 
 
    Six hours of dancing in mud later, his father invited him up to help with the roof work. 
 
    Strange how an entire community would change its behaviour based on his inclusion by one person. Hanzaki had simply walked up to the site and said, ‘I’ll be proud to have my son Jakani work alongside us today.’ Job done. Still, memories were long, especially in honour cultures, as his mother had taken pains to remind him that morning. 
 
    Now, as they affixed the final roof beam and the thatching experts took over, his father said, “You’ll be back to the arboretum tomorrow, son? We could sure use you to finish up in the orchards this week.” 
 
    “Shall I join you after work?” 
 
    Hanzaki reached over to pat his arm. “You’ll be tired.” 
 
    “What, after days sunning my toes in that overlarge greenhouse? Nonsense. Not when you’re all working till midnight by lamplight in the orchards.” His father began to speak, but Jakani raised his hand, palm up. “I’ll hear no argument from you, young man.” 
 
    For half a second, he thought the old Hanzaki might resurface and toss him off the roof for that joke. But then his father just laughed and said, “The moment this is over, son, I need to spend some time with you. Starting next rest day?” 
 
    “Aye, father!” 
 
    Truly, there must be a sixth moon in the sky. 
 
    He carried that feeling with him all through the week. He whistled at work until Tytiana snarled at him. He charmed the tiger cub into giving him at least a cursory look at the egg that spent most of its time right underneath the cub’s rump. It was better than a diamond. That perfect ovoid had an organic pattern to its gleaming surface that he imagined no Human or even Dragon artisan could replicate. The colour was not white, but an opaque gemstone colour close to it, like snow burnished by the White Moon to a silvery sheen. The mystery deepened. He had checked that cage more than thoroughly, he felt. Tytiana’s purported prankster either had a copy of the key, or something – cue uncomfortable cough – magical was going on. Surely she would not have planted it herself to use against some hapless lamko? 
 
    Even though the additional six hours of work each evening until midnight drained his strength to its dregs, he scooted up and down the estate trails through the cool, dewy mornings and dry, spectacularly golden evenings like a migrating bird glad to be reaching home. Choice Tytiana alternated between growling at her scrolleaves, kicking him about when it suited her, and then smilingly offering a few ripe prekki fruit and green tinker bananas from her exotic collection. She giggled at his dubious perusal of these offerings he and his family had never seen, let alone eaten, and informed him that the skin of a tinker banana was the best part. 
 
    With a sense of advancing out upon a bough that might just snap beneath him, he said dryly, “In my community, we teach young women not to fib.” 
 
    Tytiana made a mocking little bow. “In my community, we teach young men to be grateful.” 
 
    “Then I truly – and honestly – thank you, o Choice Tytiana. You are as gracious as you are – um …” Radiant. Aye, a truth that should never have been uttered, he felt. 
 
    “Oh go climb a tree, Dirt Picker.” 
 
    A grim little smile accompanied the joke; he responded with an equally grim-sounding chuckle. Then, it was straight back to work. She was preoccupied by something, Jakani knew. What? Was it to do with the troubles these Dragons seemed wont to heap upon their Isle? 
 
    For the ten thousandth time, all the resident clodhopper could do was bite his tongue. Tytiana would speak in her own time, or not at all. 
 
    Toward the end of the week, the winds began to change with the first hint of the cooler weather to come. Soon, the spiders would take a short hibernation of some three to four weeks, after which a million mouths – and most likely, a million multiples of that number more – would be munching at the crop again. Knowing Tytiana, she had probably spent considerable time to estimate or establish the number of spiders upon Helyon. In that time, all the necessary pruning had to be completed, right across the estate, but this was no job for lamko. Their part was to collect the sticks and leaves the palarti or Pruner caste discarded as they worked their way across the estate at a frantic speed. This much was allowable. It did however mean a break from the back-breaking work of collecting spider droppings, especially in the more newly-planted groves where one had to stoop, crawl or even worm one’s way beneath the precious, never-to-be-disturbed branches or endure the bite of the overseer’s lash. The lamko performed these tasks between eleven and seventeen hours a day, eight days a week – varying according to the daylight hours throughout the year – with a half-hour break each midday to eat a frugal lunch provided by the estate. 
 
    That lunch had many names which varied between jokes and expletives. Jakani’s personal favourite was, ‘the swill that never fills.’ 
 
    He survived the week with no more scars or episodes of vicious stitching; indeed, there was only one incident where Tytiana threw a chamkas pod at his head. Thwack! This was to announce the arrival of one of her aunts and prove that she knew how to treat her servants. 
 
    He rubbed the tender spot on the path home. One could only admire a woman who could whang his head from twenty feet with that much force and accuracy. 
 
    Shame he could never return the favour. 
 
    His running step quickened. He was so looking forward to spending time with his father this evening and tomorrow, as the final picking had been completed a day early. Jakani was so intent upon his thoughts, he did not spy a thin black rope stretched across the path in the shadows of a stand of ancient fenturi trees which had been allowed to grow wild and tall. Twang! He pitched headlong down the slope, but instinct born of long hours of training slipped him into a smooth forward roll. His attackers had anticipated this, however. They fell upon him from the shadows alongside the path, spoiling his tumble and shovelling him chin-first into the dirt. Lamko! Three or four of them were on him and around him, kicking him savagely in the ribs and jumping on his back to keep him down. Someone tried to twist his arms up between his shoulder blades; other unseen hands slipped a garrotte about his neck and pulled the cord brutally tight, sawing the cord across his windpipe. 
 
    Jakani panicked. He thrashed and writhed and choked until a force that was not his own seemed to erupt from deep within – perhaps the darkness he had always feared, or worse. He heaved several of them off him before he tripped over a foot and went down again, twisting to land on his back with his arms braced to fend off any attack. One shadow lurked on the bank above the path, a thick piece of log held purposefully in his right hand. Movement! Jakani tucked his knees up to his chest, caught the diving attacker in the belly with both feet, and with a roar of the uttermost fury and inhuman strength, boosted the young man over his head using the force of his momentum to propel him high, high, higher into the evening air. 
 
    Breathless. Panting. Incredulous at the arc that flailing lad took – he struck the top branches of a mature fenturi tree at perhaps the height of four men standing upon each other’s shoulders, and then crashed down to the ground in a shower of twigs and silver-grey blobs of displaced fruit and crushed spiders. 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    Jakani coiled, hands before him like ready blades. “Who’s next?” He shifted lightly, trying to look alert and dangerous. “Well, come on! Want a piece of me, you cowards?” 
 
    How by the very stars above had he just – “Hai!” He moved forward threateningly. That was too much for the youth with the stick. He fled with a wail; the other two melted back into the shadows, and then he heard the sound of running feet. Gone. 
 
    He knew two of them – youths a little older than he was from the third village to the south, right near the border of House Cyraxana on the crossroads that led to House Andamyria. That was no more than a mile from his home. Jakani untwisted the cord from his neck. Some idea of fun. He should have expected retaliation, and varied his route from time to time. 
 
    One thought stormed through his mind, terrifying and exhilarating and incontrovertible – how, by all that was holy, had he just kicked a man into the top of a tree? 
 
    Tytiana. Everything had changed since … her. It was all linked. It had to be. 
 
    Clenching his fists, he stumbled into a run. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The inside of their hut always managed to look homely in the warm glow of their ooliti lantern, which his father lit at dusk and hung from the rafter directly above the table. Jakani loved that old table. Roughly carved from some unidentifiable wood, it had been rubbed smooth not just by years of use, but by generations of family life – Hanzaki said it was already over a hundred years old when his father had acquired it. Grandfather had died of the caroli plague a year before Jakani was born. 
 
    He sat to his mother’s right, with his youngest sister Airi perched upon his knee, and he curved his arm protectively around her back as she played with beads on a plate. Airi would soon be five. She had a darling habit of singing to herself whenever she played, which was dawn to dusk. Another year, and she’d start in the orchards with everyone else. 
 
    Jakani tugged her black braid playfully. “What’s this in your hair?” 
 
    She squirmed a little. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a great, fat spider?” 
 
    “Jaki no tease. Busy. Tease Mayoko. She funny-funny.” 
 
    Mayoko, who was eight and a half, was hulling beans by the fireplace. She waved her knife, just a thin crescent of metal after years of sharpening, in his direction with a fierce cry, “Just you try, brother. I’ll scour out your nostrils with this!” 
 
    “Mayoko. A lady minds her manners,” their mother said mildly. 
 
    “She’s not a lady, she’s a bandit,” he said. “Airi, shall I knot that string for –” 
 
    “No! Airi do!” 
 
    “Stars above, little sis, you’re almost as bad as –” he pulled up with a curt laugh. “Well now, can I tell you a secret?” 
 
    “No secrets. Secrets naughty,” she said, pursing her lips as she concentrated on threading one of the bright red glass beads onto her string. 
 
    “Aye, tell us who she’s almost as bad as?” Isimi reached out to adjust Jakani’s collar. “What’s this on your neck, son?” He was about to reply self-consciously about the weal the rope had burned on his neck, when his mother’s bird-like tittering brought him up short. “Jakani! Who’ve you been kissing?” 
 
    “Huh? Me? I did not – what? Mother!” 
 
    Everyone in the room was looking at him now, and a vehement blush executed a perfect ambush upon him without a hint of warning. Sokadan looked up from the hearth with a hearty chuckle, where he knelt whittling a new leg for their father’s chair. He had carved two tiny, beautiful Dragon figurines for their sisters to play with, but he called them ‘frivolous’ and ‘a poor representation.’ So lifelike were they, Jakani had actually dreamed about Dragons the night after Sokadan first gave them to their sisters. Were artists ever fully happy with their creations? His brother was gifted, but he was a Dirt Picker like the rest of the family. 
 
    Art was not for lamko. 
 
    “Do tell, son?” said Hanzaki. 
 
    “I – well – no, I most certainly did not kiss anyone,” he protested. “I – Mom … is this some silken thread of a joke?” 
 
    “Well, this a real thread, and clearly, it is no hair from our family,” said she, holding a gleaming filament up to the lamplight. “Miss Nobody whom you most certainly did not kiss, has long – very long – golden hair … no, wait a second. Hair the colour of flame? How rare.” 
 
    “It’s Tytiana’s,” said he. 
 
    He certainly had a way with creating shocked silences. 
 
    “Jakani! That is no form of address for the Choice of the House!” spluttered his father, aghast. “And, her hair? On you?” 
 
    “We work together.” Ugh, his face must be the colour of those prekki fruit they had all enjoyed the other night! He fanned his red-hot face ineffectually. “Well, we work in the same area, the arboretum across the courtyard behind the main House. She kicks me about like – I didn’t kiss – honestly! What do parents think these days?” 
 
    Sokadan chortled throatily, “But we shall not speak of what you thought, eh, brother?” 
 
    Jakani squirmed worse than his four year-old sister as he considered how to salvage the dregs of his honour from this family conversation. Usually he was the joker and the tease, but this time the jest was firmly upon him and his family all knew it. How he burned! 
 
    He said, “I could tell you she’s as temperamental as a Dragon with haemorrhoids –” 
 
    Thump-thump-thump. Without warning, their door shook. When Hanzaki threw it open, the lamplight spilled upon a dozen or more angry lamko faces, and a man cried, “Hanzaki, this time your son has gone too far! He broke my boy’s arm!” 
 
    “Jakani?” 
 
    “Aye, Jakani, that troublemaker you call your honoured second son,” said another man. This was the voice of Laodazi, the headman of the village which the boys came from – he spoke more peaceably than the first man. “A word?” 
 
    “We’d be honoured,” said Jakani’s father, with a glance over his shoulder that was as loaded as a cart groaning with produce. “My home is your home.” 
 
    Even as the men crowded inside, the one who had spoken first was fulminating and threatening all manner of reparations for the slight to his son’s honour and the honour of his house. Trying to compose himself, Jakani surveyed his accusers. All were lamko, rugged men of the Eastern mould, with tan faces lined by the harsh outdoors lives they led. He saw tough bare feet and knotted calves and strong shoulders and hands callused by all the hard manual labour; he saw deprivation, anger and hopelessness underlying the wrinkles upon their faces. Yet they were men of honour – mostly. Less so the youths who had attacked him. They were all older than he, and bigger, and one had his arm cradled in a rough sling. 
 
    That would be the one whom he had sent flying. Poor little sap. 
 
    “What happened?” Hanzaki asked. 
 
    “He attacked my son Yanze!” 
 
    “Jakani? Explain yourself.” 
 
    “There were four of them, and they waylaid me on the path,” he replied as coolly as he could manage. He tugged the neckline of his shirt aside. “See these bruises? They tried to strangle me with a rope. I only defended myself.” 
 
    The boys all started shouting, and the aggrieved father too, but Laodazi boomed, “Silence! I will have the truth. How many were you on the path? One? Or more?” So many shuffling feet, such a coughing and muttering kafuffle. Jakani smoothed an incipient smirk off his lips. The headman snarled, “Am I speaking to worms, or to men?” 
 
    One youth said, “We were five, but Tao refused the dishonour of going through with the plan.” 
 
    Laodazi’s stare could have ignited damp wood. “Four? On one? There must have been great provocation. Who attacked whom first? Yanze?” 
 
    In short order, the matter of the fruit basket came to light, followed by an accusation of his unearthly speed, the plot to repay him for escaping with a bounty that should have been shared, and Jakani was forced to embroider a brief lie that aye, he had been neglectful in collecting the ripe fruit from the Choice’s arboretum and she had beaten him for his oversight before ordering him to remove the glut to his family home lest vermin invade her workspace. At this juncture he knew only that only one detail could sink him. The flight into the tree. 
 
    Time for tactics. When invited to speak his piece, he said, “So, you believe I fly over the ground like a Dragon, did I hear that right?” Lifting his foot, he plunked it on the table. “I see plenty of good red dirt between these toes, don’t you? Tell me, is that arm really broken? Of course, I apologise if it is. Or are you just embarrassed at failing in your ambush? Had you simply asked with common lamko courtesy, I would gladly have shared, but as you know my first duty is to my family.” 
 
    The youths stared at him as if he had slapped them, which effectively, he had. The father of the household had full authority over resources. If he wished, he could choose to feed one child and starve another, and few would dare to question the action. 
 
    His heart gripped his throat. Thud. Thud-thud. “Next, you’ll probably be saying I threw you over a tree.” 
 
    Clearly goaded beyond prudence, Yanze spat, “Aye! That’s exactly what happened!” 
 
    “Way up into a tree.” 
 
    “What, over a sapling?” Sokadan puzzled from the hearthside. 
 
    “No! He threw Yanze right up into the top of a tall fenturi!” one of the others elaborated. “Yanze flew like a Dragon.” 
 
    “No, I broke my arm falling out of the tree.” 
 
    If the silence before had been awkward, this one was in danger of embarrassing itself. 
 
    One of the men – probably a father of the boys – sighed. “I see how it is.” He smacked the one called Yanze across the ear and shoved him toward the door. “Get out. Out! And take your idiot friends with you!” 
 
    He turned to Hanzaki and bowed stiffly. “I apologise for disturbing the peace of your house with this puerile nonsense.” 
 
    The disgraced youths slunk out in silence. 
 
    Laodazi bowed too, as Jakani’s father replied with a bow of his own, and then all the men in the room stood with the exception of Sokadan, and bowed to one another. Next, the men from the delegation all bowed to Isimi, and congratulated her on raising a fine son. 
 
    He did feel a touch nauseous at this point. 
 
    Departing, they heard the headman growl, “Flying serfs? Whatever next! I’m going to thrash these fools until …” 
 
    Then, Jakani caught his father’s eye, and he knew he was in deep, deep trouble. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: What You did to Me 
 
      
 
    ZIHAERI DUNKED HER sister’s hair in the basin with rather more enthusiasm than Tytiana thought strictly necessary. “Black, black, black as soot, you’re going to look like a lamko’s foot!” 
 
    “Ha. Very funny.” 
 
    “So, do you really intend to leave all your work to that lamebrain lamko?” Strong fingers massaged the black hair dye into her troublesome locks, trying to get the last touches around her scalp just right. “Surprised if it isn’t all dead when you return.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll be alright. He follows instructions at least. Basic instructions.” 
 
    Affecting boredom would not dissuade Zihaeri from pursuing her course, but she was a little narked by this casual dismissal of the Dirt Picker. She wondered what he would be doing with his rest day. Probably playing in the dirt outside some hovel with his fifteen brothers and sisters. Practising his fake dance moves. He would most certainly not be sitting in a marble and gold bathroom big enough for ten persons, inside private chambers which could likely have housed half of his village. 
 
    She had made a few inquiries. Apparently he had a reputation for fighting authority – no surprises there – and the family name was Sakazi. No-one knew his first name, and one overseer had queried why a dumb lamko would need one at all. Weren’t the scum all the same anyways? 
 
    Well, Dirt Picker Sakazi, would you even know how to use a proper bathroom, with actual running water? 
 
    Tytiana imagined his wide-eyed amazement at such luxury, and then frowned. Actually, she felt sad. Sad about her pretentious, frankly offensive thoughts. What did she know about his way of life? His family values? His … what his people even ate? Or where on the estate they lived? Her stomach twisted uncomfortably. Maybe she was the true fool, overindulged and insufferable. Maybe she had never even cared to think where these workers must come from. Nor looked at them as people. 
 
    Ever since she had met him, her thoughts seemed not her own. Why was she even concerned about this lamko’s situation? 
 
    “Two weeks. Two! People are talking,” her sister prattled on meantime. “Word in the orchards is, you’re losing your touch.” 
 
    “My fire, do you mean?” 
 
    Zihaeri sighed, “I wish mother were here. She was so good with hair – all our hair. I’m never going to get this black off my fingers. There, got this bit right, at least. Tilt your head back a touch.” 
 
    “I miss her.” 
 
    “You? Honestly, sis, you don’t half show it with all your moods. Try being one of us for a change.” 
 
    “Oh, forgive me for my porcupine personality,” she flashed back. 
 
    Not that either of them had ever seen a porcupine, but they had seen drawings in a children’ scroll they had once enjoyed reading together. Good times. Lately, Zihaeri had been getting stuffier and prissier by the day, and Tytiana had an unexpected urge to shock her – especially since she had mocked her for missing their mother. 
 
    “Do you want to see something?” 
 
    “Er, alright?” 
 
    Tytiana raised her hand. “Watch this.” 
 
    Zihaeri almost fell off the stool she was kneeling upon beside the washbasin. “Islands’ sakes! Put that away!” 
 
    The rosy glow around her fingers and wrist faded as Tytiana dropped her hand. In a tight, small voice, she said, “It heals. I’ve tested it on several of the servants. Minor injuries, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Heals?” The ice-blue eyes considered her queerly. “That’s … amazing.” 
 
    Didn’t you mean, ‘that’s aberrant?’ Instead, Tytiana whispered, “Do you think we’re really sisters?” 
 
    The stool crashed over properly this time. 
 
    With a soft sob, Zihaeri pressed her lips tenderly to Tytiana’s burning forehead, her blonde hair sliding down to pool upon her bare shoulders. “You ridiculous pollen brain, is that what you’re afraid of? Oh, I guess I never told you. I never told anyone. I was there the night you were born. I might have been young, but I do remember that moment very clearly indeed. I peeked from behind the curtains. And it was definitely you, with this cutesy little tuft of red hair just springing off your scalp, and a pair of lungs that could scare Dragons out of hiding.” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “I saw you; I saw our mother, and you can’t fake a memory like that. You look an awful lot like her, you know – just –” 
 
    “The hair.” 
 
    “Aye. One head of hair freshly dipped in a volcano, please, with extra lashings of gold and crimson fit for a Princess of yore. Why, thank you. That will do very nicely.” Zihaeri kissed her again, which was not entirely comfortable territory for Tytiana. Even her own sisters thought she was too volatile to touch. How long had she been a lamebrain, flame-brain? All her life? “You are definitely your mother’s daughter. Father – well, that’s another Isle, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What? You don’t think – you do!” 
 
    “Now, don’t you go getting all steamed up again, my glow-up-a-storm sister.” Ice-blue eyes smiled down at her, and their colour was not cold. Not in the slightest. “One, I can keep a secret. Two, you are precious to me. Three, you’ve always been a smidgen windward of the weird side. Four, did you know that there’s such a thing as spontaneous Shapeshifters? You know, people with true Dragon fire in them.” 
 
    A white-hot spear seemed to slice into her belly. Her sister recognised the fire! 
 
    “You aren’t saying – hooooo-leee … Zihaeri! You’re scaring the living spiders out of me!” 
 
    “No, no … no! Sorry. But when I sense you’re deliberately setting out to shock your darling big sister, payback is only fair. I am serious about father, however. We may only be half-sisters. You have thought about that, haven’t you? I’ve seen the questions in your eyes.” 
 
    Tytiana clenched her jaw. “Aye.” 
 
    She felt limp and wrung out. And far more transparent to her sister than was at all comfortable. Now she was terrified by thoughts she had never even entertained. Spontaneous Shapeshifters? They were legends, illustrious legends of a long-ago time when it was said that the brutal Sylakian Empire had ruled the Island-World north of the Rift, and two girls had risen up to throw off the yoke of tyranny. One of them, it was said, had possessed the power to change herself into a Dragoness. 
 
    Tales for children, or truth? 
 
    Her right fist clenched by her side. One thing was certain. One thing. Before the day that egg had turned up and the lying lamko with it, all she had known was that her temper burned hotter than many. She had likened the feeling within her to flame, raging unquenchable. Now it was growing in uncontrollable ways. 
 
    Tomorrow, she must twist the truth out of him, one way or another. 
 
    She considered her fingers. Ready, o implements of torture! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As Jakani ran through the orchards on the first windy morning since the dry season began, he realised that the mists were almost gone. The season was turning. 
 
    Trouble had a slow way of brewing in the Sakazi household. Rather than speaking to him as he had promised, his father had bidden him walk with him into the farthest orchards, where he had spent dawn until suns-down testing Jakani on everything he had learned. He performed all of the kata or formal exercises he knew in every branch of their martial heritage – hand to hand fighting, wrestling, sticks, staves, axes, spears, swords, throwing weapons, jumps, kicks, and offensive and defensive techniques. Then his father had questioned him about every aspect of his knowledge, and the motivations underpinning his use of this knowledge of the fighting arts and strategic warfare. That was the morning’s work. The afternoon was spent sparring, chasing, tracking, climbing, sneaking, ambushing and generally being thumped in every possible manner until he lost count of his bruises and abrasions, and had dealt a fair few to Hanzaki in return. 
 
    He knew his father was testing him for something he did not understand as yet. He was patient and careful in probing for answers. 
 
    Then, in the dying embers of the suns-set, they had knelt opposite each other in the rich red dirt, in a place where the rubescent suns painted every detail of the orchard in lavish colours, and his father had said, “Tell me everything that happened yesterday.” 
 
    Jakani spoke candidly both about what he had done, and his resultant fears. He described the feeling that came over him when he had tossed the youth into the top of the tree, and how he had outrun the professional messenger without becoming half as tired as he had expected. 
 
    Hanzaki received the news with a firm nod. “You are Nikuko. You have the Nikuko spirit, which stirs and burns within you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He said, “Nikuko is both the name of our people and the way of our people – it describes our unique skills and heritage.” Never had Jakani heard his father speak like this, with pride that radiated from his rod-straight back to the serenity of the posture of his hands, resting palms-up in his lap. He said, “I was a fool not to see this in you before, son. I … I drove you so hard! Listen to me now. You are not lamko. You are Nikuko. Repeat it.” 
 
    “I am Nikuko.” 
 
    “That we have fallen upon hard times makes us no less Nikuko. We are honourable. Just. Always seeking the good, and never letting our skills be turned to evil. A true Nikuko warrior is a peerless fusion of body, spirit and fire. That is the essence of this strange strength you sense stirring within; this potential will grow and develop within you as you enter the next phase of your training. I myself don’t have what you have – some call it magic, some call it ability, but I can guide you into this heritage with the knowledge I received from my father and his father before him.” 
 
    All he could think was how he had pitied Tytiana the curse of magic, and now his father had revealed he might well suffer the same misfortune. The horror! 
 
    “Do you mean the darkness I felt?” 
 
    “Those who follow the Great Dragon name him darkness, for he is in manifestation an almighty Dragon of Onyx, yet it is said that he created the manifold magnificence of this Island-World we live in. Darkness is not inherently evil, son. That idea is a cultural construct.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He felt very small and ignorant, but his father leaned over and clapped him upon the shoulder. “Man to man, I could not be more delighted, Jakani. I never realised how much I was looking forward to this day. Too wrapped up in my own pride. Now, you are my pride. It’s getting late. We should start walking home, and we can talk more on the way.” 
 
    There was more than one way of floating over the ground. Jakani knew it for a fact. 
 
    That was yesterday. 
 
    Today, he floated for a quite a different reason. He was actually thrilled to be running to work! Another week in the arboretum, and he would have spent longer serving the Choice Tytiana than any other servant in recent memory. He ran fast, but not too fast. There was a constant presence now of soldiers patrolling the orchards and manning the watchtowers twenty-seven hours per day, so his favourite lookout was now out of bounds. His powers must not be disclosed. Their martial arts training needed to be five times more secretive now. The wooden ‘swords’ were well hidden in secret locations around the village, and they made certain they were unobserved when they left to train. 
 
    Father had received news last night that the House of Jade’s Dragonships had come under direct attack, but they had beaten a lone Dragon away with some loss of life. 
 
    He raced up to the arboretum. The crysglass structure was a towering fifty feet tall, and roughly one hundred in diameter, indeed the biggest single chamber he had ever walked inside. It dominated even the main mansion, rising behind it like a peculiar yet beautiful afterthought. Choice Tytiana kept it crowded, however, with the many experiments she conducted. Hmm. If they raised her worktables onto platforms, maybe they could plant some shade-loving vegetables beneath? She always claimed to need more space to investigate more species and varieties. Would she appreciate a suggestion? Or roast him with one of her verbal broadsides? 
 
    If he was already Nikuko, how could the application of her fire have changed him? Yet, he knew it had – uh-oh. She was waiting right in the doorway, and she looked … dangerous. Dangerously calm. He could smell something about her posture, and it was not her usual perfume. 
 
    He paused at once to make his bow as he crossed the granite-paved courtyard that separated the main white mansion from a number of subsidiary structures, primarily storehouses, offices, workshops and research laboratories for the many trades that served the estate. 
 
    “Dirt Picker, come quickly!” she called. 
 
    Eh? Tytiana’s fetchingly slender, unadorned burgundy dress vanished within. He wished he could tell her that the deeper shades of red made her naturally pale skin look a little washed out. Why had she begun to wear that dratted all-covering headscarf? Her hair was so striking in its natural, unbound state. 
 
    As he entered the arboretum, Tytiana said excitedly, “I thought I saw the egg move. Aye! Come! Help me shut the tiger away and then we’ll take a look.” 
 
    They quickly tempted the cub into its den area with a choice hunk of meat and slid the partition shut. Then she opened the cage door and led the way within. “Let’s go – oh, my dress is stuck. Go ahead. I’ll get myself untangled.” She waved toward the small hollow where the tiger cub had allegedly laid its egg. “Don’t touch it, though. Remember?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    Jakani stepped across the cage, hearing the tiger growling behind him as he approached the egg. Thank the heavens it was shut away. He knelt to take a closer look. “Well, I don’t think it’s –” 
 
    Clink. 
 
    The metallic sound fell upon ears more than alert to its meaning. “Uh … what are you doing? O Choice –” 
 
    “Answers, Dirt Picker. I want answers, and they had better be the truth this time.” 
 
    She had locked him inside the cage! Locked! With a feeling that his heart had just swelled to ten times its size and was desperate to quarry its way out of his chest, Jakani swivelled on his heel, taking in his situation. Very poor indeed, his instincts told him. His skin crawled as though a thousand fire ants had crept beneath his clothing all at once and were planning a simultaneous attack. 
 
    “I thought – I hoped we had discussed this?” Despite his best efforts, his voice cracked with fear as he saw her moving toward the slide that controlled the door to the cub’s den. 
 
    Tytiana smiled the smile of a Dragoness. “Indeed.” 
 
    “Let me out!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Let me out, uh, please? I’ll give you any answers you want. Please. Just – don’t! Tytiana!” 
 
    She lifted her hand teasingly from the welded metal handle that allowed a person to slide open that all-important wooden door between the den and the main cage. 
 
    “Address me by my title, Dirt Picker.” 
 
    “Now’s hardly the time …” He shook his head. “I sincerely hope you mean, ‘o Choice Tytiana’ and not ‘o Torturer most Infernal.’ ” 
 
    “Mmm, I like that second one.” Seen through the mesh, her smile was radiant. Jakani decided that only made him more nervous. “I do have a reputation, you know. It’s well-earned.” 
 
    Whatever was this young woman doing? She must be insane! 
 
    She fingered the metal handle again. “So, first-silk, I’d like to know your name before I start torturing you properly.” 
 
    “What have I done to deserve this?” 
 
    His armpits were growing damp and nasty. Maybe the stink of terror sweat would keep the tiger cub from shredding him immediately? Could he pinch her cane and fit it through the mesh? There was nothing he could use as a weapon in the cage, save the egg. 
 
    Aye, cracking an egg across a tiger’s snout was bound to help. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    Toss taboo in the Cloudlands. “Jakani.” 
 
    “Alright, Dirt Picker Jakani.” Her hand dropped from the all-important handle. “Tell me, what did you do to me?” 
 
    “What did I – huh? Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Literally, nothing. Nil. I water your plants. This is my punishment, remember?” 
 
    Tytiana’s expression had never been colder. “Jakani. I suggest you be less economical with the truth and more forthcoming. Fast.” She played with the handle, cracking the hatch open an inch. A few talons began to explore the crack. He had never quite appreciated how excruciatingly sharp talons were before, nor how much he valued his soft skin. “So, riddle me this. How and when did you plant the egg, and what did you do to me to change my powers?” 
 
    “I’m – honestly, I’m confused. Please. Shut that door! I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re getting at.” 
 
    She leaned against the handle, her slim body pressed against the mesh as she addressed him in slow, measured, ‘you’re an idiot so listen carefully’ tones. “Lamko. Ever since I met you, I’ve been going crazy. You’ve stirred things inside of me I didn’t know existed. The fire – remember the fire?” The hand clawed against the mesh ignited with that eerily fascinating crimson glow. It was stronger this time. Blazing. “I could never do this before I met you. Before we touched. Maybe there’s a reason we never touch lamko scum like you. Now the fire’s coming more and more often, hotter and hotter, and I can’t control it anymore and I’m plain … I’m plain scared. What the hells have you done to me?” 
 
    “Me? You – girl, I could ask you exactly the same question!” 
 
    They stared at each other, black eyes to violet, and all between them was a violence of conflicting passions, misunderstanding and fear. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ever since you touched me with your accursed fire, I’m the one who’s been changing! It started with you! I am becoming stronger and faster than any person has a right to be. This isn’t some kind of game, Tytiana. This is my life and I have a right to live it without your interference – however misguided or unreasonable you might be!” 
 
    He shook the cage in his fury; the Askarmyn Tiger cub responded by snarling and attacking the barrier with its claws. The wood began to splinter. 
 
    “Don’t you try to turn this on me, you lying lamko! This is all your doing –” 
 
    “Jakani! My name is Jakani! Now let me out of this freaking cage, you freak! Are you out of your fruit-picking little mind?” 
 
    “First, tell me what you did.” 
 
    “What you did! This is all your fault.” 
 
    “All it takes is me opening this door, you lamebrain dirtbag! End of –” 
 
    “My mother’s the one who’s lame, so don’t you – freaks’ sakes! Don’t you dare! You don’t even know what you’re talking about. Well, you have your leg, but – curse it, this has gone far enough. Let me go! I never want to see you again!” 
 
    “I’ll have the truth –” 
 
    “Tytiana, please!” 
 
    His hand smacked against the mesh guarding her face. She jerked backward reflexively, and at that instant, the cub found the gap with its talons and ripped a large chunk of wood away. Before he could reach across or Tytiana could jam the door with her outstretched foot, the tiger cub shouldered its way through the gap and stood there, coiling, bristling with fury at the intruder in its territory. 
 
    Blackness eclipsed Jakani’s vision. Without knowing what he intended, he reached out and managed to seize the huge cub by the neck ruff, while in a voice not his own, he roared, “Down! Don’t even think about it!” 
 
    The cub sank to its belly at once. Submissively. Mewling as it crawled toward his feet. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    Then, he just stood in place and shook. He dared not glance at the Choice, not when she stumbled around the cage, nor even when he heard the key rattle in the lock. She was frightened, so aghast at what she had done – just like him – but he knew that if he tried to respond, his anger would win out and he would say or do something he would regret forever. 
 
    And now she was beside him. Placing her hand over his upon the cat’s neck, she said, “All I’ve learned is that I am hateful inside – that this fire makes me do things and act in ways – I have no reason left. I really am scared, Jakani.” 
 
    Once more, something sparked between them at her touch. It was slight, but he was waiting for it and he knew the sensation was unnatural. Or was it natural, somehow a product of magic that moved them in different ways? Fire always consumed. Had he not learned that for himself over the years? This was merely an intensification, a rising to his full awareness, of what had always been present. 
 
    Admit it, Jakani. The truth was more complex than he had imagined. 
 
    “It’s in both of us,” he said softly. “Something – put us together, and we’re like tinder and flame. See? We’ve both been oblivious. We do this to each other. Obviously.” 
 
    “Good, then, that I’m going away tonight.” 
 
    “You’re … what?” 
 
    Tytiana rose, lifting her hand from his. “Please don’t hate me, Dirt – Jakani of House Sakazi. I need you … to take care of things here. While I’m away.” 
 
    He could not process her words. She knew his family name. Going? When all between them was fire, and they had just discovered this exquisite connection, she was leaving? For how long? Where was she bound? Was her father trying to hide her from these marauding Dragons? How could she leave him burning like this? 
 
    “You –” 
 
    Impulsively, she tore away her headscarf. “I’m going in disguise. Look. What do you think of my hair?” 
 
    He recoiled. “Mercy! It’s … horrible!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She thought Jakani might cry. Until now he had been bravery personified, even forcing the tiger cub to submit with a mighty roar, but as he stared at her hair, she knew he felt as she did, as if a canyon had opened beneath their feet. Sometimes, truth freed. Sometimes it cut like a knife, piercing the very pith of a person. He hated the colour, as did she. This Dirt Picker of the gleaming-as-gold eyes was not some pawn in some internecine play of House politics, nor an assassin in disguise. He was just a very confused and confusing young man and this connexion between them was visceral, undeniable and above all, true. They were toxic for each other – weren’t they? 
 
    Shakily, Tytiana said, “You don’t like it? Not even a little?” 
 
    “Like this, you are no longer the Radiant. With respect. And that doesn’t mean you aren’t still as beautiful as the dawn. I mean –” he pulled up with a curt laugh, and she wished his words would endure until the day the suns stopped warming their Island-World. “I mean, speaking to the Choice of a House like this should rightly give the High Master ample excuse to have my tongue yanked out by the roots. Uh, it was a hypothetical, um, metaphorical … thingy. Whatever. Statement.” 
 
    His eyes! Oh, it was just wrong that his eyes should capture her so completely, and now she felt like a silly girl tizzy on her first glass of wine, and he was gripping her fingers, asking if she was alright. 
 
    “Oh, took a funny turn,” she gasped, fanning her face. 
 
    “No more fainting, Choice Tytiana. Sit here.” She dropped onto the stool as if her knees had come unhinged. So hot! Helpless at the raging of emotions or fires within her; she could not separate the two anymore. “Sit. Stay there! I’ll fetch you a goblet of water.” 
 
    “Woof.” 
 
    Laughing over his shoulder, Jakani walked slap into her workbench. “Oof! Sorry. Whaa … nice catch.” He righted a beaker and steadied her distilling equipment. “I – um, water. Right away.” 
 
    She must find distance from this perilous fire they shared. Better that she left today. 
 
    After she had sipped her water, Tytiana drew a scroll out of her pouch and handed it to him. “I took the liberty of preparing minimal instructions. Although they are pictorial, I don’t believe you should have any challenge with the written content – should you?” 
 
    He fumbled the scroll. 
 
    “Aye, Dirt Picker. Let’s just say I know at least one of your secrets, shall we?” 
 
    An eyebrow quirked over a depthless iris. Stars above, could he not stop looking at her – she could not think! “Five hundred and seventeen instructions?” 
 
    “I ran out of space on this first scrolleaf. Shall we start at the top?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “Only you. Only you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani worked with the Choice all that day, running through her lists of instructions until he knew everything by heart – by frozen heart, he wanted to clarify. What of this fire could possibly remain once she returned? They laughed much and bickered only a little, and that seemed more the squabbling of friends rather than a mistress’ talking down to a serf. They packed away all of the equipment he could not use or would not need, talked about the tiger’s continued treatment and then releasing her into the wild interior of Helyon, around the unstable area of hot springs, in perhaps two to three weeks’ time. 
 
    At last, having ignored the topic all day, they came to the egg. 
 
    Tytiana said, “I do hope it’s alive.” 
 
    “Wish we knew where it came from. Maybe, once I’ve released the cub, I should take it home?” Jakani suggested. “It’s always warm by the hearth. I’ve heard that’s good for Dragon eggs.” 
 
    “Good idea – for a Dirt Picker, that is.” She chuckled awkwardly. “I’m sorry I called you a lamebrain earlier. I didn’t know – your mother, is she …” 
 
    “Lame in both legs, since childhood. So is my older brother Sokadan. You’re forgiven.” 
 
    “I don’t need your – ah,” Tytiana flushed, seemingly with anger. Now the gap yawned between them again, uncomfortable and uncrossable. 
 
    He knew she would be changed once she returned, and he hated that awareness with a loathing that tingled right down into his fingers. He wanted to break something. Could he ask about her leg? Too delicate a topic for now, he judged. Lamko were conditioned not to pry, not to ask questions, just to do as they were told. 
 
    A moment later, the opportunity was gone as she exclaimed, “Would you look at the time? My sisters will be here any second to see me off.” 
 
    “I guess this is fly well?” 
 
    “For me, aye.” She studied his bare feet. “Farewell, Dirt Picker Jakani. Do try to behave yourself this time. Keep my plants alive, or I shall roast you …” 
 
    He would have fought Dragons for her, Jakani realised, with a feeling that his heart had turned to granite. What he said was, “I’ll try to keep the Dragons away from them. Be safe.” 
 
    “Gemalka. That’s where I’m going.” 
 
    He held his clenched fist over his heart. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: One Year Passes 
 
      
 
    House Cyraxana Archive, 97th Year of Silks, Growing Month 
 
    Land Under-Master’s Report 
 
    Serf household losses topped out at 207 households over the past year (this figure includes completely and partially destroyed households), concentrated in the southerly and easterly regions of the estate. Cyraxana was far from the worst hit. Houses Jade, Turquoise and White reported close to 76% attrition of their serf populations. Overseers report growing resentment and rebelliousness amongst the worker castes. These have been quelled with a heavy hand as ordered. There have also been isolated reports of plague and the blood-cough. Any serfs identified with these diseases are immediately quarantined due to deleterious impact on the working population. 91% perished within a week of infection. 145 serfs died in this way over the reporting period; 12 are still in quarantine. 
 
    92 hectares of orchards were destroyed by Dragon fire. Of these, 17 hectares have been replanted and a further 41 are at various stages of clearance. The rains slowed the work as anticipated but with drier weather in the offing the overseers expect, by use of vigorous measures, to make up for lost time. The advent of the imported Merxxian Heavy Dragonwing under the command of Adazara the Teal Dragoness has had the desired effect, however, leading to an 88% overall reduction in Dragon attacks. Warmer weather will also improve serf community health and therefore boost productivity. 
 
    Underlying profit forecasts for the coming season indicate a 51% drop, net of House Cyraxana’s share of mercenary dues. The economic effects of short supply in the Island-Worlds’ markets remains indeterminate in the pre-season phase … 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Sparks Flying 
 
      
 
    TYTIANA SLIPPED TO her knees in the mud. She had never imagined the darkness would be so complete out here. Irrational of her to imagine that a memorised map would be of any use whatsoever in this slick, lightless mudhole. Or a cane and a prosthetic leg, with which walking over bad terrain was so much more challenging. But with her father being absent on a business trip to Sylakia, Yorbik and Archion Islands, this night was the perfect opportunity to do what she had been mulling over in her mind for the better part of the last year, ever since she had left Helyon for Gemalka. 
 
    Thank the heavens, thank the Great Dragon, thank anyone who cared that that sojourn was over. Intellectually and professionally, she had never been more stimulated. She had learned so much! Father would be more than pleased at the improvements she could implement in the coming planting and growing seasons. Personally? She had been miserable, miserable, miserable. 
 
    More miserable than this mud pit. 
 
    More miserable than a toad’s warty behind. 
 
    Far more miserable than sucking on said toad’s warty behind … aye. 
 
    Gemalkans had a dismal opinion of Helyon’s caste system, and with her being at the top of that social structure, she had found herself the target of a coordinated and relentless campaign of every kind of name-calling and profanity imaginable. Snubbed at every turn. Withering looks, bullying and many times, outright aggression. Labelled racist, elitist, classist, conceited, a slave trader, purveyor of systematised oppression, tyrant … the list went on to many more colourful epithets. 
 
    And her father had refused to have her back before her protection was assured. 
 
    A year! A whole wretched year of her life, and – 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    “A girl who is lost,” Tytiana called truthfully. She was not sure, but something that looked wickedly pointed had just wafted beneath her nose. 
 
    A man’s shadow – that was all she could see in the moonless gloom – appeared beside her. “Lost? You sound a mite lonely, honourable young lady. Where are you bound?” 
 
    An elderly lamko man. He sounded querulous but not dangerous. 
 
    Affecting her best Dirt Picker accent, she said, “It’s so dark out here, and I fell and become confused. I was looking for the house of Hanzaki Sakazi. Can you help me?” 
 
    “Huh. You aren’t so lost as all that,” tut-tutted the man. “It’s a little walk, aye, to be sure, but lies just the other side of yonder hill. Huh! Mite tall for a young fenturi sprig, aren’t you? Come. I’ll take you there. It’s on my way home too. You’ve a strong young arm on you, I’d wager? That’s right, give an old man a hand.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Her helping someone else walk? Novel. 
 
    A snippet of song played in her mind. To her surprise, she realised that for the first time in a year, the darkness which had lain over her spirit, had begun to lift. She was doing something right. At last. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Jakani, stop mooning over that egg and come eat your dinner,” ordered his mother. 
 
    “Just turning it, Mom. Twice a day.” 
 
    Isimi giggled in that surprisingly girlish, carefree way she had, a sound that unfailingly elicited smiles from her family. “You never listened to my instructions so diligently.” 
 
    “It’s called superior motivation,” Sokadan put in. 
 
    He felt bereft. Staring moodily into the fire, he said quietly, “Please, Sokadan. Not tonight, alright? Sorry if I’m being a … walking mud puddle over here.” He touched the special pouch he had sewn for an egg that had never hatched, and turned it over for well over the seven hundredth time. How sad. Such a pretty bauble, and so very dead. 
 
    “What’s not tonight?” Mayoko inquired. 
 
    “It’s been a year without word, hasn’t it?” said his father. “You’ve every right to be worried.” 
 
    “Worried about what?” Mayoko said irritably. 
 
    His mother urged, “Come sit down, Jakani. I’ve made a special meat stew tonight.” 
 
    Rain pattered briefly upon their rush roof before being whisked away upon the night’s querulous breeze. The weather was uninspiring, but inside their hut with the hearth fire frugally tended and the doors and shutters firmly closed, the temperature was bearable. Gloomy season. Soaking rains, sludgy paths, stinking mud everywhere, and the withering, seemingly unending series of Dragon attacks that led to almost weekly funerals in their small community. 
 
    How did a man shake depression when it clung to his soul like mists overshadowing an Island? 
 
    “Mmm, meat stew!” Sokadan enthused. “We don’t eat meat stew very often.” Almost never, to be exact. Jakani scratched his stubbly chin thoughtfully. “Must be someone’s birthingday.” 
 
    “Whose?” he puzzled. “Who’ve I forgotten? I can’t have …” He counted quickly on his fingers. “No, it’s Airi’s birthingday next week, right? Five! Wow, big girl. I mean, I know I haven’t been all myself lately, but …” 
 
    Apparently obeying some unseen signal, his family fell about with hoots of laughter. 
 
    He felt his face turn bright, bright red. “Oh. Oh! Mine, of course!” 
 
    “Seventeen. Happy birthingday, son!” yelled his father. 
 
    “We’ve spent all day wondering when you’d wake up,” Sokadan said. “Even Airi kept it secret – aren’t you impressed?” 
 
    “Aye! She’s top-silk.” 
 
    He rushed over to hug his mother and Sokadan, remembering at the last second to temper his strength lest he squeeze too hard, and then the rest of the family crowded around, slapping him upon the back and yelling their congratulations with the traditional lack of decorum. Birthingdays were for silliness. Laughter. Togetherness. And he had been mooching about like a misplaced rain cloud for as long as he could remember. Jakani’s vision blurred. He loved his family with an affection that was so wild and deep and fierce, he felt like a Dragon spreading his wings about his treasure. Mine. MMMM-INNNEE! 
 
    And then in the middle of all that kafuffle, he sensed something he had not felt in a very long time. It was as if an invisible hammer had tapped his heart and soul to create a special resonance that thrilled every iota of his being, seething at the advent of a tall, cloaked figure that materialised just outside a door that now stood ajar; a wild roaring and foaming of magic that pummelled his insides into the molten rock-froth of a blazing volcano. He gaped! Bare toes and a wooden appendage peeked beneath the edge of a deep grey, sodden cloak. Dark jalkwood cane. So pale. Whisper-slim form. Face only quarter-lit by the lamplight, but he knew. Where were her shoes? 
 
    He must be seeing a ghost. 
 
    ‘Father,’ he tried to say, but his throat would not work. He tapped his father on the arm and indicated the doorway. 
 
    “A visitor for you, honoured Sakazi household,” said old man Takodo. “Have fun, kids. She come for a birthingday?” 
 
    “Mine,” Jakani managed to croak at last. 
 
    How? Why? What was wrong – when – and here – staggered by the melody of her beauty – her magic as unattainable as if he grasped for the stars … he could neither think, nor speak, nor move a muscle. Her! It was her. Here! Impossibly. 
 
    “Come in out of the cold! My home is your home, stranger,” Hanzaki said, bowing formally. “I apologise for our raucous … behaviour? Who are …” 
 
    Her fingers rose to that cowl. By skin colour alone, if not by the perfection of her unbroken, faultlessly clean fingernails, the family must have realised she was no lamko. That was what had confused his father. 
 
    Flame threatened to lift his head off his shoulders in a pyre of emotions. Buzzing. Shocked. Afraid … “Shut the door!” Jakani heard himself splutter. 
 
    “Aye. Aye, of course,” she whispered, pushing the wooden door closed behind her – a creak, a groan and a metallic click of the inner door clasp. Then Tytiana slipped the knot at her neck to free her heavy cloak, so sodden with rain it had already created a puddle on their floor, and the wealth of her hair sprang free as if gladdened by the sudden warmth and company, gleaming like flaxen gold shot through with fire in the sallow lamplight. 
 
    The family inhaled as one. 
 
    “You should not – why …” he continued to gasp. Breathe, idiot! If he could only remember how. Then, he recovered himself with a deep and dare he say, gallant bow. “Family, may I present to you the most honourable Tytiana, Chief Assayer and Choice of the House Cyraxana?” 
 
    The silence was brutal: a thick, ravenous beast. 
 
    More roughly, he cried, “Why are you here? Why? You’ve brought great danger upon us! It isn’t safe – not anymore. Not here, most especially not for you.” 
 
    Her throat worked. 
 
    “O Tytiana, where have you been?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana rued the depth of her naïveté. Jakani spoke true. Her mere presence here would see this family hanged, if her father ever found out, but this adventure had just felt so right, so necessary … she could not articulate why, and now that she was present in a place she had imagined so often yet understood in no measure whatsoever, all these dark eyes were wide with shock and terror, and the little girl’s lower lip trembled. What could she say to make up for her thoughtlessness? 
 
    Tytiana whispered, “No-one else knows I’m here. Please. Relax. I’m – I just had to – I just had to see …” That was it! “Jakani, is this your family?” 
 
    Oh! His eyes! They were nothing if not more pellucid than before … she could not look! Myriad golden motes sang to her like the chiming notes of a mighty, unspeakable soul magic! Flustered, she folded her cloak about her arms, and pressed it firmly against her torso as if somehow, she might deny the mesmeric power of his gaze. 
 
    She had been meaning to say something about the state of the arboretum, which she had rushed to the moment she had disembarked from the Dragonship that brought her down from Gemalka. He had kept her plants and worktables in faultless order during her sojourn – bar a few minor mistakes on the pruning and the glaring absence of her lathi-lahrai fenturi variants. She was not meant to be stuttering like a frightened parakeet! Yet here she stood in the wholly unfamiliar environment of a lamko hut, the implications of which hammered reason and rationality into a splintered mess. 
 
    Pull yourself together, you blithering simpleton! 
 
    “Aye. I forget my manners. Sit.” Jakani seemed to lose track of thought as her lips soundlessly formed the word, ‘woof?’ Their old joke. “Uh, would you, o Choice – it’s not quite what you’re accustomed to, I’m sure – but, would you?” 
 
    “Gratefully,” said she. She was exhausted, and had lost her shoes in the morass out there. That would be a strange discovery for someone, one day. 
 
    “But you can’t –” 
 
    “Can’t what? Sup from the same cup as lamko? I am not that same girl who left a year ago.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She must, must, must control her temper! Tytiana used a deep bow in turn to try to compose herself and recover some modicum of reason. She had to think her way out of this. Deflect any danger from this family. She must express why, by the very rainbows that graced the skies above, she had trampled every taboo upon Helyon to his door, knowing what the consequences must surely be. 
 
    Did she even know her own reasons? 
 
    “Jaki. The egg.” The tiny girl standing to his right tapped his leg. 
 
    “Not now, sweet pea,” he said. He bowed again. “O Choice Tytiana, I would like to introduce my family. This is my honourable father Hanzaki –” 
 
    “Hai!” The father bowed rigidly. So like Jakani, noble of brow, and prouder of bearing than she had expected. 
 
    “– and my honourable mother Isimi –” 
 
    “Hai!” She bowed from her chair. “I apologise, Choice, if I cannot –” 
 
    “That’s fine. I understand.” Horrible lie. She did not understand, but she ached to. “Please don’t try to get up – oh. I’m sorry, I meant no slight. I’ve just … never …” 
 
    Never seen a cripple like her. Everything within her wanted to weep. Helyon had no beggars, not like Gemalka, because of the stigma associated with their affliction. All the lame and crippled and mentally limited were put to work by the overseers far, far from the House – she knew that. How could she possibly have forgotten? Or was that the convenience of mental elision? She had seen the secret reports in the archives. These were the accursed, the hidden, the despised … 
 
    Tytiana whispered, “I am honoured to meet you, Isimi Sakazi.” If only words could turn a heart inside-out to bare its innards. That would be easier. “Jakani told me you are an amazing woman. Now that I’ve met you at last, I can see why.” 
 
    Did he approve? Please, let Jakani understand! 
 
    He had grown taller and broader in the beam. His bronzed arms, bare to the shoulder, were veined and muscled in a way that bespoke a lifetime of hard labour – but also, they were toned and limber in a manner that suggested he must practice his dancing – cough, cough – daily. He had the looseness of an acrobat and the suppleness of a reticulated python she had seen beside the famous lakes of Gemalka. But the most astonishing aspect of him, which she had not remembered well at all, was his presence. There was his patent physical strength, but she sensed more. Far more. In that small room, he seemed immense, almost overpowering, and every flashing glance of his eyes poured rivers of molten fire up and down her legs, until she knew that sitting immediately was a very good and necessary step. 
 
    “Jaki, eggy …” 
 
    Her eyes flickered to the tiny, dark-haired girl tugging at her brother’s trousers leg. Jakani did not appear to notice. 
 
    “Would you share life with us?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    His father said, “He means, would you dine with us? If you would, o Choice … if …” 
 
    “I’d be honoured to join your table.” Tytiana smiled thinly. “I doubt I’ll catch anything here save a savour of family life and love I have never enjoyed myself; not since my late mother passed on. Please don’t be afraid, especially you children – I’ve not come for any sinister purpose. I just – I grew up very differently. All I wanted to do was to see, and understand … who you are …” 
 
    Why could she not speak a cogent word? 
 
    As Hanzaki took her cloak and hung it on a wooden peg beside the doorway, and propped her cane next to a similar but plainer trio of canes behind the door, Tytiana tracked Jakani’s introductions around the room. She saw in herself a girl who was so eager to please, it frightened her, yet an unspoken hunger drove her on. She must learn. Understand. Grow. 
 
    Sokadan was nineteen and perched on his knees in a chair similar to their mother’s. Arzan was his younger brother of thirteen summers, and he completed a trio of boyish scamps with their shocks of black hair which had evidently seen neither soap nor brush for a few years. Now Jakani introduced Mayoko and Airi, both of whom were tiny like their mother; dark-haired sparrows with shy smiles and very long, straight black hair. Not one of the family wore shoes. Red dirt encrusted their feet. Their clothing had seen much hard wear and more than a few attempts at stitching and patching. Mayoko was trying to hide a hole beneath her right armpit, and Sokadan’s shirt was threadbare in the sense that there was more bare than thread. 
 
    She did not know whether to take a seat or be offered one, so she hovered, and smiled at the little girls, thinking how dearly she loved her own sisters. 
 
    Mayoko asked suspiciously, “Is your hair real, lady?” 
 
    “It’s mine.” 
 
    “Like real fire?” Mayoko pressed. 
 
    “I’m not sure where it comes from,” Tytiana smiled, “but this is my real colour, aye. Red and gold mixed.” 
 
    Airi breathed, “It’s so booty – um, buttiful?” 
 
    “Beautiful,” Isimi corrected. 
 
    Tytiana thought she had better not chuckle at that exchange. 
 
    There was a sudden rush of seat assignments. Hanzaki insisted she take his chair, the very best chair, to Isimi’s right, and there was some swapping of wooden plates and spoons, and Jakani offered Airi his lap so that she would not be left out, which earned him a slobbery smacker of a kiss on his left ear – he made a face and a big show of wiping it clean – and then plates were passed back to Isimi, who served up with a bent ladle from the battered iron pot on the table. Tytiana realised she had never seen so few dishes on a table in her life. More space than dishes? Wow. She accepted a hunk of dark, flat bread with a gracious nod, and realised that she was probably supposed to eat with just a spoon and use the bread to mop her plate clean. There was no array of silver tines and knives with which to attack different courses. 
 
    Hanzaki pronounced a formal blessing upon the meal, whereupon the younger children fell to with silent savagery that, again, Tytiana had never witnessed around food. She was used to picking from a variety of tastefully prepared delicacies. This mush was some kind of meat and vegetables she didn’t even recognise, but it smelled amazing, and she realised that she was starving, too, after her long walk. Her stump ached. Plenty chafe to deal with on the morrow. 
 
    Just look at Jakani opposite, surreptitiously sneaking extra mouthfuls into Airi’s eager mouth from his own plate! What a good man. 
 
    And she was staring. Tytiana was not used to feeling gauche and ignorant, but she felt that way now. She bent to her bowl, and spooned away hungrily. “It’s good!” 
 
    Isimi brightened. “Really? You must be used to much finer – uh, o Choice of –” 
 
    “You can call me –” A lusty belch from Sokadan across the table caused her to drop her spoon and gasp, “Oh my!” 
 
    The young man blushed furiously. “Ah, sorry o Choice, that’s – it’s a cultural – I forgot, Dad! Sorry! Suffering spiders, I do apologise most profusely.” 
 
    All the nervousness and discomfort inside of her bubbled up in merriment as Tytiana burst into peals of laughter, and then very nearly choked on her food. She wiped her eyes, received a firm thump on the back from Jakani’s mother who was seated to her left, and then spluttered her way through a few more giggles. “Oh dear,” she said. “I hope I’m not supposed to produce one of those.” 
 
    “I dare you,” said Jakani. 
 
    “I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Wasn’t the food any good?” he needled. 
 
    “Did you attempt to start growing an actual beard while I was away?” she shot back. 
 
    Even poor Hanzaki, who until this point had still been looking as if he hosted a Dragoness at his table, cracked a broad smile at this sally, and suddenly he looked like a boyishly handsome Jakani. That was disconcerting. Sokadan nearly fell off his chair laughing, while the two younger girls finally stopped staring at her with huge eyes and began to wriggle, giggle and demand attention. 
 
    Jakani, his eyes fully a-twinkle now, said, “I fully blame my parents for this scraggly goat scruff. We Easterners struggle to grow decent facial hair at the best of times.” 
 
    “Keep trying. Mind you, we do keep many types of fertiliser in the arboretum’s storeroom. Or I could graft in a Sylakian full beard. That’s the bush, the double bush, or –” 
 
    “Ew, no thanks.” 
 
    “Jaki, Jaki, Jaki!” Airi bounded off his knee like a spring released. “The egg! I seen it done big wriggly, I did!” 
 
    “Darling bean, it’s been sitting on the hearth doing nothing for a year.” 
 
    “Oh no, not doing nothing,” Hanzaki advised, daring a broad wink at nobody in particular. “Jakani has been looking after it with great fervour.” 
 
    “Have not!” 
 
    “He polishes it hourly,” Mayoko put in in her serious way. 
 
    “Kisses it every bedtime,” Sokadan added. 
 
    “Jakani very kissy-kissy,” Airi clarified, in case anyone had missed the point. 
 
    “Excuse me! Order in the family, please.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani was mildly appalled that his usually decorous family had just fallen apart – well, from the perspective of he whose ears were burning at all the jokes at his expense. Did they not realise the implications of familiarity with the Choice of the House? She was disarmingly … well, amusing, with her aristocratic guard finally breached and her violet eyes dancing at him across the table. Did his mother – oh aye, she did. She knew exactly what was going on inside of him, and deep beneath the merriment, he knew profound shame. How was this in any way honourable behaviour? 
 
    Only, if they denied all. Forever. Hide it deeper than the very depths of the Cloudlands. For she could not possibly feel the same way – could she? He would be the Island-World’s greatest idiot to think so. 
 
    Then why take this fearful risk? Just one brief reference to having changed in a year. Well, even he could see that. She had grown taller. Tytiana stood at least three or four inches taller than he did, now, and if anything she was even more striking and vivacious and beyond any dream of his … he should be furious at her! Yet he could not be. 
 
    “Jaki, look.” Airi held up the brown cloth pouch holding the purported egg in her left hand. She was hopping with excitement. “Look, Jaki, it’s all jumpy.” 
 
    He stared. In an evening of weirdness, nothing seemed impossible anymore. Did he just imagine a quiver? “Well, I do say … come here with that, Airi. Be careful. Do you want me to –” 
 
    “Airi do it!” 
 
    “Aye, calm down, you cheeky scrap of silk.” 
 
    Quickly opening the drawstring bag, his little sister burrowed her fingers into the soft cotton he had used to insulate and protect the egg. But she was walking at the same time. It seemed to Jakani he knew what must come next in the natural order of things, that his feet were already moving into position and his hands tensing upon the tabletop and the seat of his own chair in readiness. As his sister rounded the table, her left foot snagged on the base of Sokadan’s chair. She stumbled. The white-gilded egg popped out of her grasping fingers and tumbled toward the hard-packed dirt floor in a languid curve. 
 
    Next he knew, he was on the floor with the egg clasped in his left hand. 
 
    Tytiana exclaimed, “Wow!” 
 
    “Thanks, brother,” Sokadan added. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You saved my chair from toppling.” 
 
    “Oh. Nice.” He picked himself up with care for a decently skinned elbow. A flap of skin dangled loose, but the pain was dull, as if the wound had forgotten how to hurt. 
 
    “Good work, son,” Hanzaki put in. 
 
    “Well, the egg’s still in one piece, as you can see, o Choice Tytiana.” He held it up to the light. “Hmm. Seems slightly less opaque than before, unless it’s just my eyes. Want to take a look?” 
 
    Stretching over the table, he deposited the egg in her upturned palm. In doing so, fingers brushed the skin of her inner wrist. There was a brilliant crimson flash as lightning seemed to lance into him from everywhere at once. KAABOOM!! His eardrums imploded. Jakani tingled from head to toe as if his skin had just been peeled off of him, slapped to within an inch of its life by a team of enthusiastic carpet beaters, and replaced seamlessly. His hair felt as if it had been blown off his head; indeed, he felt a cool breeze entering from a yawning hole in the ceiling, and white ashes drifted down around him like a rare snowfall, and … unholy caroli! Where was his shirt? 
 
    As he gazed at Tytiana in stupefaction, someone cried, “His elbow! Oh!” And then the remains of the girl’s dress began to sag away from her torso. 
 
    With a squeal of horror, she clutched at the fabric and sank under the level of the tabletop, until only her head and neck showed – and the carbonized imprint of the back of her dress, indelibly burned into the back of his father’s chair. 
 
    Tytiana yelled, “You! You impossible – what did you do to my – oh! Where’s your shirt?” 
 
    Jakani couldn’t have cared less for his shirt. His hands flew to his trousers. His belt had crumbled to dust. But the important bits were intact. Just about. His relief at this discovery must have been plain to Tytiana, because her gleaming gaze was communicating all manner of very discomforting delight at his state of undress. 
 
    His eyes bulged. “She’s on fire!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    KAABOOM!! 
 
    Faster than her eyes could blink, a torrent of crimson fire poured up Jakani’s arm, stormed around his torso, and then roared upward to blast a gaping hole right through these nice people’s roof. 
 
    The Dirt Picker just stood there, mouth agape, smoking. 
 
    Oh, heavens weeping rainbows, he was beautiful. For an embarrassingly protracted minute, Tytiana could not tear her eyes off the perfection of his compactly muscled torso. Every detail of every tendon and vein and scar was outlined in black soot, as if a House had commissioned a statue to be entitled, ‘Ode to Masculinity.’ That was Jakani. He would never be called bulky, but his abdominals were like sculpted four-part granite columns apiece, and the sinews of his arms rippled with the slight clenching action of his fists. The anatomical detail of his slanted pectorals leading up to shoulders like clusters of hard fruit, was breathtaking, but above all that hilarity reigned supreme. His long black hair stood stock upright, like a shocked fowl’s feathers, and there was grey smoke – o heavens – drifting out of his ears! 
 
    What form of insanity was this? 
 
    She had just immolated him. He was fine! 
 
    For her part, Tytiana felt better than fine. Ridiculous and befuddled, but abuzz! 
 
    Half a chuckle later, a cool breeze creeping around her back alerted her that not all of the scarlet fire had rushed to embrace Jakani. Some of it had – oh no! Duck! And now she was sprawling half under the table wearing half a dress watching all of his family gaping at her scrabbling about as she tried to balance somehow against the chair seat while rearranging a few smouldering scraps of material about those bits of her she would very much not prefer to air in public! 
 
    Nothing in her upbringing had prepared her for such humiliation. What was she to do? 
 
    “She’s on fire!” 
 
    A bucketful of water gushed over her head. It was hearth-warm, but just the shock an embarrassingly unclad girl trying to hide beneath a family’s dining table needed at that moment. She drew breath, started to yell something extremely rude and irate, and was doused a second time. 
 
    “Blub!” she just about managed. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jakani’s mother, who had just thrown her goblet of fruit juice down her guest’s front. “Your dress – still smouldering!” Whack-whack. “There.” 
 
    “Yeow!” Tytiana clutched her right breast. 
 
    “Sorry, sweet pea, you might need those one day.” Isimi caught herself with a horrified gasp. “O Choice, I didn’t mean …” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, I think –” 
 
    How had the flame not burned her? Either of them? Even her artificial foot seemed perfectly fine; the harness was intact. 
 
    Isimi cried, “Hanzaki! Fetch her cloak. Jakani, don’t just stand there like a poleaxed goat, go check the roof, you thumping clod of – don’t you dare look! Sokadan, you stay right where you are. Mayoko. Cloths, and fast, we need to dry –” 
 
    “We need to hide her,” Jakani interrupted. 
 
    His father nodded brusquely. “Right. Neighbours will be over. Arzan, run and get the tarpaulin from Master Jalzi. Tell him we had a fuel spillage in the hearth. Got that?” 
 
    “Aye, father.” 
 
    “And Jakani, for Islands’ sakes, go put on a shirt,” hissed his mother. 
 
    “That was my only shirt,” he growled, still staring at Tytiana as if she had reached out and slapped his jaw firmly through the end of next week. There was an idea. She had been sadly neglectful. What crazy power did that boy possess to set her alight like this? Or her, him? 
 
    Those abdominals just didn’t get any less sculpted at a fourth or fifth glance, did they? She had never seen a man upon whom the actual fibres of the muscles stood in etched relief, courtesy of what had to be a ridiculous dearth of body fat. Never imagined one! 
 
    In short order, Isimi had scrambled down from her high chair and Tytiana, sans the charred scraps of her dress, was bundled away into the main bedroom under cover of her cloak. Arzan returned with a rustling tarpaulin and a gaggle of voluble neighbours to help secure the roof against the rain until it could be properly repaired, while Jakani apparently went to dunk his overheated, ralti-stupid head in a water barrel somewhere. And to fix his fetching new hair hairstyle. 
 
    Isimi pressed the door shut behind Airi. “Sit on the bed. We should check you for injuries.” 
 
    Tytiana sat numbly. 
 
    Airi gasped, “Look, Mama, she’s got a funny leg like you.” 
 
    Before Jakani’s mother could quite die of embarrassment, Tytiana said, “That’s right, except mine is wooden and look, you can move the ankle hinge a bit like this. See? It’s clever.” 
 
    “Where’d you lose your real leg?” the girl asked. 
 
    “I fell out of a moving carriage when I was very young and was run over by the wheels. It’s alright, sweet pea, I can still –” she glanced guiltily at Isimi “– walk.” 
 
    Sorry, Isimi. Quite the failure of actual tact, there. 
 
    The other woman pretended to be busy checking for burns. 
 
    If she heard correctly outside the window, Hanzaki threw a shirt at Jakani and offered a few fatherly words that were too low for her to overhear, but they sounded urgent and angry and rattled. 
 
    Too right. She was still trying to catch her breath, to make sense of what she had seen and done. All she knew was that his touch seemed to have ignited a secret, unsuspected volcano of flame, as if the time they had spent apart had exacerbated whatever power lurked within her. The time apart had not healed anything, had it? 
 
    Jakani’s defensive reply carried clearly, “I didn’t know, father. She – she just – it’s like we spark each other off, don’t you see?” 
 
    “I see far too many sparks around these parts!” 
 
    Too right. Sparks that started wildfires. 
 
    “Aye, father.” 
 
    “You are never to touch her again, do you hear me? It’s far too dangerous – for both of your sakes. Fra’anior forefend, protect, sanction without penalty all that has and will be done in this … moment of Moons’ madness!” 
 
    Tytiana squeezed her eyes shut. This was terrible. What had she done to him? What misfortune had she selfishly lumped upon this family? A year away and the fires had only been banked up? She had found ways to cope – regular exercise, burying herself in her work, and a few times when she had hiked away into the nearby wilderness around the trout lakes and screamed until her throat was raw. But she knew better than to accuse Jakani of being more than the spark to her bonfire. She must be that different, more mature girl she sincerely hoped she had become during her year away. More enamoured with the truth, less selfishly inclined to vent upon everyone around her, like a wildfire uncaring of where it blazed. 
 
    She had vowed to stop hurting people selfishly. 
 
    Yet one touch of Jakani’s hand … oh mercy, what was she to do now? 
 
    Tears came. Tytiana buried her face in her hands, furiously wishing them away, but she had not cried since her mother died. And now Isimi, kneeling on the bed beside her in that private space, said softly, ‘It’s like that, is it, my sweet-silk?’ and the sensation of a motherly arm slipping about her shoulders broke the terrace lakes of her heart. 
 
    How she wept! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Fire in the Night 
 
      
 
    BEFORE DAWN, JAKANI walked Tytiana via the secret paths through the many hectares of orchards, up to the main house. Tytiana was shivering. All the fire had rushed out of her in that one great gasp. She hurt all over, but was surprised to notice the cup of her artificial limb and the harness had hardly rubbed her raw, as she would have expected from such a long walk. Was she healing herself? 
 
    They spoke in exhausted fragments of sentences. 
 
    “Where’s your bedroom window?” he asked. 
 
    “That one.” 
 
    “Ah. Second floor?” 
 
    “Third.” 
 
    Jakani’s quick eyes followed the lay of a huge jinsumo tree that stood alongside and overshadowed the Eastern wing of the white brick, broad-fronted manor house with its three sweeping, crenelated gables. Two smaller wings jutted out at twenty-five degree angles behind the main four-story house, giving it the feel of a bird spreading its wings sideways. The great building had wide crysglass windows set in a mathematically exact progression of largest on the ground floor up to smaller windows on the upper floors; three tall, elegant panels per window. Her corner suite boasted five such triple windows of which each panel was two feet wide, three for her receiving chamber and two for the bedroom. The design gave the structure an airy feeling which was accentuated by the fluted two-storey columns around the front and secondary entrances, and the delicately frosted detail picked out around the window frames, lintels, and decorative eaves, crafted to resemble icicles and snowflakes. 
 
    An ever-wintery house. 
 
    “You can’t climb it,” she said. “Didn’t plan too well.” 
 
    He waggled an eyebrow. 
 
    “Fine, be insufferable if you must.” 
 
    “Can you climb that tree?” 
 
    There seemed to be no condescension in his question. She was so used to expecting references to her incapability with physical tasks, she had to blink several times before answering hoarsely, “Only with help.” 
 
    “Good.” Jakani pointed at a hedgerow separating the lawn surrounding the front and sides of the house from the formal garden sections. “Follow me. Stay low.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “We’re burgling your bedroom.” 
 
    “Must we touch again?” 
 
    “Scared?” 
 
    With a silent imprecation at his obstinacy, Tytiana growled, “Aye.” 
 
    And then they were ghosting through the dawn mists. He moved like a ghost, anyways, while in comparison she blundered about sounding like a furious Dragoness. Jakani paused to demonstrate how to place her feet. How to move lower and more sneakily. How to blend with the shadows between the ornamental trees as they sneaked past one guard, then two. He burst forward and simply ran up the fragrant jinsumo’s trunk before leaping upward in one seamless motion, disappearing silently into the broad leaves above. A hand appeared to beckon her forward. 
 
    Tytiana scowled. How did a man run ten feet up a vertical surface and then not disturb a single twig? That devious lamko needed a jolly good – ah, indeed. The hand was growing impatient. Move it, slow-slug! 
 
    He was dangling upside down from the lowest branch, now. Tytiana reached out. This time his touch barely tingled. Clasping her wrist, he drew her one-handed off the ground as if she weighed no more than a child. Smooth and effortless. Were men ordinarily this strong? Just look at the striations in his shoulder and forearm! Carved like weathered wood. 
 
    His left hand reached down for her wooden foot. “Up.” 
 
    Using his firm grip as a stepping stone, Tytiana gathered her skirts and scrambled up onto the thick branch he had wrapped his legs about. In a second, he twisted his body and popped up beside her with decidedly annoying facility, adding to her discomfort with a fine example of a ‘how amazing am I?’ smirk. Ugh. Now she really itched to slap him, but since he was allegedly saving her honour after she had scorched his shirt off his infeasibly chiselled torso – ahem. 
 
    Her errant thoughts needed a slapping, too! 
 
    Jakani helped her up the difficult parts. Tytiana was not a bad climber, but a jinsumo was a huge tree and so reaching some of the branches was tricky. Furthermore, the moisture-saturated air made everything slippery. He offered to boost her up. She politely singed his ears about her lack of desire to climb about above any man when she was wearing a dress. Half a dress, he reminded her. Tytiana snarled that he had best erase that image from his disgusting mud hole of a mind, forthwith! She was quite certain he smothered a chuckle. Arrogant son of a windroc! Perhaps he thought she would rather be looking at his ascending rear end, which was absolutely not the truth. 
 
    Apart from one glance. Perhaps two. 
 
    And, now a third … Tytiana bit her lip and ordered herself to cease this nonsense! 
 
    At length they found a fragrant bough heavy with sweet-smelling pink blossoms in apparent defiance of the season, about six feet from her window, and after steadying himself, he hopped over onto the narrow windowsill with a monkey’s skill and sense of balance, bracing himself with a hand either side of the frame. Not even a wobble. Fishing a kitchen knife out of his belt, he fiddled with the latch and in three seconds flat swung the window inward. So much for House security. Tytiana decided she might not tell her father about this detail. 
 
    Exactly how much sneaking about in the dead of night to meet boys was she planning to do? 
 
    Zero! 
 
    He beckoned again. 
 
    Tytiana froze. A guard had just walked by right beneath them. Jakani flattened himself into the window; despite the fellow looking directly up at the House wall, she believed, he failed to see the shadowy figure clinging to the third storey window ledge. The mists were not all that thick. 
 
    After a breathless minute, the man moved on with his patrol. Jakani called softly, “Come on over.” 
 
    She shook her head. That gap. It looked like a canyon, and she did not have his confidence. Far from it. They were three storeys off the ground! If she fell, a broken leg would be the least of her worries. Dare she imagine her father’s reaction? 
 
    He stretched out further. “I’ll catch you.” 
 
    Tytiana reached out gingerly, but their fingertips were still several feet apart. She could not. No. The fire was back, just a gentle susurration, stirred by the rampant fear. Pause. Swallow. Shut eyes and go, go … her strong right foot slipped on the slick bark as she attempted to make her leap, more a dying-duck lurch, in truth. She yelped inadvertently, but again his incredible reactions came to the fore. His fingers caught her flailing arm near the elbow in a grip like a vice. That would bruise! She slammed awkwardly into the wall, knee and hipbone first before chipping her left foot – one benefit to having a wooden appendage – but he was equal to the task, his muscles knotting and leaping into sharp relief as he adjusted to her weight, and then she was rising once more with that absurd ease. 
 
    Like flying. 
 
    “Dancing rainbows, that was –” 
 
    Jakani’s callused palm clamped over her mouth. He almost threw her backward into the room. They landed together behind the brocaded crimson drapes. Even though she landed on top of him – perhaps his deliberate choice – there was nothing soft about him to cushion the fall. All bone and muscle. Thump. 
 
    He hissed, “Guard. Pretend to open window, big breath, yawn. Act natural.” 
 
    Easier said than done when, to her intense annoyance, an appealing picture flashed into her mind of pirate-Jakani kidnapping her away thus in his Dragonship! Unholy caroli! When had she turned into such a simpering pollen-brain? Aggrieved, Tytiana bit his hand. “Get off.” 
 
    Then, she did as she was bid. 
 
    This too was a novel sensation. 
 
    She wanted to kick someone sprawling into the mud, herself most of all. 
 
    Mister Pirate absconded from her bedroom window leaving several parting instructions. “Clean your feet. Check the carpet for splodges of mud. Islands’ sakes, take a bath or whatever you rich girls do, and get rid of those muddy clothes in a place your maidservants won’t find them. You don’t want any lamko stink to betray your night’s entertainment.” 
 
    She mimed booting his departing backside. “Whatever you rich girls do? Shoo, slug face! And take your insufferable lamko pong with you.” 
 
    Tytiana decided she would indeed take a long, steaming hot bath in fragrant, bubbly luxury. She would wallow in the warmth with her selection of the finest bath salts and think about that boy shivering somewhere outside in the chilly mists, waiting for the working day to begin. While she indulged herself, she would work out exactly how to punish him for his sudden attack of snark. No way was that golden-eyed upstart getting the better of her! 
 
    She had a new mission. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    If only he knew which way the wind was blowing with her. Tytiana seemed his best friend one moment, his muse the next, and the terrible Red when the mood came upon her. Her tongue was whip-edged, and well and often he experienced it. Why were women so confoundedly changeable, he wanted to scream? So bewildering? If they had but one personality, life would be simplicity itself. More like a man, say. Then he would have been able to prepare himself. Learn the map. Understand the lay of the Isles. But, how brave a soul dared to venture into that cesspit of unpredictability? No chance. Tytiana seemed more like five people inside that simmering flame-addled brain of hers, and those five people seemed to have a great many debates and disagreements. That alone would have driven him loopier than a quadruple rainbow. 
 
    “But no,” he grumbled to himself as he jogged home some evenings. He would kick a stone or a fallen branch. “She apparently takes pleasure in contrariness. ‘Here Jakani, have some fruit for your lovely family – you lousy, snotty-nosed lamko monkey!’ ‘Come help me inside this cage – so I can try to exterminate you, you festering little rodent!’ And then one sugary smile and everything’s supposed to be bolts of silk between us. Well, I’m not having it! Too dratted gorgeous for her own good. Festering plague rats, you’re a hopeless case, Jakani. When will you learn to accept your lot in life?” 
 
    When the White Moon turned pink, say. 
 
    Or when he actually understood that bewitching girl in the slightest measure! 
 
    “Which happens to define the word, ‘never.’ ” He belted an unsuspecting tuft of grass with one highly aggrieved toe. “Train, train, train. What am I even training for?” A swish of an unseen sword at an enemy. “Never even held a blade. What’s the point? 
 
    Jakani knew he was also owed a long-overdue dressing down from his parents, but they did not seem in any rush to address the issue of his undeniably disastrous regard for the Choice of the House. Thankfully her work took her away now for days at a time as she assessed the season’s crop, thread quality and woven products, and plied her trade to the greater glory and wealth of House Cyraxana. 
 
    Much easier to be separated. 
 
    He could keep his dismal self perfect company. 
 
    The High Master strolled across the courtyard between the mansion and the arboretum one day, actually whistling a merry ditty. 
 
    Jakani checked that the suns were still in the sky. Apparently the Island-World had not just turned cartwheels in shock. Right. Time to go haul some more water. They really should build a pump system for the arboretum … now there was an idea. He would put it to Tytiana when she was not in quite so much of a bite-everything mood. 
 
    Right now, he heard her before he saw her. She was chewing out one of her father’s administrative assistants at a dizzying volume as she strode across the courtyard, her vermilion dress with a short lace train in the Fra’aniorian style swishing across the ruddy sandstone flagstones. The poor man had to trot to keep up with her storming progress. 
 
    He cocked an ear, annoyed that her explosion had disturbed her younger sister’s harp practice up in the main House. He had once or twice seen the reputedly exquisite Choice Quiraeli walking in the gardens from afar, and he assumed that she was the harpist. One might ask, but questions about the High Master’s family and especially his children were perilous ground for any Dirt Picker. Best keep the head down and any curiosity to himself. Magical voice, though. She sang like a nightlark. 
 
    Aye, there it was. Apparently someone had tried to slip substandard second-quality silk bolts amongst the firsts, and Tytiana was through with dealing with gibbering morons! Bad luck for them. Tytiana was not known to be gentle with idiocy, and far less so with outright fraudulence. 
 
    Spying him directly upon entering the arboretum, the heiress whirled, shoved a bundle of scrolls and books and equipment into his hands, and barked, “You! Island’s sakes!” 
 
    “Sorry, o – o Choice, I –” Jakani blathered. They had just zapped each other again. His hand buzzed as if an evil wasp had stung him repeatedly across the palm. Four spots. Exactly where her fingers had touched him. 
 
    “Shut your rancid trap, boy. Try to handle a quill pen properly next time! You!” She waved her cane dangerously. “Get over here and take notes faster. I don’t have all day.” 
 
    Poor fellow. He was feeling the heat literally and figuratively. The rubescent evening suns seemed to strike the arboretum with especial strength, turning it into a hothouse despite all the vents being thrown wide open. Jakani surreptitiously watered his own feet and calves just to enjoy the cooling sensation, while Tytiana worked up a fierce glow as she flame-grilled the administrator on what she expected his team to have accomplished by the following morning. 
 
    Dismissed, he departed at a run, clearly having to hold back tears. 
 
    Feeling smug, Jakani? 
 
    Tytiana’s burning gaze lit upon him. “Dirt Picker. Bring me water.” She kicked off her slippers and stretched out both feet, shuttering her eyes. “Infernal weather. Stop sniggering this instant, you encrustation on a rat’s ulcers. You would not believe the levels of mendacity I had to put up with today. Oh! What are you doing?” 
 
    Her squeal hit a pitch of astonishment as Jakani watered her bare right foot. 
 
    “Oh come on, Choice, don’t be a baby. Admit how nice this is.” 
 
    “Umm.” 
 
    “Water your head while I’m at it?” 
 
    She waggled her fingers lazily. “Death.” 
 
    “Is that how it is?” 
 
    “Your mother was so lovely. Can’t imagine how she raised a son like you.” 
 
    “What was your mother like?” 
 
    “Don’t speak about my mother! Don’t you – get out! Go!” 
 
    She turned, she snapped, but the raw fury in her voice was what moved Jakani to obey. Her pain was all too clear. Whatever had Isimi said or done to stir such grief within this troubled young woman? 
 
    He walked quickly away from the white beast of a House, thinking how it spread its influence throughout Helyon Island like a monstrous fern with delicate yet insidious tendrils. He passed through the rolling ornamental gardens, landscaped and manicured to within an inch of their lives, which he had learned held another whole range of unique and exotic botanical specimens, some of which Tytiana was still struggling to identify. Floral puzzles. Unidentifiable scents. Probably yet another thing that enraged her. Here was a copse of trees with blue-edged, razor-sharp leaves, and there, a towering stand of what he understood was called jazaraki or giant bamboo from the far South of the Kingdom of Kaolili – the faraway, sprawling Island Archipelago from which his family and so many of these serfs had originated. It grew incredibly fast. The twenty-foot stems looked good for building, he adjudged. Hard, smooth, perfectly straight. Maybe they could ask the Choice for some cuttings to grow experimentally? 
 
    His feet found the smaller paths now and he darted down that long, long decline with feet as fleet as any windroc, obeying an impulse that for many long minutes he did not understand. Danger? He sensed danger in the wind. He could not run fast enough. Five miles seemed like forever, a nightmare in which one fled endlessly from a terror that was never quite seen; where the dream world seemed to clutch its victim and refuse to let go. 
 
    Faster! The fenturi trees flashed by, burgundy skyward-thrusting fingers topped by gleaming silver fruit clusters, often up to two dozen nestled together, each fruit the size of the ball of his thumb. As he ran, the evening drew in, great streaks of pastel reds and yellows striped between several low-lying cloudbanks. From the slopes, Jakani could see beyond the Island’s edge, not two miles from his home, and everywhere he looked, the orchards and towers seemed peaceful. Dragons patrolled the skies. White threads of smoke from cooking fires were very different to the dark, billowing pyres of draconic destruction which had periodically dotted Helyon over the last year. 
 
    Ease up. He passed several uniformed overseers on their way home. One made a half-hearted threatening gesture in his direction. He bowed respectfully on the run and vanished down the path. 
 
    No hint of trouble in the village. Light grey smoke curled from his chimney, bringing the scent of roasting beans to his nostrils. The hole blasted in the roof had been neatly repaired. The patch of thatch there was darker and less mossy than the rest of the roof. Several lower-slope neighbours’ children were walking down to the stream with buckets. 
 
    Thinking upon that fire, Jakani chewed upon his lip. Could it be that the oftener he and Tytiana touched, the less the magic sparked between them? That made sense. Over the course of a year a huge charge had built up. KABOOM! The magic had been dormant but had most certainly not left them. Yesterday, there had only been a slight tingle when she bumped into him accidently, but mostly, the Choice had learned perhaps through painful necessity to keep herself to herself. Besides, touch was forbidden. He should not even be contemplating, say, touching her daily to keep the charge from growing in crazy ways. 
 
    He peeked inside. Mom on her knees at the hearthside, roasting beans in a battered iron skillet. Mayoko busily whittling some purple tuber into their pot for lamko-standard vegetable stew. Airi balancing perilously on a chair back as she tried to reach for the last weave of garlic cloves hanging from a rafter … toppling! 
 
    He flashed into action before the accident even began. Hurdling the table, Jakani caught the chair in his left hand before it struck his mother’s back, snaffled Airi into his right arm and switched legs mid-air to catch the weave neatly atop his left foot as he balanced deftly upon his right. 
 
    Chair, sister, garlic – all safe. 
 
    His sister yelped, “Jaki!” 
 
    Isimi stared. With an insouciant grin, he flipped the garlic weave into the air with his toes. Popped a kiss onto Airi’s cheek. Depositing his sister safely back in her chair, he caught the garlic again, and placed it with aplomb in front of her. “Your garlic, o Princess most fair. Mother.” 
 
    “Scamp,” laughed Isimi, but allowed herself to be caught up into a big hug. Suddenly, her arms tightened almost painfully on his neck. “You being careful out there?” 
 
    “Aye, mother.” 
 
    “Did she ever explain –” 
 
    “Not really. Choice Tytiana does not explain herself much, unless it relates to how best to cultivate fruit or prune a vine.” 
 
    “Hmm. Do you think she’s pretty?” 
 
    “Mom! Don’t you?” 
 
    His mother gave him one of those motherly looks that was more loaded than any cart ever bound for market. 
 
    He smiled, “Alright, you win.” 
 
    Isimi stroked his cheek. “There are times I feel life is so unfair, I want to weep.” She punched his shoulder lightly; Jakani tightened his grip beneath her twisted legs to better support her. She was so light. Bird-like. “No, you silly ralti-head. Don’t start sighing in expectation of the inevitable parental lecture. Don’t tell your father, but –” she breathed into his ear so that his siblings could not hear “– I believe that destiny is a strange and fickle wind that blows where it pleases, and cares little for the absurdities of Human behaviour and strictures. This is my prayer for you, my son: That you will gather your courage and integrity and ride that enchanted wind to whichever destination it will take you, for I sense in my heart it will take you far. Farther than you can imagine.” 
 
    He exhaled gustily, feeling as if he had just been socked in the gut. 
 
    “No whispery-whispery,” Airi sniffed. 
 
    “But from a mother’s heart – just you be careful, alright?” She pinched his ear and indicated the hearth. “Fire is extraordinarily alluring.” 
 
    They both knew she was not referring to those flames. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Zihaeri whispered in the darkness. “Father met with one of the Dragons last night, and I’m pretty sure it wasn’t one of the mercenaries.” 
 
    Tytiana came fully awake. “Hey. You’re shivering.” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    “Come on, then.” 
 
    Her sister slipped beneath the covers. “Dancing rainbows, you’re like a private furnace.” 
 
    “What’s bothering you, Zihaeri?” 
 
    “Well, I’m … it’s just not like father to be cheerful, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “He actually kissed me before bedtime tonight. It has been four months, two weeks and five days since he – aye, laugh if you like, but I … I just can’t help myself.” 
 
    “Sorry. You’re as bad as me with my work.” Tytiana hugged her sister closer. “Silly pollen-fluff. If we’re counting hugs and kisses around these parts, I’ve got some serious catching up to do, haven’t I? Hey! Feel this.” 
 
    “The egg? Oh! Aye … definitely something alive, tapping away inside there. You sleep with it?” 
 
    “Just keeping it warm.” 
 
    “Not a problem for some people around here. Oh, here we go again, tap-tap-tap,” Zihaeri chuckled. “I bet it’ll be awfully cute, whatever it is. It seems to like it when you start talking. So, you definitely agree father is up to something?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Worse, their father was ambitious in ways that Tytiana was not sure her sister truly understood. Zihaeri could be a little naïve. She always thought the best of people. Well, she herself did not know the lay of father’s plans, for his nature was to be as guarded as a Dragon’s treasure hoard, but she had participated in enough business and political meetings with her father to know that he had few scruples about how he achieved his ends. The point was always to win. What moved him was a lust for wealth, influence and bragging rights. Now, what could he be after this time? What would make a man like the High Master so strangely happy? 
 
    “Want to help me find out what it might be?” 
 
    Tytiana nodded quickly. “I’m in. But what can we do? Oh – Zihaeri already has a plan.” 
 
    “Naturally,” said her sister, trying the ‘innocent as a kitten’ look. “So, here’s the lay of the silk. First of all, you are going to take an expedition to the hot springs to see how your tiger cub is doing.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Aye. Now, wrap your devious little mind around this idea …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani awoke with an odd feeling he should not be sleeping. Memories of a chaotic dream faded into nothingness. He had been sweating. Thrashing about. Probably attacking the bedposts in his sleep. 
 
    Very quietly, he sat up. His was the top bunk, so the roof was very low overhead. He sniffed. Smoke? Did he smell smoke? Perhaps mother had not banked the hearth fire properly. Dangling his legs over the edge, Jakani slipped cat-footed to the floor. His youngest brother slept just below him, and Sokadan had the bottommost bunk for ease of access. He made no sound as he stole out of the bedroom. The fire was fine. Just a slight glow. After automatically checking the egg’s location, now bare, he – huh? 
 
    The egg was back. 
 
    Sitting on the hearthside. 
 
    Beautiful as a living jewel, innocent as an infant. 
 
    His first reaction was that Tytiana was going to open his guts for immediate examination. The second, was to puzzle over how this egg had once again managed to disobey basic physical laws. It travelled? Of its own volition? 
 
    No sooner had he thought this, than the egg wriggled urgently and he had the strongest feeling that something was not right. Outside. 
 
    No time to think. Grab egg. Stuff into pocket. Slip the latch and dash outside. 
 
    A glance at the stars told him it was two hours before dawn. There was no hint of daylight, so why the peculiar glow over the hills – Jakani sprinted up to the watchtower, his feet pounding the track double-time. Past the topmost hut of the village. Up the short incline. What? Where was the watch? Narrowing his eyes, he peered up at the platform. He saw the dim figure of a man up there, silhouetted against the stars, but he was slumped over the edge in a posture that unmistakably screamed ‘dead!’ 
 
    He climbed fast, two rungs at a time. 
 
    The fellow was … “Ugh!” he coughed violently. “Oh, oh mercy …” 
 
    His throat had not just been slit. It had been completely torn away, leaving the white of his spine – Jakani vomited. Heaved again. He had to avert his eyes. Then he forced himself up the last couple of rungs to the platform. He gazed around at the still hills of the estate, but his attention immediately skipped across to multiple locations where patches of orange glowed unnaturally amidst the trees. 
 
    Fire! Fire in the orchards! 
 
    But the pattern was not natural. Looking out there, he saw a couple of dark shapes darting away from the nearest fires, upwind of his village. Strange time to be setting fires, he remembered thinking, for the season was not dry enough for the orchards to burn as they sometimes did from random lightning strikes, but the fires seemed to grow and spread before his eyes. Fuel. Someone was deliberately setting those fires, and they would be sweeping toward his village on the night breeze any moment now. He could already see flames leaping over the treetops, feeding greedily upon the highly flammable fenturi bark. 
 
    The gong! Where was the gong? The new installation had been ripped away, he saw, but it was dangling below the platform, held by a couple of bent bolts. What force could have done that? 
 
    Those moving shadows – were they coming toward him? Aye! 
 
    Now, all in him was instinct. Running to the slain soldier, he scrabbled at the man’s belt and found his curved sikimar. The two-foot blade stuck in its scabbard, but he wrenched it free. He dashed over to the gong. It was dangling eight feet below the platform, but was still attached to its rope and cracked frame. He swarmed down the rope like the pick of a Dragonship’s crew, took the sword in his left hand, and began to strike the metal repeatedly with the pommel. 
 
    DONG! DONG-DONG! 
 
    Jakani screamed, “Alert! Alert! Fire in the orchards! Bandits!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Retribution 
 
      
 
    FOREWARNED, THE VILLAGERS had only minutes before fifty or more ill-favoured thugs came rushing through the trees, waving brands that they tossed up onto the rush roofs. Then, they drew long daggers and, kicking down the doors of huts, swarmed within to butcher the occupants with a bloodthirsty lack of inhibition that staggered Jakani. Screams rang in the night. 
 
    The lamko fought back with kitchen knives and clubs and improvised weapons. They barricaded the doorways and resisted strongly, but they were isolated in each house while the bandits seemed organised enough to attack in loose teams. 
 
    He saw sights he knew would be seared on his memory forever. 
 
    Hot wrath crammed into his craw. Just like with his father, he could not stand by. Jakani coiled. Go, go, go! 
 
    The sikimar’s blade became an extension of his will as he rushed into the fray, flailing left and right with the blade before his training took over and he began to strike out with clear focus and deadly purpose. Wham! Zing! Blade and hand, foot and knee blurred through the gloom at inhuman speeds. He spun between two leering, gap-toothed men before seizing their collars and forcing them to run their knives into each other. He pilfered their belt knives and sent the blades spinning into the night. Most of his throws struck true, relieving a neighbour who faced four men trying to force their way through his doorway. He leaped over a man who had pierced a child in the abdomen, and with a clean swing of the blade lifted his head off his shoulders. 
 
    Die, scum! 
 
    The firelight played crazily upon his senses. Jakani could not contain himself. Everywhere he saw the men coming, dragging women and children out of the houses to butcher them until blood ran as thick and red as the clay dirt, and the crimson-hued wildness grew into a feral monster within him. He snatched up a hand plow and wielded that together with his blade, smashing a man twenty feet through the air with a mighty swing. 
 
    They were Eastern like him, yet not. Their smell was wrong and their accents, different. They fought with a certain sense of discipline, yet were devoid of any semblance of honour or mercy. The cruel daggers winked and stabbed everywhere he turned, and behind them came the flames, spreading through the orchards surrounding the village. 
 
    Faster! Jakani willed himself to ever-greater feats of speed and strength. He hurtled past his father to shoulder-charge three men into the wall of a hut. Kerblam! He rebounded, but they did not. Hanzaki pressed a handful of sharp metal shards into his hand. “Use these.” 
 
    He had unleashed ten of them before his father took his next breath, and it was as if an invisible scythe had whipped the group of bandits running toward them off their feet. 
 
    Appalled, he paused. These were lives. Men who had lived and breathed, men like him – 
 
    Hanzaki roared, “You are Nikuko! Fight!” 
 
    Jakani leaped onto a barrel and from there onto the roof of the nearest hut. He ran over the ridgepole and down the other side, found the thickest knot of bandits, and fell upon them like a vengeful bolt of lightning from on high. He wielded the plow like a farmer harrowing a field of lives, and when he was struck, he felt nothing but slight jolts. No pain. He broke through the shutters of a barred hut to let a family out before they burned alive, and then smashed back through their doorway to ambush a bandit from the inside. He had no chance, but neither did the infant whose throat he had just slit. Both fell dead into the dirt. 
 
    Again his father found him. “Down below! With me!” 
 
    “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    Jakani wiped blood out of his eye. “How many are they?” 
 
    “Don’t know – but these are no lamko,” Hanzaki growled. “Know this: your warning saved many lives. Now follow me!” 
 
    He would learn later that the fighting in his own village lasted a mere ten minutes. They left guards posted and ran to the next village, where the slaughter had been worse, then on to a third, which was half engulfed in flames. Most of the people had fled to a major ‘hall’ hut, which was besieged on all sides and afire besides. Faces blurred before him. Gap-toothed leers. Bandits shocked by cold steel sliding into their lungs. Broad, flat features crushed by the blur of an iron-hard elbow. A surprised grunt as a man folded over his outthrust foot. Hanzaki’s dagger pierced the man’s neck right through. 
 
    Jakani danced, and his dance was death. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As a bloody, smoke-filled dawn rose over House Cyraxana and its estate, Tytiana’s father raged up and down his hall. “I’ll have blood for this – this outrage!” he roared. “Blood! No-one attacks my house and lives to tell the tale – no one!” 
 
    He had been this way since the first alarm gongs rang, and stories of the night’s mayhem began to emerge. Lamko attacking the plantations. Lamko attacking each other. Fire in the night. Great banks of black smoke slowly drifted away to the West. People were coughing and sniffing, but out there it was carnage, she understood from the overseers’ garbled reports. Her mind was here, but her heart flew to Jakani and his family. What had happened to them? What of his mother, who had reminded her with a simple gesture of her own loss, piercing her soul with the exquisite, unbearable anguish of release into grieving? 
 
    Juzzakarr spat, “I will have the truth out of these mud-grubbing trash pickers! Overseers! Bring them here. Bring every last filthy lamko and assemble them on the lawn. I don’t care if they’re dead – bring them! Someone among them must know who is responsible. No-one crosses me like this. NO ONE!” 
 
    One overseer began, “High Master, what of the old, and infirm –” 
 
    “Shut your flapping maw! I want every last mud-born moron here by noon, or you’ll stand with them! Understood?” Her father cursed the man luridly, and to her shock, Tytiana heard more of herself in his red-faced, uncouth tirade than she had ever imagined. 
 
    How could she be like him? 
 
    Dazed … 
 
    He was issuing orders now. Security. Warehouses. Checking the House storage and readiness. Getting Dragonships aloft to survey the damage. “Tytiana! Go inspect your work. It’s too valuable to be lost during an insurrection like this.” 
 
    “Aye, father.” 
 
    Shaken, she hurried out of the back entrance and crossed the courtyard to her arboretum. Thankfully it did not appear damaged, although some of the raiders had come within a quarter-mile of the House. 
 
    Jakani was waiting for her, and he looked awful. 
 
    She summoned him with a curt toss of her head. “Come. Tell me everything.” 
 
    His story emerged in dull gasps; how he had woken early and discovered the attack, and what he had done and seen since. The smell of smoke hung heavy about him, and she did not want to ask what was splattered upon his trouser leg and shirt front. He was holding the egg the whole time as he spoke, turning it over and over in his bruised, grubby fingers. How had he stolen it? Tytiana kept her questions to herself, however, for his tale consumed her completely. He kept saying, ‘And then I killed another.’ ‘I saw a man –’ and there would be another atrocity. Another slaying. A child, a grandmother, a family man. It was too much for her to take in at once. He was bleeding from a dozen wounds. 
 
    In his voice was no life, only despair. 
 
    In his eyes, she saw the soul of a man who had walked through the uttermost hells. 
 
    Tytiana extracted key information from him patiently. The attackers were foreign, not lamko. How the fires had been set according to a plan, before the bloodshed began. How many of the bandits had laughed as they killed and licked up the blood of their victims. 
 
    “And the egg?” she asked at last. “You burgled my bedroom?” 
 
    “You only wish,” he grunted. 
 
    “I – excuse me?” For once words failed her, and that was probably very much for the better. 
 
    The old glint flashed into being beneath his drawn brow, at last. “My apologies, o Choice. I misspoke. The egg was sitting on my hearth when I arrived home yesterday evening. This will sound a bit crazy, but I do wonder if it travels … somehow? Magically. I most certainly did not –” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You say, ‘I beg your pardon, o Choice Tytiana’,” she corrected, only for the pleasure of seeing his lips quirk into the slightest of smiles. “And then I say, ‘I need to warn you that my father has ordered an assembly of all lamko on the field at noon.’ He intends to find out who caused this destruction. But mostly, he is looking for blood.” 
 
    “Blood?” Jakani said faintly. “There’s been more than enough of that.” 
 
    “He will blame you lamko.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Go now, and take that message to whatever leaders your people have. I will try to speak to my father and tell him what you have told me; that these were not your people …” 
 
    Jakani pressed the egg into her fingers. “I’m also not sure it doesn’t speak to me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you aren’t five wraps short of a bolt of silk, boy. Go. You are dismissed from work until the morrow.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The lamko started streaming in from all corners of the estate two hours before noon. They came quickly. No-one would dare to be tardy for the High Master’s appointment. 
 
    Standing on the fourth step of the imposing, colonnaded front entrance of House Cyraxana, behind and to her father’s right hand, Tytiana surveyed the crowd in the hope of seeing Jakani’s family. He had left without giving her assurance of their safety. Scenarios stormed through her mind. Knives cutting. Fire immolating. Little Airi … oh heavens, would he not have said something had the worst happened? 
 
    They came barefoot and in rags. They came upon litters and beds, in slings and carried upon backs. They came with family in hand and babes in arm. Some came hanging like bloody scarecrows set upon tall staves, and some had to crawl. The dark-haired ranks gathered in eerie silence. Despite the numbers swelling as the poorest and lowest caste covered the front lawn – doubtless the Under-Master Gardener was having apoplexy at the thought of what horrors the populace might introduce to his precious expanse of the finest sward money could buy – they spoke not a word amongst themselves. All were Eastern, very different to the fair-haired, finely dressed group arrayed upon the steps. And her. She must stand out like a red flag waving amidst the fair and dark masses. 
 
    After her father had refused to hear any explanation, Tytiana had decided she would remove her headscarf. Just a small sign, but Juzzakarr would take note. 
 
    Now came processions bearing the dead. Four men to a litter. The ranks parted for them. As they reached the front of the crowd, the funeral column split in two. One group laid down their charges with care in a narrow clear space at the front of the crowd. The other dumped bodies in a pile. 
 
    Those must be the bandits. They were as unwashed as the rest of this mob, but Tytiana thought she could detect some differences – they appeared stockier and broader in the face, and their clothes had a dissimilar cut. Just as dead, however. And now she began to realise how many visible injuries there were in the crowd. There had been ten such bandit mobs raiding the villages and setting the orchards alight, she understood. The wounds were horrific. A single sweep of her eyes picked out three persons nursing bloodied stumps of arms. Here was a man lying upon a litter, his abdominal area bright with blood. He was groaning soundlessly as sweat shone thick upon his brow. There, a limping child, the calf muscle hanging away from the bone … why would anyone fake this? Why could her father not see, nor did he seem to care … 
 
    “Lamko! Attend!” Her father’s rich, powerful bass rolled out over the crowd. He knew how to speak in public. “I am the High Master Juzzakarr, lord and owner of this estate that supports your lives. Terrible deeds were done last night. Orchards were burned and great wealth squandered! I have brought you here today to demand to know who is responsible for this outrage – this insurrection against your rightful masters! Someone amongst you lamko scum must know who the ringleaders are. Bring them before me right now, or I swear you will all suffer the consequences.” 
 
    In a moment, a very elderly man stepped forward and bowed deeply. He called up, “High Master, these attackers were not of our tribe. We –” 
 
    “Lies! Lies and fabrications!” 
 
    The wispy white hair bobbed again, another bow. “High Master, we beg your patience. These men are not from our community, nor from Helyon –” 
 
    “Silence, you fool! I said lamko were responsible!” Juzzakarr roared. “You are meant to be an honourable people! I will have the truth out of you, or you will all be punished, down to the last babe!” 
 
    The accusation appeared to confuse the old man. He shook his head slowly. “O great Master, the truth lies before you.” He indicated the pile of bodies. “These filthy sons of dishonour are nothing to do with – aaaah!” 
 
    The way he clutched his chest, Tytiana thought at first one of the soldiers lined up either side of the lawn and behind the High Master in case of trouble, had surreptitiously used him as target practice. It certainly looked that way; the crowd of lamko shifted uncertainly with a low muttering like faraway thunder, and there was argument this way and that as some tried to show the High Master or his officials the disparities between them and these bandits, while her father by the second grew visibly more and more irate. He would not change his mind. Now other accusations flew forth; laziness, ingratitude and sedition, hiding of weapons and secret training camps of lamko soldiers. Spittle flecked her father’s lips as he marched up and down, haranguing the crowd. She knew how he had been talking even before she left, pounding the table as he spat vitriol about how the lamko needed to be put in their place, disciplined, subjugated! 
 
    She searched for that giveaway glint. There. Left-centre. Something deep inside her chest turned over. He was not watching Juzzakarr. Only her. 
 
    Tytiana stiffened instinctively. How his gaze burned; how it reamed and demanded and ignited the flame within her … oh, that beast, she must resist his mysterious power … 
 
    Her father was fire-bent on punishment this day. It was not in the nature of these people to disagree or disobey their masters. Or was it? Jakani certainly seethed with unexpected passions. Having lived all her life upon Helyon, save one year, she realised she understood precious little about their culture and values. Something inside of her wanted them to rise up. Revolt. Demand their rights! Yet a century of servitude dictated otherwise. And the heat within her surged uncontainable. 
 
    “Overseers! Whip them all – ten stripes or until they bleed!” 
 
    “Even the infants?” someone muttered. 
 
    “ALL!” roared her father. 
 
    How were her sisters viewing this? Did they see these people – did they see him – with contempt? Sariaki had been deemed too young to witness this spectacle. Zihaeri looked frozen. Quiraeli’s eyes glistened with incipient tears. 
 
    Then, to her horror as she hesitated on the cusp of taking what action she knew not, she saw someone crawling out of the crowd. Isimi. She could not walk, but she crawled between the row of corpses and the pile of bandits until she reached the base of the white steps, and from there she called up in a clear voice, “O High Master, may I receive all the stripes for my family?” 
 
    She picked out Jakani’s face as if he stood alone upon that lawn. Stricken. Hanzaki, carved of stone. They would not come. Tytiana understood one small thing, at last. This was Isimi’s honour choice, was it not? No interference was possible. 
 
    Juzzakarr whirled upon the petitioner. “No, you may not! I have decreed the punishment.” 
 
    Isimi gazed up at him as if she could see into his soul. “Then, o High Master, I beg permission to take every stripe for every infant in our congregation, even if it kills me.” 
 
    Magnificent! 
 
    Tytiana’s throat swelled with the hammering of her heart. A lamko woman was a million times the Human being her father would ever be. 
 
    Her father could not have expected that. He stiffened until he resembled a Dragonship stanchion. If his gaze could have slain her, Tytiana imagined, he would have without a second thought, for his white-knuckled grip upon the Nestrakil at his chest simulated a slow, twisting motion that she knew he longed to apply to Isimi’s neck. Shiver. That gemstone … but Jakani’s mother knelt before him upon her thickly callused knees, and the power of her spirit was too much for him. Tytiana’s heart wept thick rivers of fire for her gesture. That was how she remembered her mother; temperate, yet with a core of unbreakable, even majestic dignity. 
 
    “Have mercy upon our little ones, High Master. I am already crippled. What is my life worth in comparison to many new, strong workers?” 
 
    Like a dark willow weeping, her hair swayed to the ground. 
 
    The overseers seemed unable to move. A great growl exploded from her father’s chest. Rushing down the steps, he tore a coiled whip out of an overseer’s hand. “Am I surrounded by fools and incompetents? I’ll show you how it’s done!” 
 
    The egg wriggled inside the pouch at her belt. Her gaze lifted convulsively. Golden radiance seemed to arc from Jakani to her, spearing through her treacherous eyes to invade her soul. As her father raised the long whip, her hand rose too, and caught its coiling tip with a motion quicker than she could credit. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    His powerful swing tightened the whip-end about her wrist. Tytiana found herself yanked off her feet. She stumbled down the steps and fell half upon gravel and half upon the grass at Juzzakarr’s feet, right alongside Isimi’s bowed form. 
 
    “You – Tytiana?” His face hove above her like a purple moon. “You, of all people, dare to defy me?” 
 
    As the fat red gem winked in the corner of her eye, frailty not of herself seemed to infect her limbs. She could not rise. No response could she make. Fra’anior … oh … her throat felt dry, scoured out by fire, and her heart hammered great, thick clots of blood into her arteries. Respond. She must speak! 
 
    “I –” His great, thick boot rose and slammed into her ribs. “Aaah!” She felt as if she had been kicked by a Dragon. She writhed on the ground, coughing blood. 
 
    All at once, a sound like raging rivers of fire filled her ears and it seemed to her that a mighty presence assuaged the tempest of her pain, a deep and stern and tremendous power that terrified as much as it inflamed her; that at its elegiac summons to enter the fray, she could do nought but rise and obey. 
 
    The whip hand obscured the suns. 
 
    “Enough!” A raw explosion of sound tore from her throat. 
 
    Unbelievably, she was on her feet once more, prickling all over and swaying as if she were drunk. Tytiana confronted her father, knowing in this moment that she would pay the price for her defiance. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani cried out as the High Master kicked Tytiana brutally in the ribs. Freaking feral father! That had to be a bone-breaker. Yet she popped back up to her feet shouting something. Was she protecting Isimi? No way – he could not cry out – his feet seemed welded to the sward as the confrontation developed. Juzzakarr’s disbelief. His mother’s apparent gasp of horror. Tytiana’s back straightening, the wildfires dancing in her eyes … he knew she had inner steel, but holy Fra’anior, this was above and beyond anything he had expected of the heiress – dreadful, unmissable, poignant! 
 
    His heart crowded up into his throat. What a Dragoness! You show him, Tytiana! 
 
    Even as he sent the strength of his thoughts her way, two things happened at once. Her father raised the whip threateningly. At exactly the same moment, her hands and hair ignited with the crimson magical fire Jakani had sparked in her before. This time, however, Tytiana’s hair seemed to ripple and spread behind her with ominous purpose, almost as if the red and golden tendrils spread out underwater. Her arms hung a little apart from her sides, but the hands had formed into rigid crimson blades. Juzzakarr faltered. Her hair settled somewhat. 
 
    His fist rose. Her hair swelled immediately as if preparing to lash out in battle, and the radiance of the fire sheathing her hands up past the wrists, intensified. Not that she knew the first thing about fighting. Her ready posture was truly disastrous, he observed inanely. Yet with that tempestuous hair swirling about behind her all ablaze, she made an arresting sight. 
 
    Such a silence gripped the crowd, Jakani felt a cold sweat break out upon his forehead. The enchantress ablaze. The High Master looming above her like a thundercloud, the great ruby of office upon his chest seeming to capture and wink back her fire. 
 
    Tytiana said, “If you hurt these people, father, I will heal them with my fire.” 
 
    “They are lamko, not people.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I will do as I have said. And you will not stop me. I will not oppose your decree lest the curse of dishonour be visited upon our lives and dwellings, but as the Choice of this House, I may exert my own will in this matter. We require workers. Able workers. Whipping them bloody will in no way restore the fortunes of our House.” 
 
    What Jakani heard was, ‘I will act to right this wrong.’ 
 
    This was the moment that for the very first time, he recognised the song of his soul, and knew that he loved this woman. It was a helpless, falling, soul-melting feeling. Not a choice. Had he any choice, he must not, for many good and sound reasons. This was an imperative more profound than he could fathom; as the stars had stood immutable since the beginning of time, so it seemed that this destiny had waited for him but to apprehend it, and there would be no greater travesty in all the sweep of time past or time to come than to deny its reality. 
 
    It was the pinnacle of truth, and the very nadir of foolishness. 
 
    Tytiana faced her father like a slim young flame confronting a confused, blundering ralti sheep, and for the longest time, it seemed he had no rejoinder. 
 
    Then, the High Master snarled, “But, will you touch these diseased lamko?” 
 
    “I have no need to.” 
 
    Haughty. Perfect. Astounding. 
 
    And he saw another emotion darken her father’s face. Pure hatred. 
 
    “I want to smell their blood!” he thundered. “Get started! I have better things to do than stand here watching traitorous, accursed monkeys be lashed for their obstinacy and lies!” 
 
    Juzzakarr spun on his heel and stormed back inside his white mansion, his huge crimson cloak snapping behind him. It seemed to him that a red blot disappeared between the tasteful white columns with their frost and snowflake detail, which he had never noticed so keenly before. Jakani wondered who had designed this house. Surely not that brute? Maybe his wife, Tytiana’s mother? It certainly seemed to have many feminine touches. 
 
    The icy talons of inanition which had gripped him seemed to lift with the High Master’s departure. As the lamko began to line up in front of their overseers, lamentation thundered through his being. Many rolled up or removed their shirts, for they could not afford the repair of even one item of clothing. Mothers began to weep as their children joined them, and the stiff mien of the fathers softened. He heard people murmuring, but none dared to speak an ill word against the master in public. Just look at Tytiana now, speaking kindly to and hugging her sisters, before she sent them off on some errand. 
 
    Then Tytiana was walking out toward him with that slight but touching hitch in her stride, like red flame forging through a lake of dark heads, calling, “Dirt Picker Jakani. Come help me.” 
 
    Heads turned. Him? Now he felt like a lone partridge waddling through a sea of hawks. He hated being picked out, but the toss of the Choice’s head left him no choice. “Have to go,” he muttered. “Choice wants me.” 
 
    Whap! Whap! The fat whips bit deep. He flinched. They sounded like women beating carpets, just with a duller sound. Whap! One strike would not break the flesh. It took four or five precise strikes in the same location, and many of the overseers did not care to layer their blows that way. Some looked sickened, he saw, but most carried out their duty either without expression, or with deviant smiles that betrayed their enjoyment of an opportunity to exercise their arms freely. Whap! Whap-whap! 
 
    Tytiana said, “I need you to bring people to me for healing. They’re too scared of me.” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    “Youngest first. Or oldest. I – I don’t know how long I’ll last.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “That old man –” 
 
    “I’m sorry. He passed on,” said Jakani. 
 
    Her fire flickered toward a duller colour. “I’m sorry too. I’ve sent my sisters for medical supplies. All the bandages we can spare.” 
 
    “Thank you, Choice Tytiana.” 
 
    She smiled wanly at the emphasis in his voice. The gratitude. “It’s the least I could do, after …” 
 
    After her father. 
 
    So it was that noontide that Jakani passed amongst his people wondering if they or he were lamko or Nikuko, and he sent infants and children over to Tytiana, one after another. Many were openly fearful of her sorcerous flame. She hovered her hands close to their bodies – taking pains not to touch them, for the overseers were watching closely. Being bathed in that radiance brought immediate healing, or at least relief from pain, as Jakani had experienced before. A mewling infant suddenly stopped crying and gurgled in patent delight. She found the man who had been sliced through the gut and helped him. The man settled on his pallet, breathing easier. “Tha – thank you … honoured Choice.” Now she bathed the stump of a boy who had lost his right hand to a bandit’s blade in her gleaming fire, and the skin closed over the exposed bone to form a neat, complete end. 
 
    The boy smiled and said something to his parents, who had been looking on anxiously. Tremulous smiles greeted Tytiana’s work. The family bowed as one. “Hai-hakairi!” 
 
    Jakani wanted to weep. 
 
    “Next,” he said. “Any small children? Any babies?” 
 
    When another family said the same after she had treated their toddler son, Tytiana called to him, “What are they saying?” 
 
    “Hai means ‘be honoured’. Hai-hakairi is an ancient blessing. I’m not even sure how to translate it.” 
 
    Isimi touched his knee. “The best I could say is that it means, ‘The blessings of ancient stars light your life, honoured one,’ o Choice Tytiana. These words are not lightly spoken, nor often. I may have heard it once, over twenty years ago.” 
 
    Jakani called loudly, “Anyone need bandages? Go see the honoured Choices, ah –” 
 
    “Zihaeri. Quiraeli.” Tytiana pointed them out. 
 
    “Your sisters? Good.” He bowed in their direction, despite the pulling sensation of his shirt against his bloodied back. “Bandages over there! Herbs and supplies!” 
 
    The twin suns blazed fiercely overhead in a white-blue sky. The steam of early moisture burning off the gardens, rivers and orchards had given way to a dry, almost airless heat now, an afternoon in which even the insects grew somnolent. A haze of smoke hung over Helyon. Much remained to be done to preserve the all-important orchards, but the High Master had decreed this punishment. With thousands of people to whip, even the most zealous overseers soon grew weary, but long before that, Tytiana’s fire began to flicker and her face paled. She drove herself on from healing to healing until she collapsed insensate. Even when House servants had borne her inside on an improvised litter, people continued to bow in the direction of the House, saying, ‘Hai-hakairi.’ 
 
    He knew that was in no way meant for the High Master. 
 
    The lamko watched. They knew. 
 
    All the while, he wondered what new troubles the events of this day would bring. How would Juzzakarr make his daughter pay for what she had done? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: Tidings Strange and Pleasing 
 
      
 
    ZIHAERI SAID, “SO, how is our handsome assistant, dear sister?” 
 
    Tytiana made a noncommittal noise in her throat, and continued to brush out Quiraeli’s damp hair. 
 
    “Our very long-lasting assistant, might I add?” Zihaeri persisted. “He is raffish, isn’t he, Qui? The dashing young man balladeers love to praise, with that wild flip of dark hair.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” But Quiraeli wriggled a little on her seat in front of the mirror, and a hint of colour crept into her cheeks. One had to look for these tiny signals with her. “We are not supposed to think these things about lamko.” 
 
    “We are not supposed to think many things!” Tytiana flared. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Sorry, sweet-Qui-pea.” She untangled the brush and smiled past her sister’s gleaming tresses at the image in the mirror. A nasty, jealous Dragon had just thrashed about inside her heart to hear Zihaeri talk about Jakani in that way. “I’ll be gentler.” 
 
    “You’re always gentle with me.” 
 
    “Erm, right. Good joke, but thanks for being sugar-sap-sweet. You looked like you needed some pampering this morning.” 
 
    The drapes of her bedchambers were still drawn shut, but the lamps shone brightly and the sisters were enjoying a lazy morning. Sariaki had crept into her bed in the early hours following a nightmare, and the remaining hours of the night had seen an elbow twice bop her in the nose, followed by a super-sleepy cuddle and a slap upon the neck as her sister thrashed about. She slept like four dragonets wrestling. Then Quiraeli had slipped in at dawn, crying because she missed their mother, and Zihaeri was up early as usual … well, so it went. Sariaki was still snoring gently in her nest of blankets. The eldest sister lounged upon the huge bed, idling over a scroll while cleaning beneath her fingernails with a pick and depositing whatever she found upon the clean sheets. Quiraeli had just emerged from her bath. 
 
    Was it too much to say that she felt like the mother around these three? 
 
    “Humph. You are far too beautiful for your own good, Qui. And I know how hard it is for you – for all of us – but I wanted to say this.” Tytiana sighed. “I’m glad you look so much like Mom, because I have a living reminder of her. You say you feel like a shadow, or somehow, a lesser replacement. Maybe that’s true in the sense that you share so many of her traits, but you can never be her and you don’t need to be. You are Quiraeli. You are unique and gifted and –” 
 
    “Frail! Fearful! Unable ever to stand up to father’s bullying like you did.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Zihaeri. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Tytiana protested. “I only dared because of his fire – the fire, in me.” 
 
    Zihaeri gave her a puzzled glance. Oh no. What had she let slip now? 
 
    Was that true? Was it his fire, or hers? She could no longer tell the difference, and this in itself was a terrifying realisation. Zihaeri had been right to warn her about showing the slightest regard or favouritism toward a lamko serf. Father was watching. Always watching. And she had the Annual Choices’ Ball coming up, by which time she was ordered – in no uncertain terms – to find herself a husband, or face being locked in the dungeons for the rest of her life. Not that the House had a dungeon. But Juzzakarr had promised to have such a facility built especially for her. The notion was certainly not beyond him, given how she had provoked his ire. 
 
    ‘Find one! Snag some hapless heir; ensorcel him if necessary!’ he had sneered. 
 
    Curious how Zihaeri had questioned her, however, about her sudden desire to help the lamko. How could one explain what changed deep inside the heart? How the tides moved the Cloudlands? How the stars turned? That they shared humanity – blood, breath and life. That being wealthy or dral-less, this caste or that, did not matter so much as what lay inside of people? That the unfairness and injustices of life could be so gut-clenchingly brutal? Zihaeri had thanked her soberly afterward, but true to character, had not herself opened up to reveal what she herself thought – only to comment that perhaps Helyon’s ancient system was not the only one in the Island-World, and perhaps not the best. 
 
    Cheeks flaming scarlet, Quiraeli exclaimed, “There’s more of mother in you than you think too, Tyti! She was strong and passionate and I daresay, even a little –” her voice dropped to the tiniest whisper, “– magical. Wouldn’t you say? The way she used to sing …” 
 
    Tytiana sheepishly picked up the hairbrush from where she had dropped it. “You … you think … oh.” 
 
    Her younger sister touched her cheek. “It’s alright to cry, sweet pea.” 
 
    Zihaeri joined in the hug with a laugh-sob. “Aye. Listen to the wisdom of the Qui. That’s another mother-thing she does. So, big news of the day. Father has approved our expedition to the hot springs – under heavy guard, of course.” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    “It’s a ‘yay’ then, I guess?” Quiraeli inquired. “What are you and the titan up to?” 
 
    Zihaeri said, “Looking in on the Askarmyn Tiger this crazy sister of mine was petting a while back, collecting special botanical samples for analysis, bathing in the hot springs and – wait for it – going to talk to the Dragons.” 
 
    Seen in the mirror, all three sisters had wide eyes and flushed cheeks. Talking to Dragons! 
 
    “I suppose you shall have to take Mister Handsome with you, Tyti?” Quiraeli teased, but then her voice turned plaintive. “Are you saying lamko are people just like us? I mean, it sounds childish to admit this now, but I suppose I’ve never really thought about them that way. It’s not how we’ve been taught to view such lesser, well, creatures. But when we were passing out the bandages, and they were bowing to you, I wonder … it’s weird. I mean, I was thinking: is it right that we should be rich and live in this beautiful house and all those people who work for us wear rags and don’t even have shoes and we should watch as if it were some stage drama while … while that poor old man just … died …” 
 
    She buried her face in her hands. 
 
    The sisters held each other desperately tight. 
 
    Something fundamental was shifting in their world, and Tytiana fretted over what that might mean for her family, her way of life, and all that she knew. Certainly, their father desired no change to arrangements here at the estate. Could they somehow temper his violence and greed? Could they work out or anticipate what this latest spate of attacks might mean? For it seemed inexplicable to her that so many bandits could land undetected upon Helyon’s shores when there was meant to be a Dragon guard upon the Island. Jakani had briefly described how the guards upon the watchtowers had all been silently ambushed and their throats torn out. Could they even ask the Dragon mercenaries such a question without causing colossal insult? 
 
    Was an unknown power campaigning against Helyon itself? Or was this the ugliest side of House politics, as insidious as it was deadly, spelled out in the deaths of countless lamko? 
 
    Then Sariaki piped up from the bed, “Is it morning yet? Where are we going? Who’s Mister Handsome?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Zihaeri threw up her hands in disgust. “Seems no-one knows anything.” 
 
    Her sister was quite the networker, Tytiana thought. She had never imagined Zihaeri as the consummate spy, but having helped her spend the morning extracting coded intelligence from a perfect storm of letters that had arrived from the Choices and Young Masters of other Houses, all purportedly expressing excitement at this or that liaison or arrangement for the Annual Choices’ Ball, her admiration for her sister’s cunning had hit a new peak. 
 
    “Less intelligence here than your average ralti sheep.” 
 
    This system of coded messaging linked Choices and Young Masters of a number of Houses, a liaison network headed by none other than Zihaeri herself. An excellent way of exchanging information under the suspicious noses of, in a number of cases, tyrannical parents and leaders. But no result. Plenty of theories of course, as to which House might be pulling the strings regarding what was being called ‘the Dragon situation,’ but nothing substantive. 
 
    The situation that might just spell Helyon’s downfall. 
 
    Tytiana nudged her sister’s shoulder. “You’re quite the politician, Zihaeri.” 
 
    “Ha. Not politician enough to find answers worth a dragonet’s fart,” her sister growled, adjusting her burgundy day dress with a long-suffering sigh. “Copious volumes of nothing, which makes this nose itch all the more. O, the notes of deafening silence! So, how’s the search for a suitably suitable suitor coming on?” 
 
    They sat side by side at Zihaeri’s working desk in her chambers, glumly eyeing the pile of embossed, sealed, tasselled, stamped, notarised and even perfumed scrolleaves that lay before them. 
 
    “I’m designing my new dungeon as we speak.” 
 
    “Tyti, you aren’t seriously –” 
 
    “Planning a one-woman social revolution that will sweep Helyon out of its feudal mire accompanied by glorious harp music and rainbows dancing in the heavens? Not this week, anyways.” Zihaeri touched her hand as if to speak, but fell silent as Tytiana whispered, “Sweet pea, let’s say you meet a man who, just by being himself, ignites your every fire. He is sweet and noble, mysterious and admittedly easy upon the eyes – exasperates the living spiders out of me, mind! But still, impossible to ignore. Magical. Thrilling! His every touch inflames the deepest aspects of my nature. And that in itself is so terrifying, it would freak the living fires out of any Dragon, but I cannot … I just can’t …” 
 
    “Aye. He has magic, too?” 
 
    “I’d wager my overpriced neck on it. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Have patience?” 
 
    “Good joke. Do you have any idea how the fire … it drives me crazy. It’s like …” 
 
    “Sweet pea, I know you.” Zihaeri laced her fingers into Tytiana’s. “Fire must burn. Like foundations are imperative for an Island to rise above the Cloudlands, so fire – that’s its very reason for existence. To burn is what it is. You cannot be what you are not. Therefore … kerching.” 
 
    “Uh, what does a fancy key have to do with anything?” 
 
    Zihaeri waved the silver-embossed key excitedly in the air. It was shaped like a stylised snowflake. “Downstairs, in the storerooms –” 
 
    “Mother’s stuff! How did you get that?” 
 
    “Hit the Dragon on the nose. Let’s go see what we can find, shall we?” 
 
    “You are a rascal.” 
 
    “May I remind you that you’re cut of the same silk, Tytiana?” 
 
    They shared a fond chuckle. 
 
    Taking care that they were not observed by any servants, the sisters tiptoed down the side stairs of the residential wing to the ground floor, before slipping through a servants’ entrance and navigating the complex hallways to the underground storage rooms that extended a considerable distance beneath the house – three storeys deep and four times wider than the House itself, Zihaeri whispered. Of course, she would know. Ooliti oil lamps lit the neat grid of access corridors at regular intervals. The High Master’s private cellars were down at this level, but under the eastern wing of the house. Each storage room had an ironbound wooden door some seven feet tall and nine wide, which opened upon a long, low-roofed chamber supported by solid granite interior arches. Only a few were locked. 
 
    When her mother Ahlyaza had died, Tytiana understood, her grieving father had ordered all of her effects be put into storage. That was where they were bound now. Their long matching day dresses whispered secrets upon the swept flagstone floor of the corridor as they turned first left, then twice to the right, until they came to a well-lit junction. 
 
    “Straight over, third on the right,” Zihaeri whispered. 
 
    This door was locked. The hand-sized silver key turned the mechanism easily, however, and the double doors opened inward to release a puff of stale air that nonetheless carried many olfactory tangs and hints Tytiana recognised instantly. Her mother’s favourite, delicately floral emazi-flower perfume, shipped all the way from Fra’anior. The rich, velveteen-silk scent of her formal dresses and ballgowns. The fragrant shammiwood scent of her jewellery boxes. Even her furniture had been stored here, carefully covered with white dust cloths. 
 
    Here were memories mingled with the ambiance of lost motherhood. Tytiana touched the doorway to steady herself as Zihaeri carried an ooliti lamp within. “Oh, mother …” 
 
    All that was left of Ahlyaza lay amongst these shadows, and in their minds. 
 
    Maybe there was something here for her. A token, a letter, a hint of what might have been. She could only hope. Tytiana murmured, “What are we searching for?” 
 
    “Letters. Journals. Something that might hint at what we’re facing now.” 
 
    They searched mostly in silence. The bulk of her possessions was given over to the many outfits and shoes, gloves and hats and jewellery necessary to those who lived in the upper strata of Helyon society. Zihaeri giggled at one point as she held up a very sheer chemise to the light. ‘Dancing rainbows, Mom!’ Tytiana was looking through her jewellery boxes. So many unique and tasteful pieces all arranged in their neat wooden trays, matched by colour or design. Quiraeli shared this gift for design and art that she had not inherited, she supposed, setting back a magnificent, sparkling diamond hairnet. Wow. Just … 
 
    “Hard to feel as if we’re not intruding.” 
 
    Zihaeri nodded. “I’m wondering if some stuff is missing. Didn’t mother journal all the time?” 
 
    “Aye. Nothing here though. Father?” 
 
    In the shadows of a tall closet, Zihaeri nodded. “Seems so.” 
 
    Hard to believe a living woman had once graced these dresses, Tytiana thought, taking her turn to check through another closet, all of fourteen feet wide and stuffed with one amazing ball gown after another. Feathers. Fra’aniorian lace, the finest in the Island-World. Exquisitely jewelled bodices. Shimmering silks, all in shades of House red. Tiaras and sheer ornamental trains and fanciful headpieces she had no names for. Shoes with heels the eye boggled at. How did one balance in those? More comfortable bejewelled slippers – phew. Here was a veil that looked like a flaming waterfall. There, a fragile lace choker studded with umpteen rubies. Here – oh! Her gasp brought Zihaeri soft-footed to her side. 
 
    “It’s magnificent!” 
 
    She was practically drooling. Tytiana snapped her jaw shut. Suffering caroli! 
 
    This ballgown was like something out of an ancient scrolleaf. It occupied its own space at the side of the closet, and needed it, for the hooped underskirts were of a very old style. They to measure five feet in diameter, and had a neat formal bustle at the back which supported a lengthy train in the classic Fra’aniorian style. But it was the material that caught the eye. As Zihaeri held up a second lamp she had commandeered from the corridor outside, the wealth of sheer silks gleamed iridescent, like living fire picked out in a churning, whimsical range of reds, golds, lambent orange and even swirls of the exact violet colour of her eyes, and Tytiana breathlessly realised that the lacework overlaying the silk layers was styled to elicit an effect like living flames rising from the deeper-coloured skirts to the lighter, fitted bodice of the gown. There was enough sparkle on that masterpiece of a bodice to outfit fifty girls, she decided, and then promptly kicked herself for being unnecessarily jaundiced. Art was art. The off-the-shoulder design would leave her shoulders bare, and here was a matching golden hairnet of delicate gold filigree picked out with tiny, shimmering white jewels of a type she had never seen before, intended to grace the wearer’s hair with a covering that offered a touch of conservatism. 
 
    “It’s like it was made for you,” Zihaeri whispered. “Try it on.” 
 
    “I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Shut your cake-hole! You have to.” 
 
    “I-I-I …” Tytiana swallowed, fighting the simmering heat rushing to her face. 
 
    “It’s this or the dungeons for you, young lady,” said her sister. “Come on. Live a little. This is an original La’aytha Miramion of Fra’anior, or I’m a diseased caroli rat. If wearing this doesn’t catch every eye at the ball …” 
 
    “Well, father would know I’m serious, I guess.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    More than serious. All she could think of was that if Jakani saw her walking along in this masterwork, the layers and lacework would create the effect of rippling flame, and he would expire. Right there. Kapoof, fly well, Mister Handsome. Wings of fire shall bear him into the dawn skies … 
 
    He was also the only man she ever wanted to dance with in this dress. Sigh. 
 
    The vision was at once too wonderful and alarming to contemplate. Besides, Zihaeri was suddenly in one of her moods that Tytiana knew better than to resist. The memory of their mother impelled them both now. Perhaps a desire to recreate her existence. Honour her. Maybe they needed to breathe life into this lifeless old storeroom. 
 
    “I saw a formal neckpiece back there that must be meant for this dress,” Tytiana said nervously, stepping out of her day dress with a perilous wobble on her wooden foot. “Umm, that’s not the bottom layer, Zihaeri. Must be that one.” 
 
    “Right. How are you supposed to – of course. Over the head.” 
 
    They struggled with the unfamiliar style of dress. There was the white silk hooped petticoat to start with, which had to be positioned and fastened just so, then four additional layers of sheer petticoats in different shades and patterns, which created the foundation for the flame effect. Tytiana was a couple of inches more slender around the waist than the previous wearer of the dress, which caused them a few hisses and growls as they tried to make everything work, but finally they could try on the main dress. It was startlingly heavy. After several minutes of trying to shoehorn Tytiana into the bodice, they remembered to unlace the back. Shortly, the broad skirts settled about her as if she stood within a pool of flame, and Zihaeri began to draw the laces tight with a cheerful whistle. 
 
    “She enters the ballroom. Hundreds of eligible young men swoon in the blaze of her beauty.” 
 
    “The point is not to burn them up,” Tytiana protested. 
 
    “Huh.” Her sister yanked on the laces. “In my opinion, that’s precisely the point.” 
 
    “Ouch, not so tight.” 
 
    Zihaeri took a quick peek around the front. “Oh ho ho, does Mister Handsome know?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About these flaming melons.” 
 
    “Zihaeri!” 
 
    “So we need a tuck here –” She prodded Tytiana in the flank. 
 
    “Don’t tickle!” 
 
    “Hmm. It appears we shall have to let out these seams to stand any chance at all of accommodating the finest pair of assets in the House.” 
 
    “Zihaeri!” 
 
    “Great heavens, you remembered my name. How sweet of you.” 
 
    “You are so …” Tytiana fanned her cheeks. “Inappropriate! Honestly. We just adjust it so –” She tugged ineffectually at the stiff bodice “– like this … ouch … I’m sure there’s room in here … somewhere … suffering spiders!” 
 
    “Sweet pea, the laces back here still have a handspan to tighten.” 
 
    “It’s my muscles.” 
 
    Her sister faced her, hands on hips. “Aye, all the boys are going to be ogling is your muscles. No, what they’ll think is that the twin suns have come to rest –” Tytiana gave a squeal of outrage, but Zihaeri ignored her. “I’ll tell you what’s inappropriate – that neckline! I don’t remember Mom being all that short, do you? Maybe you’re just longer in the torso?” 
 
    “Or maybe we’re missing the under-bodice at the back of the closet, there? Look, oh my Islands, it has hooks and laces too …” 
 
    “Which will lift the entire dress! Excellent!” 
 
    Ten minutes of dress-wrestling later, they had made the necessary adjustments. Apparently Tytiana was always going to be considerably fuller in the bosom than their mother, but at least the neckline now approached modesty and with some give built into the complex seams, all could be made good. Zihaeri nipped away to find the matching jewellery and a tall mirror which had been hiding beneath a dust cloth in the back corner, while Tytiana patted the dress. Odd. A slight but annoying crinkle in the undergarments … hmm. It crackled slightly, like scrolleaf. She poked around beneath the main bodice until she eventually identified a secret pocket sewn into the seam near her left armpit, and from that, she extracted a tiny scrap of scrolleaf. Scribed in elegant runes, the note read: 
 
    Beneath the middle jinsumo, 
 
    Where the Moons shine ever bright, 
 
    I shall meet my love by night. 
 
    The note was not signed, but she recognised the slight stresses in writing on some of the runic lettering. Coded runes. She counted carefully through the message several times, then put the important parts together. 
 
    Meet me beneath the jinsumo at midnight. 
 
    “Unholy caroli!” 
 
    Tytiana clapped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Tyti?” 
 
    “Read. Read it. This. In the dress – I found …” 
 
    Zihaeri stared at her, then took the tiny scrap from her quivering fingers and unfurled it. In a moment, the blood drained from her face and her sister, too, had to stifle an outcry. Through her fingers, she whispered unsteadily, “It’s signed in a secondary code Mom taught me. And it’s not from Dad. It’s from a man called –” 
 
    “Islands’ greetings, daughters! What have we here?” 
 
    Tytiana screamed! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani slipped his carry strap off his shoulder to lower the load of lumber to the floor of their hut. He mopped his brow and eased his aching back. “Phew. Here you go, Sokadan. You were right. The carpenters were generous, even happy to get rid of their offcuts. Their workshop needed the storage space.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Sokadan scrambled over on hands and knees. “Oh wow, Jaki. You picked the best – look at this lovely piece of jalkwood, and this will be the fragrant misko I asked for …” 
 
    “I do try to follow orders.” 
 
    “Well, this bit is useless. It’ll warp.” He tossed it toward the fireplace. “The rest is fantastic. You are silk. Pure silk for lugging this load halfway around the Island.” 
 
    “Brother, I don’t understand. I thought you had given up on the woodcarving. Any art at all.” 
 
    Examining piece by piece by the bright suns-light that streamed in through the doorway, his brother said, “The lamko are trialling a system of favours and bargaining, since money is in such short supply and the needs are so great. I traded five favours for this load. In addition, the carpenters will all be receiving paintings for their houses in exchange.” 
 
    Being a higher caste, this extravagance made sense, Jakani thought. Still, he protested, “But you don’t have paint, nor brushes, nor –” 
 
    “Those will require a few more favours. Mayoko and Dad are chipping in. Mayoko is doing five child-minding favours and Dad, well, twenty favours. Extra labour. After that, I’ll have to figure out how to raise the rest of what I need.” 
 
    Fury sparked in Jakani’s breast. “Why the hells didn’t you ask me, you prize ralti sheep? I would gladly have – freaking feral Dragons! I’m not as insensitive as all that, you know! Mostly!” 
 
    Reaching up, Sokadan clapped him on the lower back. “I’m sorry, my dear inferno! Would this minor blast be referring to the same brother that just lugged untold sackweight of lumber across the Island for me? Sounds like a pretty decent favour, unless I’m missing the proverbial Dragon in the room.” 
 
    “Arrgggh!” 
 
    “Jakani Sakazi, you are a thumping great idiot.” 
 
    “Aye, that I am. Sounds like love, I guess.” Laughing, he sank down onto his haunches to give his brother a hug. “Sorry. The anger’s like an explosion going off inside of me these days. I hear one thing and then it’s – Whomp! Kerblam! and I’m shouting at someone. Now, tell me all about these projects of yours. And do let me know if brother Dragon thunder over here can pick up any more favours, alright? Or snitch a few off Dad without catching it in the neck.” 
 
    “Well, you are going to the hot springs tomorrow, right? Good. I need some salts brought back and you clearly need the exercise to get your mind off … things.” 
 
    Jakani scowled at his mischievous brother. No, he couldn’t be mad at him for long. They both knew he was referring to a girl with hair of flame, who had set their entire community abuzz with her actions the previous week. A Choice healing lamko! Not forbidden, exactly, but so wildly out of character for what his people expected, they could not stop talking about Tytiana this, Tytiana that, Tytiana for whom alone the suns shone and rainbows danced in the heavens. Alright, even he had been left in awe. When had his actions turned an entire Island on its head? 
 
    Excellent question. 
 
    “Huh,” he snorted. “Listen here, maestro, didn’t Mom and Dad teach you how to ask nicely?” 
 
    Sokadan winked broadly. “Is she worth it?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    High Master Juzzakarr positively beamed as he made a suitably grand entrance. Tytiana was quite sure Dragons grinned like that at the ralti sheep they were about to guzzle – all gleaming white teeth and behind them, a ravenous appetite. At least a dozen red-uniformed House functionaries and close relatives crowded into the storeroom on their father’s heels, spoiling its cosy ambiance. She wanted to scream at them not to touch anything. 
 
    “Getting ready for the ball?” he boomed, touching the ruby as he always seemed to, a hundred times a day. “Excellent idea! Tytiana, your mother looked especially fetching in that dress – how well I remember that night! The dress becomes you, darling! It is amazing! A veritable revelation!” 
 
    She almost choked. Darling? Something was seriously wrong. 
 
    Beside her, Zihaeri bent over coughing. When she stood upright again, Tytiana saw her throat bob and she realised where the message had ended up. Thank the heavens for her quick thinking! 
 
    “Father. How delightful of you to come,” said her sister, as smooth as silk. Tytiana had to bite her cheek to stifle a gasp. What a consummate player! “Does this mean you approve of our choice of gown for Tytiana? I must say, the House colours suit her extremely well.” 
 
    The functionaries were all silent. 
 
    “Exceedingly. Especially the flames,” said the High Master. 
 
    What treacherous subtlety dwelled within that ostensibly bland statement! 
 
    “Oh, aye.” “Fabulous.” “Aye.” “Stunning.” “A beauty indeed.” “Simply ravishing,” blathered various of the onlookers, sounding like a chorus responding to an unseen prompt. 
 
    Simpering toadies! Brainless flotilla of quacking, quisling ducks! Nonetheless, when her father made a circling gesture with his forefinger, Tytiana swivelled obediently to show off the dress, smiling graciously at the following round of even more insincere flattery. Really. Lay it on thicker, chumps! They could not wait to be rid of her, could they? 
 
    “Much more curvaceous than her mother,” said the High Master, touching his tongue to his lips as he stared down her neckline. Nausea roiled in her belly. Fight the fire … heavens raining fireballs! When had her father turned into a freaking pervert? “You’ll have the seamstresses alter the fit?” 
 
    “Of course, father,” said Zihaeri. A swift glance noted the white lines framing her sister’s smile. Zihaeri had most certainly noticed, and she was livid, too. 
 
    She would much rather the incident have been imagined than real! 
 
    “Very good. Now, my dears, I have not come all this way to the basement of my house to discuss ball gowns and feminine fripperies. No! I have come with news. Thrilling news of a most unexpected, delightful, and might I say profitable nature? No, Tytiana, no need to go pale like that. This is nothing to do with you.” 
 
    With one last, abhorrent glance that traversed her figure at studied length, Juzzakarr moved over to her sister. All Tytiana could think was, Please let that repulsive porker not be my real father! Gaah – nasty! She wanted to scrub the sensation of his eyes off her body. And, what was this news to do with her sister? Then, she caught her first glimpse of the scroll one of the Under-Masters was holding, and she gulped, going hot and cold all at once. 
 
    Juzzakarr purred, “O Under-Master of Administrative Affairs, would you do the honours?” 
 
    Under-Master Gantazar, with an oily formal bow and ostentatious ceremony, proffered the huge scroll to Zihaeri upon his upraised palms. “O Choice Zihaeri, I believe that this Avowal of Formal Escort is for you.” 
 
    A marriage proposal! Tytiana allowed this gasp its full compass. Well, it was tantamount to one. An Avowal was a serious matter which unequivocally opened negotiations between two Houses, leading to the engagement and then nuptials of a Young or High Master and a Choice. 
 
    Zihaeri paled, but held her nerve. “For me?” 
 
    Ha. Faker. 
 
    The scroll was massive! Three feet long and as thick as a Dragon’s talon, it rested in her sister’s small hands carrying a message of enormous import. Naturally, it was decorated in a manner fit to convey this impression with the utmost immodesty. A sheath of pure gold, three decorative strands intertwined, clasped its middle. The finest of young scrolleaf was sealed in no less than seven locations with diamond-infused wax in which further gemstones were set, creating the pattern of a blossoming fenturi tree – now, which House crest was that? A very fine white tassel fringed with spun gold hung from the end nearest her, and in extravagantly curling runic script embossed upon the scroll – was that somehow crafted from white gold? – she could make out the formal declaration that Zihaeri read aloud: 
 
    I, High Master Faran Faradar Amoyra Tal-Baran of the House Laxaran, 
 
    By This Avowal of Formal Escort, 
 
    Do Hereby Proclaim my True, Silken and Undying Devotion Toward 
 
    The Most Honourable Choice Zihaeri Ahlyaza Tal-Juzzakarr of the House Cyraxana. 
 
    House Laxaran! Tytiana gaped in amazement. The famously reclusive and influential House of White was making an offer for Zihaeri’s hand, and it was a match requested by the High Master himself, no less. He was – well, had the father not passed on three years ago? An image of a debonair, white-bearded aristocrat faded in her mind to be replaced by a younger image. Tall. Dashing. Manners like polished silver. Father could not possibly refuse this offer! It was beyond expectation and most certainly, beyond anything Zihaeri could have hoped for, given her purported market price. 
 
    Less than half of her own. 
 
    Inside the scroll would be the details of the first offer for Zihaeri’s hand, meant for her father’s eyes only. Tytiana had no doubt it would be generous. To make a paltry offer would be heinous, not to mention delivering an unforgivable insult. She could just not fathom how this had come about. What had she missed during her year away? How subtly had her sister acted to receive such an offer that was clearly both a delight and puzzlement to their father? He was not often caught flat-footed. 
 
    O Zihaeri, what a coup! 
 
    High Master Juzzakarr effected a bow no less oily than that of his Under-Master of Administrative Affairs. “May I have your response, honoured Choice Zihaeri?” 
 
    The other functionaries and relatives were here to act as witnesses to this exchange; the traditional dozen who would return to deliver the Choice’s response to the House of White, yea or nay, on the morrow. 
 
    Had she been the Tytiana of last year, she would have been seething. For how long had father been pressing her case, only for her to be soundly usurped by the purportedly less desirable Zihaeri? Yet, to her shock, all Tytiana could think was how her sister’s toes curled within her slippers. By no other outward sign did she betray her delight, but that reaction was enough for Tytiana to sigh inwardly and release that Dragon of jealousy to the winds, where it belonged. Oh, Zihaeri! O joy of joys! This was somehow right, even if deeply unexpected, and her own heart fizzed within her chest as she celebrated the import of this moment for Zihaeri. Her sister was a fine catch for any House – more than fine – but father had never by word nor deed suggested he agreed with that assessment. He had even sought to set the sisters against each other, she realised now. 
 
    No more comparisons. The elder would be married before the younger, in good order. This was a release for them both, in so many ways. If only … if she would … 
 
    Zihaeri made them all wait an unbearably long time as she pretended to give the scroll her deepest consideration. There could be but one answer – so Tytiana prayed! Then, her sister extended her right hand and touched the seven seals each one at a time, before she laid her fingers upon the embossed text. In a serene voice, she intoned: 
 
    “Honoured father, hear my response. I, Choice Zihaeri Ahlyaza Tal-Juzzakarr of the House Cyraxana, do by my own free will and with full gladness receive and accept this Avowal of Formal Escort by the Most Honourable High Master Faran Faradar Amoyra Tal-Baran of the House Laxaran, and hereby seal my intent by this my irrevocable vow. So shall it be.” 
 
    Juzzakarr let out a triumphant and decidedly boorish roar. The nine House functionaries and her three equally odious uncles applauded politely. 
 
    Tytiana threw her arms around her beloved sister’s neck, and kissed her cheek soundly. “From the bottom of my heart, congratulations!” 
 
    Zihaeri squealed, “I’m getting married!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: Tiger Ambush 
 
      
 
    WHILE TYTIANA AND her sisters rode in a sturdy but luxurious carriage, Jakani trudged along in the mud toward the back of the column. He carried a large, clanking backpack stuffed with sufficient sacks and bottles hopefully to gather the four sackweight of varied hot spring salts Sokadan appeared to need for his artwork, and had already eaten more clay clods kicked up by the guards marching ahead of him than he cared to think about. Soaking overnight rains had made the trail to the hot springs treacherous, but the Choices could prattle away in the comfort of their cushioned, man-drawn carriage while the riffraff trudged along in the sludge behind. 
 
    Actually, he didn’t mind being riffraff as long as he was close to her. How low he had sunk. Shameless. Sad, sad, sad … but he no longer thought he was a nobody around the Choice. He was a Nikuko warrior. Still unsure of what that meant. To his parents’ manifest relief, he had finally come to understand a different face of honour. And, there was important news in the wind. Tytiana’s father had slipped off just before dawn in his private carriage. Marriage, they whispered. The eldest Choice of the House. 
 
    If so, the four girls ensconced in the carriage were giving nothing away. He strongly suspected the official announcement would be made next month at the Annual Choices’ Ball, after the rumours had circled the Island ten thousand times and more. 
 
    Please let Tytiana not be next. Please … 
 
    Please let me steal her future and bring her to live in a mud hut with me? Jakani flinched. How could he contemplate such a … sin? Was his desire not wickedness incarnate? A travesty never to be foisted upon the incomparable flame of his heart. 
 
    The high-wheeled carriage slithered more than trundled uphill into the interior of Helyon Island, preceded by a dozen fully armed soldiers, and trailed by a further three dozen. The carriage itself was drawn ahead by a dozen nenko men in leather harness, arranged along the traces in four linear teams of three, and a further four trudged behind to push where the going became tough. They would be earning their crust this day. His place was further back behind the supplies train, because apparently Choices could not go anywhere without carrying half their House with them. Probably fifteen changes of outfits apiece, parasols against the suns, and buckets of ice to cool their drinks, he supposed. How would they ever survive in the wilds, as his father had been teaching him for the last year? Jakani chuckled to himself. Certainly not without a nail file and a hairbrush. Oh no, that would be beyond belief. Imagine Tytiana with a fenturi spider in her hair … 
 
    She’d burn it right off and feed him barbecued spider for laughing at her. 
 
    Knowing that girl, they probably had no need of the Dragon escort wheeling lazily a mile overhead, either. No need to carry sparkstone with her around! She lit fires wherever she went – literally and figuratively. Well, her actual fires were not as searing as her temper. And there was the strange limitation of her healing ability he had noticed. Simple wounds had been restored with aplomb. Complex issues such as the flesh-eating ulcers that particularly affected children, not so much. To wield magic such as hers must demand an inordinate degree of control and knowledge. 
 
    Jakani reminded himself that he was supposed to look as hot and bothered as everyone else in the column. He muttered a token grumble or two. Those guards must be sweating rivers under their thick leather armour. Although the suns were not yet high, the heat was already intense, like a Dragon’s glare burning the nape of his neck. The two suns could only be told apart by looking through a thin cloth, or when conditions were right at suns-rise or suns-set for example, one could see Firstsun slightly preceding Secondsun as the twins dipped beneath the Cloudlands. For an hour they marched up a long, long incline toward the top of a ridge that backed onto House Cyraxana land. From the top it was another hour over the highlands to the first descent, through the orchards of the Green and Grey Houses and on down to the lower-lying hot springs. 
 
    Tytiana had taught him that Helyon was an ancient volcano, and that this thick ridge was actually the rim wall of the original caldera. It made sense therefore that the hot springs lay in the centre, where some heat and gases still escaped to the surface. 
 
    “Lamko! Hey, monkey! Get your lazy backside up to the carriage and help push.” 
 
    Jakani bowed automatically. “Aye. At once.” 
 
    The carriage had become deeply mired on the last and steepest incline of all. Common Isles sense could have told anyone that the answer was to lighten the load. However, he would also not be the first man to suggest Choice Tytiana and her sisters leap down into the mud, especially since the lip of a half-mile drop lay no more than two feet beyond the carriage’s left rear wheel. Now there was a spot of poor road building. Barely a one-foot wall for protection. The sturdy nenko were working to free the back wheels and to slip a few stones beneath them for additional grip. Nearing the group, Jakani chuckled to himself. Much redder and covered in mud, and they’d pass for lamko. What a demotion! 
 
    The men all cried out as the carriage suddenly lurched and slid sideways, toward the drop. Four men at the front were on their knees. The rest were churning at the mud, trying to gain some kind of footing. They looked like spiders mired in a pool of blood. Trapped against the danger-side of the carriage, one man slipped right to the edge, teetering … the rear left wheel clanked against the barrier, and he heard a child scream! 
 
    Jakani’s dutiful trot turned into a charge. 
 
    Shucking his backpack mid-stride, he slid on his knees beneath the back of the heavy carriage as he reached for the flailing nenko, snagged his belt, and yanked the fellow so hard to safety he skidded across the mud and toppled a couple of the soldiers. He sensed her fires. So close, the heat through the back of the carriage seemed palpable as he threw his weight and strength into the fray. Not that he weighed that much compared to a nenko, who were bred for their sturdiness and stamina, and used by the wealthy to draw carriages or tote formal litters between the estates, but he had this crazy fire-forged power that somehow always responded at moments of crisis. The retaining wall was crumbling under the weight! The carriage would topple over … 
 
    For several endless seconds the weight of the carriage’s momentum forced him backward as his feet slipped in the slick red mud like everyone else’s, the back wheel screeching against the wall, and then he felt rock beneath his heels. Dig deep! Brace! 
 
    He roared, “Together now! Heave!” 
 
    Nenko around him gasped as the inexorable slide stopped. He steadied the carriage again, adjusting his position. “With me, men!” 
 
    “Aye!” “Come on, you slackers!” “Don’t let a mud-monkey show us up!” 
 
    Almost, almost, he lost his temper. Jakani had lifted the whole carriage several inches clear of the ruts it had created when he remembered the danger, and he changed angles to begin to force the carriage uphill. His sinews creaked as he took up the strain. The men at the front bellowed in fright and surprise as they went from scrabbling backward in the mud to facing the prospect of being crushed as the carriage surged toward them instead. Nenko swarmed around him now, cursing and praising him with equal facility. Then those at the front harnesses took up the slack, their legs churning uphill through the mud, and abruptly the weight seemed little and the way short, until the carriage popped over the brow of the hill with ludicrous ease and creaked to a halt on a grassy patch beside a stand of hunch-backed conifers. 
 
    Jakani eased up. He should trot back and find his satchel – oh. One of the soldiers, a grizzled veteran missing two fingers of his left hand, passed it to him. “Nice work, boy.” 
 
    He nodded back respectfully. 
 
    If he had been mucky before, now he was filthy. He flicked off a few of the larger clods of sticky mud. No doubt the Choices would be – 
 
    “Out for a walk!” Tytiana ordered. “Come on, girls. It’s all downhill from here and I promise there’s no more mud. Well, maybe a bit.” 
 
    In a second, three blonde heads and a titian one popped out of the carriage. The girls all wore light rose-coloured walking dresses, as Jakani understood they were called, and carried pretty Eastern-style parasols made of … some kind of reed. Paper? Maybe that was it. Very odd substance. Far less durable than scrolleaf, so what was the point of that? 
 
    Now, the eldest was called Zihaeri, Tytiana was second in line, then came Quiraeli who was as delicately beautiful as a blossom, and lastly little Sariaki, not much older than his own sister, he judged. He had not noticed so keenly before, but now seeing the sisters together it was clear why Quiraeli was celebrated as the ‘classic’ Helyon beauty, while Tytiana was regarded as more exotic, an anomaly, the odd bolt in the shipment, as Islanders would say. The younger sister possessed not only features and build of unreasonable perfection, but owned a natural grace that would have artists sighing over her every move. In comparison, Tytiana was a quick-tempered flame, with her wild hair, vivid eyes slightly too large and slanted not to draw a second glance, and a generous mouth that he fervently wished would quirk more often into a smile. 
 
    Right now, she whirled with a scowl that angled her brows over violet pools of simmering anger. 
 
    Uh-oh. Somebody leash that Dragoness! 
 
    “Who lifted our carriage back there?” Tytiana demanded of the nenko crew. “And why did you allow us to experience such a perilous situation in the first instance? Who’s in charge here?” 
 
    One of the nenko men said, “With respect, o Choice, the road should have been scouted beforehand. Conditions were not fit for the carriage.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Aye. The accursed caroli – that boy – helped lift the carriage.” 
 
    Tytiana’s chin lifted. “Oh, you must mean my assistant.” 
 
    “Aye, the lamko filth.” 
 
    Jakani might have imagined he heard a crack of thunder in the distance, or perhaps that was Tytiana’s fury. “His name is Jakani. Next time, scout the pox-sucking road properly, you incompetent fool!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When summoned, the Dirt Picker came forward with a properly deferential bow and explained that the carriage had slipped on a difficult section, and he had merely stopped it until the nenko could gain their footing. Pressed, however, the old Jakani surfaced and in a deliberately thick lamko accent, he said: 
 
    “O Choice Tytiana, it seemed that when the safety of your family was threatened, my strength in the moment was that of ten men. I could only thank Fra’anior that none were injured. Even the man struck by the carriage was pulled to safety. And these are good men and loyal, o Choice. Please do not punish them for my tardiness to help.” 
 
    “I should punish you for your insolence, boy, save that you righted our carriage. Thank you for saving us.” 
 
    He bowed deeply, and then three times more as the sisters thanked him in turn. 
 
    As they walked off, Sariaki whispered, “Is that Mister Handsome? He’s sure dirty for a Mister Handsome, Tyti.” 
 
    “Sari – don’t.” 
 
    Sariaki giggled behind her hand, but Quiraeli just looked thoughtful. 
 
    It was a beautiful day for walking. Tytiana and Zihaeri walked a little behind their younger siblings, who had decided to skip ahead to pick from the yellow daisies and white anemones at the wayside. The soldiers gave them plenty of space, and so it was after a very long silence, that Zihaeri leaned over to whisper in her ear: 
 
    “Na’axion.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The man behind the note.” 
 
    “Oh … oh!” Tytiana was sure Zihaeri’s eyes were just as quizzical as her own. Na’axion? Where did such a name come from? “That may very well mean –” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Which could well identify my –” She stroked one of her long tresses meaningfully. Zihaeri nodded soberly. “How did the note taste?” 
 
    “Like an affair of significant import,” her sister stressed lightly. 
 
    That was one way of putting it! Despite that they had suspected this much, Tytiana felt desperately unsettled. It was one thing to speculate. Quite another to find a note between her mother and … a lover? At best, a confidante? At worst – this ignoble Na’axion might have a shock of bright red hair. He might have seduced their poor mother, or … 
 
    “Fire!” Zihaeri hissed. 
 
    Extinguishing her fingers, Tytiana rounded on her sister. “So, this offer from Faran – you aren’t just trying to protect me, are you? When did that little affair begin?” 
 
    Hurt flashed into Zihaeri’s eyes. “While you were away.” 
 
    She wished those words back. How she wished … eventually she reached out for her sister’s hand, which was given reluctantly, and she whispered as they walked beneath the musty-smelling conifers alongside the road, “Forgive me?” 
 
    “For what? I don’t wish a dungeon upon my own sister, if that’s what you’re saying.” 
 
    Tytiana said, “How far down the road shall I kick myself before you realise how sorry I am? I’m trying, alright? It’s just all this stupid fire mixed with stupid jealousy and a stupid tongue that wags when it is most unwelcome and stupidly tries to set everything on fire.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Forgiven.” 
 
    They ambled along companionably for a space, each thinking her own thoughts. Still sensing the fire all too acutely, Tytiana soon added: 
 
    “What I was attempting to ask is, is this what you want? Is it a pragmatic arrangement? Is this father’s doing – though it doesn’t seem that way to me? And, I want to assure you I think Faran is a fantastic match and he probably has no clue how totally smashing and incredible you are, and if he doesn’t treat you like first-quality silk I will personally march over to House White and slide my dagger through his slimy, stinking lizard-gizzard and twist the … ah, I give up! Rotten tongue. Ha ha.” 
 
    “Uh …” Zihaeri chuckled. She seemed so proper and capable on the outside, but Tytiana knew she could be hurt, and she had prodded one nasty talon into the exact spot. She said, “Should I warn him about my overprotective little sister?” 
 
    “Little? I’m taller than you.” 
 
    “Age comes before young sprouts,” her sister averred. “Alright, question for you. Is it better or worse when he’s around?” 
 
    Tytiana scratched her chin thoughtfully. “Both.” 
 
    “Same for me – for us. Tyti, he’s my Mister Handsome. We met him at the Ball three years ago. I don’t know if you remember, but he was gallant enough to offer you your very first dance, even though you were only thirteen.” 
 
    “I remember standing on his toes. Twice. Remember how my foot didn’t fit properly at that time? While I felt ready to die, he graciously complimented my terrible dancing. And then –” 
 
    “And then he danced with me.” 
 
    She felt rather than saw her sister skip a little as she spoke, perhaps unconsciously, and realised that even practical, no-nonsense Zihaeri could be swept up in rainbows over Islands. Her inner heat seemed to mellow. Taking half a second to glance over her shoulder, she saw that Jakani had just offered her sisters one of his jars to collect – beetles? No, Sariaki was rescuing a beautiful purple-spotted monarch butterfly from a bush by the roadside. She gave the Dirt Picker a glare that threatened instant disembowelment should he dare to touch her baby sister. Freaking windrocs, she was in a tetchy mood today. He evidently felt it too, because he flinched as if she had struck him, and she was not convinced she did not spy smoke wafting from his ears. Maybe the memory of smoke? 
 
    Excellent. Let him stew upon that! 
 
    As she and Zihaeri caught up on the road, Jakani punched several holes in the lid with a sharp shard of flint and handed the bottle to Sari with a bow. “Your treasure, honoured Choice.” 
 
    Sariaki simpered and threw Tytiana a perfectly, most infuriatingly smug glance. 
 
    “Right, let’s ride on!” she called, narked – once again. 
 
    Lumpish lummox! Lugubrious, lily-livered larva! How was it that Zihaeri found herself a worthy match and she was dallying with an immigrant Dirt Picker of the Third Class, and … had no absolutely intention under the suns of stopping? 
 
    She stumbled climbing into the carriage as a new realisation hammered home. All this talk about Mister Handsome. The truth was, he was the one, wasn’t he? Zihaeri was right. All the ralti sheep in the Island-World could not pull enough wool over her eyes to disguise what she knew to be real and true and undeniable, right in the deepest places of her being. An Island-shaking truth. What could she do? Elope, leaving behind all she loved? Where would they even go? And how could she ever entrust her sisters to father? No way! 
 
    Jakani clearly felt strongly toward her. He disguised it well. Yet could he rise above his heritage as a lamko to make more of himself? He was a poor boy living in a mud and stick hut, a labourer, an unschooled serf. Her lip curled at the tenor of her thoughts. Her hands trembled. Were these her criteria, that he should be educated, clean, not dressed in rags, suave, comfortable with wealth, well-spoken – would she even rip his lamko accent from him? What kind of a person was she? She could not even stop thinking of him as lamko in the first instance! 
 
    All her fine sensibilities. 
 
    All her superiority. 
 
    She hated what she saw in herself, and the fire most of all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On Tytiana’s orders the carriage sped over the highland terrain at double time. The ridge was rocky in the main, but they passed open, scrubby grass areas where a few ancient fenturi trees, amongst the largest Jakani knew of, fought for a living. Occasionally, they skirted outcroppings of huge sandstone boulders, and twice cut through pungent forests of very tall, straight pines with their characteristic, downward sloping thickets of green needles. Then they slowed for the switchbacks on the dry side of the ridge and descended through the green and then grey orchards. Tytiana had been studying the effects of water supply on the tensile qualities of spider silk – apparently, deprivation of this crucial resource made for stronger but less beautiful thread. She had proposed making silk rope out of the type of thread cultivated on these dryer slopes, to uproar in the House and beyond. Silk rope? They’d ruin their market! 
 
    The Choice certainly loved to cultivate scandal. 
 
    The roads through these relatively younger plantations were very straight, so they rattled right along, making a good pace. Also there had been no rain this side of the ridge, so now instead of eating mud, he was breathing in clouds of dust. 
 
    Overhead, the Green Dragon who had been shadowing their progress spiralled slowly upward on a thermal. Jakani wondered if he enjoyed the warmth. Dragons were reptilian in appearance, but unlike lizards, he understood that they generated their own internal heat like mammals. So how did one classify the Dragonkind? Not amongst animals if one preferred to stay alive. Tales suggested that they had fire stomachs and even, that they had fire-streams rather than bloodstreams. Whatever the case, that was one incredible, magical beast up there. When he passed over, his wings overshadowed the suns. His body alone had to be twice the size of Jakani’s hut back home, discounting the head, neck and tail, and those fangs… wow. Chomp-a-monster plus. Surely these ralti sheep they passed now in a small pasture set back amongst the orchards, who were themselves the size of a decent cart and stood taller than a man, felt a shiver right through their mortal marrow as that Dragon passed over? 
 
    Tytiana. She had living fire within her, did she not? He felt its effect every time they were near. Did that mean she was one of the legendary third race, those people said to have real, living fire within them? How did they not simply end up in a puff of smoke? 
 
    Her healing fire had to be magical. No way could that be faked. 
 
    What then of a man who could lift a solid iron carriage with his bare hands? What did that make him? For fire featured in those tales, but not an unnaturally strong or fast man. That was a mystery. Perhaps it was his Nikuko heritage? 
 
    On and on the carriage rumbled, bringing them through the four-mile-wide band of cultivated lands. The air grew hazy before them, hazy with both smoke and moisture, just as he remembered from his last trip out here with the tiger cub. They smelled pongy brimstone and charred salts and rich mineral tangs from the abundant hot springs, and then to Sariaki’s squeals of delight, a huge geyser erupted in the distance, the column of boiling water rising perhaps a hundred feet into the air. 
 
    “Best avoid that,” muttered one of the soldiers. 
 
    To the near side of the springs were a number of well-known pools that were safe for swimming. Deeper in the area, the ground was more unstable as the geyser had just demonstrated, and Jakani understood that the Merxxian Heavy Dragons had dug themselves a nice lava bath right near the centre, in the hottest part. One way of bathing, he supposed! 
 
    Here, the Choices alighted from their carriage. Servants quickly set up tall cloth screens on wooden frames around a cluster of fetchingly purple pools so that the ladies could bathe in seclusion – he tried manfully not to think about Tytiana in the nude. Maybe rich people had something like bathing clothes? No idea. Poor people had rivers and their skins. But this was a whole operation. And now half of the soldiers disappeared to another isolated pool a short ways off. From there came the sounds of splashing and merriment. 
 
    “Dirt Picker!” He jogged over to Tytiana’s side. She said, “You reek worse than the sulphur around here. After you unmuddify yourself –” she scowled at Jakani as his eyebrows had the cheek to twitch at her made-up word “– set up my equipment and then go track down my tiger. I am going to go bathe.” 
 
    “Aye, Choice.” 
 
    Aye. I’ll do the work whilst you relax. 
 
    She glared at him. “What did you say? Still standing here catching flies? MOVE!” 
 
    As he turned, a most unexpected slipper’s toe applied firmly to his backside almost sent him sprawling. Four soldiers standing nearby burst into guffaws. Tytiana! Burning of ear and metaphorically scratching his head, Jakani raced off to the supply carts. Had she heard him speak? Had he spoken? Quick now. He unpacked her tables and set them up, then placed the travelling trunks alongside and assembled her equipment as he had been taught. Good. All done. Dashing off, he remembered the matter of his cleanliness and hopped fully clothed into a steaming – “Yeow! Hot. Hot … hmm. That’s actually quite nice. Vegetable-boiling temperature, but ooh. No wonder those wealthy types like their baths.” 
 
    He glanced suspiciously around him, still unconvinced he was not going to catch some unmentionable disease from bathing. Ugh. Alright. Dunk the head, swish a bit of water about and call himself clean. Good enough. 
 
    After that, he set out tracking. The area covering the hot springs and volcanic activity was roughly oval, about a mile and a half to two miles in diameter. A maze of rocks, cracks, pools and colourful salt formations greeted him. The pools varied in colour from a bilious yellow to a frighteningly luminous green; some were crimson and others, variegated shades of orange. A few appeared to be fresh water, or at least, water he might trust to swim in. The greener pools were occupied by squawking flotillas of wading birds, which appeared to be feasting upon the algae growing profusely in the shallows. Skirting the worst of the geysers and the steaming cracks that opened across his path, he continued to search methodically, using the suns as his guide. 
 
    A couple of hours later, Jakani finally tracked down some cat scatter over at the far Eastern side of the hot springs, but when he found the tiger responsible, it was not Furball. He had to flee for his life. 
 
    Great. Awesome tracking skills. 
 
    Another hour passed in futile exploration. At this rate he could not even find a Dragon standing in an open field. He petulantly contemplated tossing a stone into a pool just to scare the water birds wading there. The Choice would grill his backside rather than just kicking it. 
 
    He was finally returning like a hunting hound slinking back to its master, tail between its legs, when a prickle at the back of his neck alerted him. “Furball!” 
 
    RARRRGGGH! 
 
    Gold blurred toward him. Jakani took off with impressive speed. “Furball! Come on. I know it’s you,” he gasped, leaping up a pile of boulders like a crazed runaway goat before springing way, way over a pink pool to land awkwardly among the boulders beyond. 
 
    GRR-GNARR! 
 
    “Furball, no!” The tiger was not listening. 
 
    Jakani sprinted away. At this point, he knew only one thing might save him from a cat that was either ravenous, or intent upon playing with him as a feline plays with a mouse. Neither option was desirable; both struck him as decidedly lethal. He was not about to argue with those fangs. 
 
    “Tytiana! Choice Tytiana! Heeellpp!” 
 
    He ran like a storm unleashed. He ran like a man grateful for his hide. And he supposed he ran like a terrified rat, because the tiger’s fearsome growls changed to something that unequivocally crossed purring with cat laughter, at least in his panicked brain, because it seemed to be toying with him, repeatedly herding him this way and that as Jakani hurdled salt formations and dashed through short tunnels and doubled back upon himself, all to no avail. At last, he spotted a flutter of white. The bathing enclosure. 
 
    “Choice! Help meeeee!” 
 
    There she was, wrapped in a pink towel that clashed so violently with her titian hair, Jakani’s eyes hurt. Bare calf. Phew. Even better. As he lengthened his stride in a final flat-out dash for safety, he thought he might just make it. Fifty feet. Thirty! From nowhere, he felt a heavy weight crash into his back and he went flying nose first into a crusty patch of salt with a tiger riding him down. 
 
    “Heelp!” 
 
    “Furball!” Tytiana cried happily. 
 
    Mrrrrwwl, purred the half-grown tiger. Despite the foetid breath fluffing up his hair, Jakani felt a rough tongue rasp the sweat off the nape of his neck. Mrr-rrr. GRRWLL! 
 
    “Walking flipping thunderstorm,” he growled, trying to wriggle up, but the cat pinned him down with a paw and licked his cheek. Slurp. “Ouch.” Slurp. “Yeow!” His skin was going to be rasped clean off him. “Get off, you’re meant to be a wildcat, not a lapdog. Stop with the slobbering already.” 
 
    “Nice catch, Furball,” Tytiana laughed, hopping toward them on one leg and using her crutch this time for balance. Oh. He had not considered that she would have to remove her foot for swimming. “Keep licking the nonsense off of him. That’s right.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Jakani complained. 
 
    Way to not impress a girl, unless she liked the comedian type. How humiliating. Yet he spotted a tiny twinkle in Tytiana’s eyes, and a curve of her lips that betrayed amusement at his predicament even though she was pretending unconcern. 
 
    The Choice called her sisters over and introduced them to Furball, who was much warier with them than with her or the apparent captive, but she did bend her head to sniff Sariaki’s hand and suffered a short scratch behind the ears. The blonde child’s eyes were as wide as Jakani knew his must be. The golden cat now stood almost the height of Tytiana’s armpits, where she had tucked her towel, and it had filled out a great deal and become sleeker, much less the fluffy cub now and more the lethal predator. Sariaki was simply dwarfed. 
 
    “She seems to be doing well,” Tytiana said. “Oh. There she goes.” 
 
    Jakani made a show of groaning and sitting up. He dusted his skinned palms with a couple of loud slaps. “Alright. Could someone please check if I’m still alive?” 
 
    “Poor boy,” said Tytiana. “Qui, would you say he looks mostly alive?” 
 
    Blue eyes danced in his direction before lowering modestly. “Mostly, aye. Did you order him to serve as bait? Or was this the impromptu entertainment you promised us?” 
 
    He kicked crusty salt at her foot. “Entertainment? You are clearly as radiant as your older sister, o Choice Quiraeli.” 
 
    “I could have sworn I just heard him say, ‘rude’,” Zihaeri claimed facetiously, reading his meaning with rather disastrous accuracy. He tried not to wince. “Must be that barbarous lamko accent.” 
 
    Escape by Dragonship! He leaped aboard. “That was me mumbling around all the dirt I just scraped up with my jaw, honoured Choice. Ruddy Furball. Guess she likes me after all.” Scrambling to his feet, he bowed deeply, mostly to check his knees, which were scraped up a treat. Then he looked up. “I do believe – skanky plague rats!” 
 
    There, standing right behind the bathing pool, was a humongous blue Dragoness. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Devious Dragons 
 
      
 
    DRAGONESS. PREDATOR. HAVING Adazara the Teal sneak up behind her without the slightest sign or disturbance, evading all of their guards, was an experience that would remain imprinted in Tytiana’s memory forever after. A grizzled, battle-scarred veteran, Adazara could have looked into a second-storey window back at her mansion with ease. Tytiana knew the statistics from her research. Forty-three tonnes. Twenty-one feet tall at the shoulder. Wingspan, ninety-four feet. Muzzle twisted by an old injury and four distinct talon marks scored down her rear left thigh, while part of her jagged ruff of skull-spikes had been sheared clean off, flush against the right side of her skull. She was also a Blue shade, which usually meant a Dragon possessed higher magical powers – such as concealing a presence which now began to play upon her every sense as though a curtain had been drawn aside to reveal a fiery suns-rise? 
 
    The Dragoness smiled lazily and in a voice like deep, slightly rasping flutes, said, “The most fiery greetings of Fra’anior grace your lives with living fires, little ones. I am Adazara the Teal Dragoness. Thank you for your communication requesting parley. You must be Zihaeri, Tytiana the Red, Quiraeli, and the delightful hatchling, Sariaki?” 
 
    As one, the Choices nodded and then remembered to bow. Jakani bowed with them, a stiff formal bow of the deepest respect. 
 
    “And the boy who plays with tigers?” 
 
    “Jakani, your honoured – ah, Dragoness?” he spluttered. 
 
    “Noble Dragoness,” hissed Zihaeri. 
 
    “Noble Dragoness,” he echoed, with another bow that seemed designed to cover the eventuality that she might have missed the ‘deepest respect’ part and would decide to flatten him like the tiger had. Doubtless the Dragoness’ weight would smear him an inch thick across the rocks, mind. A bit of red salt to puzzle scholars later. Tytiana almost let a treacherous chuckle slip from her lips. 
 
    Was she truly this bloodthirsty? 
 
    Adazara’s eyes were like globes filled with swirling, gleaming flame. Utterly mesmerising. Her scales must have been recently buffed, for they reflected the suns-light in brilliant, prismatic rainbows of light. Tytiana was no less unsettled when the Dragoness, with several sinuous steps that she realised were calculated to impress upon the little Humans the overpowering majesty of her presence, stepped past the bathing area before gracefully lowering herself to the ground. This was easier, she supposed, than having them hurt their necks gazing up at her. Even with her muzzle resting upon the ground, Adazara still had to cock her head to look down at the Humans, and they saw that she was nursing a fresh wound upon her right hind paw. Golden blood oozed from a bone-deep cut. Golden! 
 
    Servants now brought wooden chairs for the four Choices, while Jakani stood behind and to Tytiana’s right hand as they made ready to speak with the Dragoness. 
 
    She self-consciously tucked her stump behind her good leg. 
 
    Dragons had once dominated the Island-World. Here at the hot springs, it was easy to see why – but also, Tytiana knew that the Dragonkind had diminished in numbers and power over the last centuries, apparently due to a culling organised by the last Emperor of Sylakia. She realised now that she did not understand enough of the histories to even begin to relate to this creature. 
 
    Zihaeri and Adazara exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes as the others looked on, before the Choice carefully broached the matter of the recent raids. At once the Dragoness’ eyes narrowed and an audible rumbling grew in her belly. With a puff of sulphurous white smoke from her nostrils, she snarled: 
 
    “Poor intelligence. We received draconic word of an incipient raid being staged at an abandoned roost offshore of the Fingers of Ferial, o Choice, and decided to strike pre-emptively. However, we found the location deserted. Returning with all the speed of our wings, we discovered smoke already rising from the orchards, and two of our own slain by means most treacherous – apparently, by other Dragons. Then, your father accused us of foul-fires!” 
 
    Zihaeri bowed low from her seat, her hands clasped before her. “I cannot make restitution enough for this offence, noble Dragoness.” 
 
    “No, you cannot!” 
 
    Dragon thunder cracked across the hot springs, sending thousands of water birds into a honking, clattering, cackling panic. Again, Adazara roared: 
 
    “May the blood of our dead curse this treachery for eternity!” 
 
    Sariaki’s lower lip began to quiver. Tytiana gathered her sister into her arms, and gave the Dragoness a look that conveyed a few succinct thoughts of her own. Adazara blinked. Blinked again. Then, the air seemed to draw down around them, and when she spoke a third time, there was a dullness to the ambient sound which Tytiana realised must be due to some kind of magical shield or dampening. 
 
    The Teal Dragoness purred, “But oh, this is a matter far more fascinating than the labours of House daughters to suck truth out of this mire of Helyon politics. Peace, little Sariaki. I meant no harm, but that I grieve the loss of a shell sibling.” And her paw reached across the space between them to chuck the little girl most gently beneath the chin. “Strength to thee. Shall I not safeguard thy life as I would mine own hatchling? Choice Tytiana. Will you ask the question that burns most patently upon your heart?” 
 
    “What do you make of the fires within me, o Dragoness?” 
 
    Tytiana felt she may have been overly bold, and Jakani sucked in an audible breath, but Adazara seemed unfazed. She said, “It is said in Dragon lore that in the days of Hualiama Dragonfriend, a new and holy fire did emerge from the fire-soul of the great creator-Dragon, Fra’anior the Onyx, all honour and glory be to his name! This was a living fire like the truest of Dragon fires which did indwell the souls of Humankind and Dragons, and gave rise to the so-called Third Race, those creatures called Shapeshifters who demonstrated the ability to shift between draconic and Human forms with equal facility. Shapeshifters are two aspects or manifestations of one core soul. And the greatest among them are the Dragonfriend, and Aranya the Star Dragoness.” 
 
    “This rising of a third race greatly confused and enraged many Dragons, who felt that the purity of their kind would be diminished or adulterated by these new creatures of flame. History both old and new teaches that great opposition rose up against the Shapeshifters, originating both from the Dragonkind and from Humankind, and this clash became the flashpoint of an enduring, sweeping philosophical and fire-religious debate between the followers of the two greatest Ancient Dragons: Fra’anior the Almighty Onyx, and his foul shell-brother, Dramagon the Red.” 
 
    Holy Fra’anior! Tytiana gasped inwardly. Never had she heard this legend recounted with such clarity. Clearly, Shapeshifters were real. 
 
    The Dragoness leaned forward with a disconcerting, many-fanged smile, and said, “That I name you Tytiana the Red in no way allies you with one party or the other – though I hope for your sake, your allegiance is to Fra’anior?” 
 
    Calm. Be calm. When at the teasing presence of this powerful Dragoness’ fires, all within her felt like a volcano primed to explode … Tytiana said, “I apologise, noble Dragoness, but I have no idea what I am, and little knowledge of these deep matters of Dragon lore. Yet I would assert that my fires incline to the ways of Fra’anior, and the deeds of the Star Dragoness.” 
 
    “Indeed, that is true,” Zihaeri put in. 
 
    The Teal Dragoness seemed to loom ever more massively in their small, secluded space on the edge of the hot springs as she rumbled, “Tell me of thine fires, little one. Have you changed into a Dragoness yet?” 
 
    “No!” Tytiana yelped. 
 
    Beside her, Jakani guffawed as if he had enjoyed the spark of dread that had closed her throat, and he said, “No, o mighty Dragoness, but the honourable Choice certainly behaves like one. Trust me. I’ve been burned enough times to know.” 
 
    What a time for a joke! Her surge of irritation was accompanied by crimson sheets of incandescent rage washing across her vision, but she realised belatedly that the Dragoness was laughing throatily, even leaking a little fire around her fangs as she chuckled, “Be not afeared of thy fate, little ones. As for you, Tytiana of hair like fire spun through with pure gold, what I perceive most keenly within you with the eyes of my sixth and seventh senses, are the fires of true Dragonkind, which I understand have already been expressed in the healing of those regarded as lamko –” here she pinned Jakani with one burning eye as she spoke, making him tremble visibly “– in noble deeds unconstrained by this inexplicable caste system of your people, and so I, Adazara the Teal Dragoness, declare by my verimost eternal Dragon fires, that the fires of your Dragonsoul shall rise incarnate at a time most befitting, and you shall soar upon the winds of our Island-World as a true Shapeshifter Dragoness – hail, o Tytiana!” 
 
    Speechless. To have a Dragoness make this resonant declaration shivered the very marrow within her bones. Tytiana had never been gladder for Zihaeri’s steadying hand, and even for a little sister to cuddle close to her, fearful as Sariaki was, for a Human touch seemed all too necessary to steady her. 
 
    Turning to Jakani, Adazara purred, “But as for you, young lamko man, I believe I have never beheld such a form of magic as infuses your flesh.” 
 
    Jakani made a barely audible yelp of dismay. 
 
    “I have no idea what you are.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    From a heart filled with wonder and trepidation at Tytiana’s fate, the bottom crashed out of Jakani’s world as the import of the Dragoness’ words – nay, her accusation – filtered into his mind and brought him stamping forward in a blind rage. “What did you say?” 
 
    “It is as I said. I have no wisdom to offer about the nature of your fires, Jakani.” 
 
    “I have fires too ! And it’s all her fault!” 
 
    The Dragoness said peaceably, “Indeed you do. But her fires and yours have fundamentally different characteristics. Tytiana heals with fire, correct? What are your fire-attributes?” 
 
    “Mostly, that her fires drive me crazy whenever we’re close!” 
 
    The Dragoness chuckled meaningfully, and her eye-fires brightened until Jakani – indeed, all four Choices of the House – knew exactly what she was thinking. 
 
    “It’s not like that!” he yelled. “I mean, I didn’t mean – noble Dragoness – I don’t know what I meant – oh, suffering caroli! Can we just start again with a few simple things, the things that don’t frighten the living pith out of me?” Jakani snapped his mouth shut. He wanted nothing more than to leap down one of those steaming cracks and bake his stupid brains for a few hours. Maybe he’d make more sense. He threw up his hands. “Alright, I have an insufferable habit of saying the wrong things when I’m stressed! Forgive my hot words, but she … she drives me crazy. Her fires! She sparks at me – and into the very pith of my being, it seems – whenever we touch. I just have to think about titian hair and it’s there, like a – like a burning beacon, and a melody of fire that’s sweet devastation to my soul, and oh, Dragoness – I don’t understand. I can do things other men can’t.” 
 
    Tytiana’s hot fingers clasped his hand. “Jakani, calm down.” 
 
    “I AM CALM!” 
 
    Shocked silence. 
 
    “Gnarr – ARRRGGHH!” 
 
    One of Adazara’s brow ridges peaked as she stared down at him in clear bemusement. “Well, that was interesting. I do believe that was a touch of battle thunder, little one. Any fledgling worth his fires would have been proud of that roar. Most inspiring!” 
 
    “Can I –” Jakani stole Sariaki’s seat and sat down with a thump. “By all that’s holy, Dragoness – don’t you see? Gaah, hurt my throat. Look, may I demonstrate without causing offence? How’s about a spot of paw wrestling? I’ve heard that’s a mercenary Dragon thing.” 
 
    “You propose to paw wrestle me?” 
 
    Now he had insulted the Dragoness, too. Perfect. What further humiliation could he concoct to pull down upon his own head in one day? Since he could not exactly wrestle a Dragoness whose paw placed on its side stood mid-chest to him, he demonstrated lifting her paw while she increased the opposing pressure by leaning down on him with the weight of her hugely muscled upper body. 
 
    “By my wings, you are impressively sturdy for such a scrawny beast,” Adazara allowed at last. “I estimate you can hold up several tonnes without collapsing. Still, I will say this. You most certainly have fires, but not of a nature I entirely understand. They are almost certainly draconic in character. I am also unsure as to how they arise, whether from this fire-born spark you claim links you with the Choice Tytiana, or whether they are innate. And what, by the heavens, is a dragonet’s egg doing in your pocket? Where did you steal it?” 
 
    “Huh? I – didn’t steal … anything?” 
 
    Jakani flushed heatedly as he realised that the Dragoness was right. His right trouser pocket bulged, and the egg had made a mysterious appearance once more. Drawing it out at her command, he showed the egg to Adazara and was about to explain further when the Dragoness growled that it was white and therefore belonged to a colony of dragonets known to reside upon Immadia Island, and he had better make plans to return it forthwith! Or else! 
 
    Best ride this one out. He bowed. “I shall do as you command, o Dragoness.” 
 
    “Swear it?” 
 
    “I swear,” he added, which seemed to mollify the Teal Dragoness. 
 
    Not that he had the power to do anything of the sort, but surely Tytiana would be able to arrange something? Then, whatever might be fire within him turned a bilious green as the Choice rose and said graciously, “Thank you for speaking with us, noble Dragoness. May I offer – may I try to heal your wound as a sign and an accord between us?” 
 
    Right. He wrestled with impossibility. She stole the limelight effortlessly and made a Dragoness’ fire-eyes burn apricot with pleasure. 
 
    However, as Sokadan so cleverly put it, the first sign of wisdom was when a man knew to shut his flapping trap. Jakani accordingly shut his trap and hoped that wisdom might follow. Seethe he might, and fulminate like a geyser readying itself to explode, but the truth was inescapable – Tytiana had a shining, magical future ahead of her and he once again turned out to be the useless sidekick. What was Adazara’s main point regarding him? Only that he was a nothing, an enigma, a strong deadweight! 
 
    As Tytiana passed her hands over the Dragoness’ wound, Adazara said, “Little one, the fire-gift of healing was a great sign of the Star Dragoness’ authenticity and the authority bestowed upon her by the Great Onyx himself. Amongst Dragons, it is a once-a-millennia gift and our scholars rightly regard it as one of the very highest powers.” 
 
    Great! Better and better! Gritting his teeth in rage, he cast about for something to hit, but found nothing. Oh, he was so happy for Tytiana, who already had everything and now possessed a rare talent too! Wasn’t she so very special! 
 
    And he was such a resentful brat. Shut it, Jakani. 
 
    The Choice said, “Healing was Aranya of Immadia’s gift? I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Adazara nodded. “Thank you, little one. I feel the beneficial fires aroused by your magic most keenly. Aye, that is so. If I may advise – it seems many answers may be found at Immadia Island. Answers for you both. The flight of destiny points northward.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On the way back home late that afternoon, Tytiana fretted. That look on Jakani’s face. Defeat and humiliation, and then his ridiculous pride surged up. Pride that no lamko had a right to possess, but a quality which she had admired in him from the very first. The determined jut of his chin even now as he marched past the carriage, which had paused at the roadside since Sariaki desperately needed the bathroom, toting a ridiculously weighty sack of salts for his brother Sokadan. What could she do for him, or say, that would somehow make this right? What could she do for his family, or for any of the lamko? 
 
    For such a brash man, he certainly carried some deep, wounding insecurities. Understandably. She had more than a few of her own. He believed the fates were set against such as him, by birth and station and caste – and perhaps, that those things were immutable. Tytiana hoped she was starting to learn to read his dratted inscrutable Eastern features. It helped when, as he put it, he became stressed and the mask slipped and then truths and fears and everything came pouring out, raw and unforgettable. 
 
    She hugged her knees as the carriage rattled along. 
 
    Tytiana the Radiant. 
 
    Oh, Jakani! 
 
    Turning to her work, she wrote up a few lists for herself – what she had accomplished at the hot springs, experiments she must conduct, arrangements she must make for the upcoming Ball, and most especially, preparations for Zihaeri’s nuptials. She helped Zihaeri recount and memorise a list of pirate alliances Adazara had explained to them. It seemed that hundreds or even thousands of ancient Dragon roosts lay around the Pla’arna and Herliss Clusters, south and east of Immadia, where piracy had flourished since time immemorial. The pirates were either Dragons of a particular roost, such as the infamous Morazi of Pla’arna, or a loose and changeable alliance called a ‘cabal’ working together for some goal, usually gold or slaves. The most enduring of these were called Talons of Darkness and, simply, Death. 
 
    Human slavery was still endemic in the area, Adazara opined, despite repeated attempts to stamp out the practice. Some Dragons enjoyed their creature comforts and were not averse to having help – willing or not – in the roost for those tasks at which they refused to sully their talons. 
 
    No wonder it had proved impossible to isolate the threat to Helyon. Even the mercenary Dragons did not know those who had come against them. 
 
    Why did Immadia not act? 
 
    Yet she had little time thereafter to think about these problems. No time even for her own work. With father away for the traditional five-day negotiation, no doubt lubricated with great gusto by the contents of the High Master’s cellar, the work of the household fell upon her and Zihaeri, who must do all that their mother would have done. They chased the servants about from dawn to dusk making certain that the whole House was shipshape, as Dragonship crews would say, both inside and out. They spent lavishly on fabrics, foods, décor such as new paint, carpets, curtains and artworks, an upgraded harp for Quiraeli which cost an eye-watering sum, and attended to all the needs for the different departments of the House, which were never-ending. This was besides dealing with the relatives’ copious complaints, the worst and most voluble being Great-Aunt Maziara, for whom no Archion duck-down comforter was ever warm enough. Her berry-port habit cost a tidy sum, too. 
 
    Tytiana had a sneaking suspicion that she and Zihaeri were considerably more lenient with the purse strings than father would have been, but they placed orders to restock his favourite wines, tightened up several business deals, and managed to land a trader who required a shipment of first-quality crimson silk of the fifteenth thickness for the Sylakian winter market, at an excellent price. 
 
    Tytiana grimaced at the connection between Cyraxana crimson and the old imperial colours of Sylakia. They did like their crimson down there. Still, father would crow over that sum. 
 
    On the evening of the fifth day their father returned in high spirits, declared a mighty triumph and an even mightier headache, and promptly put himself to bed. 
 
    Zihaeri swept her sisters into a laughing dance. 
 
    The following morning, Tytiana had a nasty surprise. Jakani had not been in to work for four days. Two parakeets had died, the cats were beside themselves mewling with hunger, and her plants were all wilting in the arboretum’s heat. She could only shake her head. He had to be on his deathbed, or recently deceased, to behave like this. Jakani was as meticulous as her in some ways. Promptness, efficiency and loyalty seemed to be very high on his list of values. 
 
    No. Father! 
 
    After attending to her charges, she ran to find the nearest overseer. 
 
    “Aye, your father’s orders, o Choice Tytiana,” said Overseer Laraxu, an elderly man who was very precise, and not as cruel as many others. “I have been lax in not appointing a successor. Forgive me.” 
 
    “I don’t want a successor.” 
 
    “You shall have to take your complaint to the High Master.” 
 
    Father’s office was situated inside the main House building, on the second floor directly above the entrance. It commanded sweeping southward views of the ornamental lawns and gardens that led down to the first orchards perhaps three hundred feet away. Juzzakarr had placed his desk so that he enjoyed the view, while his visitors had to settle for an eyeful of pictures of important relatives – mostly, the High Master’s patriarchal line. Tytiana’s favourite painting stood three relatives along to her left as she faced his immense, dark jalkwood desk. In the seven-by-four frame her mother sat facing the viewer in a classic Helyon pose, working a silk loom that was more ornamental than functional. Ahlyaza’s smile always struck Tytiana as enigmatic, and never more so than today as she faced her father. He had immediately brought her to the head of his appointment queue, as was her right but not always the treatment she received. 
 
    “Tytiana!” he said agreeably, indicating the chair directly in front of him. He wore a casual burgundy day shirt, and sprawled back in his comfortable chair with his legs stretched out beneath the desk. He was not wearing the Nestrakil, but it lay on his desk and the fingers of his left hand toyed with it as she entered … oddly, almost as a self-soothing gesture. 
 
    First time she had noticed that. Keeping her face fixed in a smile of greeting, Tytiana found herself saying silently to the gem, Misbehave, you accursed soul chiller, and I’ll toss you into the nearest volcano. Are we clear? 
 
    Huh? Now who was behaving strangely? 
 
    “Father,” she said equably. “How’s the sheen of all things silk today?” 
 
    “Good. Very good.” His hand dropped the gem. “Excellent work on the market pricing. You just about saved the season with one fell stroke.” 
 
    “It was perfect timing,” she said, perching on the edge of the plush armchair. “House Amandor had begun to prepare crimson fifteenth once again, seeking to undercut our price by half, but I won the business by pressing our superior quality and speedy delivery. We had his Dragonship fully loaded within three hours. That’s one happy – and greedy – trader.” 
 
    Juzzakarr belled out his big laugh. “Good work! Now, ready for the Ball?” 
 
    “The dress is exquisite. Thank you for allowing me to wear it.” 
 
    “Nothing but the finest for the finest. Although Zihaeri outmanoeuvred you in the Escort stakes, did she not? I had a feeling she was holding a bolt back – and Islands’ sakes, it was a corker!” 
 
    “A wonderful match,” Tytiana said truthfully. 
 
    “Your assessment?” 
 
    It was rare indeed upon Helyon to marry for love, and well she knew it. Zihaeri agreed. Now it seemed that her sister would win such a rare prize, the chance of a life with a man she adored and who doted upon her in return; Tytiana prayed that nothing would happen to spoil their happiness. How she prayed! 
 
    She said, “In temperament they are well suited. She has all the training to run a large House; perhaps the High Master Faran does not sufficiently appreciate what a jewel he will be acquiring, but he will soon learn. Zihaeri will grace his halls and his life, and I believe this liaison will open other lucrative opportunities for us, such as the opportunity to acquire insight into their fine-spinning processes for thread thicknesses smaller than the fourth centile. Furthermore, the wet-season performance of their stock is complementary to our dry-season dominance. In short, this match for Zihaeri will do both Houses great honour.” 
 
    Juzzakarr nodded thoughtfully, taking a sip of ice water from the crystal goblet set before him. “Good. In this we are in agreement.” 
 
    Tytiana tried to keep a studious expression on her face. 
 
    “Who is your target for the Ball?” 
 
    “I have some ideas, father, but no-one I have fully decided upon.” 
 
    Her father’s fingers tapped the glass in front of him. Restive? By that gesture alone, Tytiana sensed his displeasure. At length he appeared to come to some conclusion. Selecting a scroll from those lined up to his left, he nudged it toward her with his forefinger. “Herein you will find a short list of suitable candidates I have prepared for you. Pick three of the seven. I expect you to have initiated a bidding war by the end of the Ball.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Juzzakarr’s fist slammed down on his desk, almost jolting her from her perch in fright. “Stop that!” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what your mother used to do.” 
 
    Her gaze stole up to Ahlyaza. She was not sure she executed the mysterious smile half as well, but the resemblance was otherwise striking – excluding her hair colour. Her mother did not have the straight Helyon blonde but rather a natural wave, which in Tytiana was only the wilder and more extravagant. She had the same wide eyes, blue to her daughter’s violet, and the mouth, that was pure mother. She had looked many times. 
 
    Her father said, “Whatever you were looking for in the storage chambers, you will not find it. I had all her diaries and letters burned. Waste of space.” 
 
    Threats, not even veiled. 
 
    One long, hard swallow later, she said, “I was seeking inspiration for the ball.” 
 
    In response, her father levelled one heavy forefinger across the desk at her. “If you have half your mother’s gumption, you’ll deal with this matter of a suitor expeditiously. Do not vex me in this matter, Tytiana. This is your final warning.” 
 
    Lower the gaze. Fight the fire! All you want is to be rid of me, father. Why? 
 
    “Do you hear me?” 
 
    Deliberately soft, she replied, “I experienced a setback in my work today. My lamko assistant did not report for duty this week. Much has been lost.” 
 
    “Appoint another one. They’re a dozen a brass dral.” 
 
    “Not the way they’ve been dying recently.” 
 
    “If there’s a particular reason to keep this one on, do tell.” Tytiana could not speak. A wrong word might doom Jakani and his family. Again, her father made her wait an excruciatingly long time, her eyes demurely and properly lowered, before he added, “The woman displeased me with her shameless begging. You embarrassed this House with your puerile grandstanding. Healing lamko indeed! Then I discovered that this Dirt Picker assistant of yours belongs to the same disgraceful brood of mud grubbers as his crawling insect of a mother. Clearly the honour of labouring honestly in our service is far too much, so I banished the family from approaching within two miles of the House. Those grotesque toad-spawn should be grateful I do not ship them all off to the mines. If there’s one thing I can’t bear, it’s base ingratitude.” 
 
    Flame flickered along her arms in response to his words. Crawling insect. Toad-spawn. His vindictiveness sickened her to the core, more than the scent of smouldering material which he must have noticed. 
 
    If he was the blacksmith, she was the malleable, forge-fired metal laying ready upon the anvil. Yet conversely to what she might have expected of a father-relationship, the hammer-blows of his words seemed to define only what she would not become. So many years he had worked at this. Now, the metal rejected the maker. 
 
    She extinguished her flame with an effort. 
 
    Juzzakarr’s sigh seemed to acknowledge this seminal moment. 
 
    Courage, Tytiana! Have the kind of courage that Isimi demonstrated that day … 
 
    She lifted her gaze to meet his piercing blue eyes, and saw graven upon his features the same thin-lipped, irate dearth of mercy with which he had approached a crippled woman, whip upraised to strike. With great deliberation and menace, her father finished, “And my daughter should be grateful I do not make her live like those lamko caroli, which is indeed all she will ever deserve. I have indulged you for far too long, Tytiana. Now get out of my sight before I lose my temper.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: A Choice Garden 
 
      
 
    SOKADAN PLAYFULLY SWATTED Jakani upon the shoulder. “Away, mine good cart, and make thee excellent time to the Gatehouse. I shall explain forthwith in such terms as even the dullest of conveyances may understand.” 
 
    Jakani hefted his brother easily in the Dragonback position. Since his legs from the waist down were stick-thin and twisted, while from the waist up he was slender but free of deformity, Sokadan weighed considerably less than an able-bodied man. He was wiry but surprisingly strong. His brother clung to his back like a proper monkey, not the lamko pejorative, and bounced along lightly as Jakani set out at a strong pace for the old Gatehouse. In olden times the estate had been much smaller and the Gatehouses had been two guard posts standing either side of the main gates of the estate, two miles from the beautiful white mansion. But Juzzakarr’s grandfather and father had aggressively expanded their holdings. Now the old wall was almost gone, its stone plundered for the dwellings of the higher castes, but there were still traces of its foundations amidst the orchards and at the Gatehouse, a few hundred feet had been preserved either side of the main road. 
 
    “You received a message?” he prompted. 
 
    Sokadan said, “A House Herald stopped by. You and I are ordered to attend the Choice Tytiana in the Gatehouse gardens – hurry up, would you – one hour before suns-down. We are to remain outside the wall due to the two-mile penalty imposed upon our family.” 
 
    “And your part in this is?” 
 
    “I have some trinkets to sell to the children attending a music recital. Well, my friend Hasko is the gardener there, and it is he who will help us –” 
 
    “Since no-one wants to handle goods touched by a lamko. Right.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    His bare feet pounded along the orchard trails, deeply shadowed by the fenturi trees which were full of leaf and life after a good spate of rains during the week. The burgundy colour turned so deep in this season, it was almost purple. 
 
    “You are annoyingly cheerful today, brother.” 
 
    “If you were more cheerful, you’d run faster. May I remind you of whom we are going to see?” 
 
    “How’s this for cheerful: mention her one more time and I’ll sock-a you-in-the-jaw-dan?” 
 
    “You are so unromantic, it pains my soul.” 
 
    “Everything pains your soul. You’re an artist. Isn’t that the point?” 
 
    Sokadan laughed in his ear. “I am happy because I see my life moving forward and I have a taste of purpose and … hope. That’s it. Hope. This is who I am and it feels wonderful and freeing, and for your information mister ‘all I see is gloomy clouds and no rainbows,’ aye, sometimes it is about the pain but sometimes there’s this sense of being a creator myself, in some limited measure, which is my homage and soul’s savour, a service to the Great creator Dragon himself.” 
 
    “I know.” Jakani dabbed at his eyes rather fiercely. “You were not destined to grub beneath the trees like the rest of us, Sokadan. You were created to – ouch! What was that for?” 
 
    “For putting yourself down again.” 
 
    “I – ouch! Stop that. I didn’t even say anything.” 
 
    “You were about to. You stop your ridiculous whining. Listen, a nameless and never-to-be-mentioned girl with waterfalls of swoon-worthy titian hair and ravishing eyes you could dive into forever just summonsed my bellyaching brother, by name, to a clandestine meeting a fraction of an inch outside the prohibited area. The meaning of which does actually penetrate the armour of inconceivable density surrounding your cranial cavity, does it not?” 
 
    “Meaning, I’m about to get a huge kicking?” 
 
    “Try actually using your brain for a change, genius. And run faster. I’ve heard that complaining less wastes less good oxygen and helps one to run more quickly.” 
 
    They were already a few minutes late and the Gatehouse dwellings, one stone home set either side of the main road, were still four miles from their hut. Sokadan knew that. Jakani picked up speed on a flat stretch, revelling in this newfound power of his body. His brother seemed feather-light. He could run like this for ages, he knew, for when – 
 
    “Oh! What the –” He skidded to a halt in a shower of dirt. 
 
    Sokadan peered just as curiously as him into the lowest fork of a tree they had just passed. “The dragonet’s egg?” 
 
    Both brothers shook their heads. The white egg quivered as if begging to be picked up. 
 
    Jakani chuckled, “I do believe little Snippy in there, who refuses to be born like most ordinary creatures, would like to come along for the ride. Very well.” 
 
    “Is Tytiana going to accuse you of having burgled her bedroom again?” 
 
    “Sokadan, when we’re around the Choice, please do try to leave me a shred of dignity to hide behind, alright?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m your brother. What manner of mischief could I possibly perpetrate?” 
 
    “A great deal, apparently!” 
 
    He made record time. Four miles and the suns had barely budged toward the horizon. Maybe ten or eleven minutes? Coming toward the old ruined wall, he left the trail and cut through a small culvert which led to the back of the house on the western side of the main paved road. Sneakily now. Keeping to the shadows and thickets. The Gatehouses had originally been built with a defensive mindset, with strong, thick stone walls and turrets on top for guards or archers, and ornamental gardens behind. Several immense, spreading jinsumo trees shaded the gardens, their boughs heavy with pink blossoms that just now had begun to shed, drifting down upon the mossy stone walls, the green fishpond inside the garden, the carefully trimmed shrubs and picture-perfect flower beds, and the gathering of simply but neatly attired adults and children who had clearly just raided a snacks table and were now listening in hushed awe to a talented harpist playing on a patio beside the house. Judging by their clothing they were from the artisan caste – barrel makers, vintners, leather workers, blacksmiths, silk spinners, tailors and the like. 
 
    The harpist began to sing, and Jakani felt his brother’s jaw thump down atop his shoulder. “Who’s that? Move us, I can’t see. Please.” 
 
    “Choice Quiraeli,” he breathed back, shuffling along the back wall to a place where they could be hidden by the boughs of a low-hanging faroon-nut tree, but also see clearly. He popped his brother atop the crumbling stone breastwork amidst the leaves, where Sokadan knelt, and sighed. 
 
    The young harpist sat on a tall stool with an exquisite instrument arranged before her, a harp of a design unfamiliar to Jakani. Rather than a single set of strings it had two wings set at fifteen degree angles to the vertical opposite each other, crossing over in the centre of the instrument, which could apparently be played independently. Quiraeli’s slipper-clad feet also danced upon a complex arrangement of foot pedals and levers. She bent to her playing with her eyes closed and her arms swaying in languid movements, like a pair of heron’s necks appearing to intertwine in a complex dance, and her fingers frolicked upon the strings. Then, she sang. 
 
    Spellbinding. 
 
    Tytiana sat to her sister’s left, similarly clad in a scarlet day dress, leafing through music set upon a carved wooden scroll stand for her sister and supplying harmony in a husky alto voice that contrasted strongly with her sister’s clarion-sweet soprano. Tytiana was good, but Quiraeli was astounding. After a long, long moment, he realised softly aloud: 
 
    “She has magic.” 
 
    Sokadan did not reply. When Jakani peeked over his shoulder, his brother looked as if he had just seen the legendary Star Dragoness herself lighting up the heavens in a blaze of glory, and his heart lurched in his chest. Oh no. 
 
    He felt instantly ashamed of his reaction. For if he as an able-bodied man had not a shell-sliver of hope with Tytiana, how could his crippled brother … wasn’t that what everyone must think, even the lamko girls who never, ever gave him a second glance? Sokadan must know. He must notice. Was he jealous of his more able brothers? Maybe the real problem was in the minds of those – like himself – who denied him the chance to be able. Who overlooked him without even thinking twice. No chance. 
 
    He had never asked his father and mother how their romance had come about. 
 
    Had he been this blind all his life? 
 
    As the girls played and sang four ballads for their audience, he examined the ugliness he had discovered within himself. Whole societies taught their children to behave and think in these ways without any words, just unspoken attitudes that excused, demeaned and excluded. What excuse had he? None. He had known Sokadan all of his seventeen years. His mother too. He knew their value better than most, didn’t he? Then why not act like it? This was beyond being thoughtless. It was repulsive. 
 
    A brushing against the leaves alerted him. Hasko had come. He was a short, stout fellow of about Sokadan’s age, with a big nose which had clearly been broken at some point, but his eyes were wide and merry with life. He smiled at them both, then whispered in lamko dialect, “Thought you’d never turn up. Not a finger over this wall, understand? Two miles. Right here.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Sack of goods?” Sokadan passed it over. “Like my garden?” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Jakani said. 
 
    “Enchanting,” said Sokadan, not exactly looking at the garden. 
 
    “A dragonet’s egg? Don’t be silly,” said Hasko, passing it back with a show of surprise. “So, let’s see. Three small paintings, and these animal and Dragon wood carvings. A sample picture frame. Good. I have all the pricing up here.” He tapped his temple with one green-stained finger. “More orders can be taken, right?” 
 
    Jakani elbowed Sokadan with all the brotherly love he could muster. “Aye, he’ll make more.” 
 
    “The Choice will speak with you afterward. Stay here.” 
 
    His brother rubbed his arm as they stayed concealed within the nut tree’s broad, powdery-green leaves, and watched Hasko quickly setting out the wares on a small garden table over near the pond. Water tinkled from a small fountain near the middle; Jakani wondered how it worked. Perhaps a servant manually operated it, or was there some other mechanism? His neck itched. Fires? A flick of the eyes. Tytiana was gazing directly at him, despite that the brothers were well concealed by the shrubbery. How did she know? 
 
    Perhaps in the same way that he sensed the fiery core of her nature. 
 
    Like eyes meeting across a room, or the sensation of being watched by an unseen party. Sight was almost superfluous. Dragoness, he thought. 
 
    Over on the porch, a pair of violet eyes widened in startlement. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana fluffed a line as he – that thrice-darned spark generator – confirmed his presence with his usual vexatious flair. Huh. So what. He was an unknown, and she was a Dragoness. Maybe. One teensy-weensy drawback, as in, she had never become one. Never even dreamed about it. In fact, the prospect filled her with a visceral form of terror that made her voice wobble now, and she returned her attention to the music with a frown and a mental apology to Quiraeli, who instinctively covered her slip-up by improvising a set of extravagant chords to finish up the piece. 
 
    Aye. You just hide in that tree, Dirt Picker, Third Class! 
 
    If there was a fourth class, her father would have demoted him already. 
 
    Enthusiastic left-right applause and synchronised cheers acknowledged their efforts. Now the parents and children rose, chatting animatedly about the new music classes that Quiraeli, Fra’anior bless her gorgeous toes, had proposed running twice weekly here at the Gatehouse, and once a week at a similar location near the estate’s northern border. Qui wandered over to the artwork table with several mothers in tow. ‘Oh, would you look at these?’ ‘A miniature yellow-throated flycatcher – how enchanting. The detail!’ ‘Oh, my son would love this Dragon! It even has miniature fangs and talons.’ 
 
    Quiraeli regarded the paintings with her head tilted askance, nibbling at a stray hank of blonde hair. 
 
    The gardener was doing a brisk trade. Tytiana suddenly wondered where the art had come from. Hadn’t she seen a figurine just like that Dragon only a few weeks back? Aye. At the Sakazi family hearth, if she was not mistaken. 
 
    Had to be Sokadan’s hand. Was he here, too? 
 
    A short while later the parents were saying their farewells and Tytiana finally had a moment with the gardener. She asked, “Are these your work?” 
 
    “No, Choice Tytiana,” he said, genuflecting roughly but respectfully. “They come from the honourable Sakazi family.” 
 
    She knew an honourable rascal from that family. “Thought so.” 
 
    “Thought what, Tyti?” Quiraeli asked diffidently. 
 
    “There are spies in this garden.” 
 
    “Spies?” Qui glanced about in alarm, before accusing, “We had better not be playing a trick on our gullible younger sister.” 
 
    “Follow me. I shall lead you to the miscreants forthwith. I mean, the pair of rascals.” 
 
    To their credit, the bush overhanging the wall did not quiver so much as a leaf as Tytiana led her sister along the garden path toward them. Hasko followed along, bringing the now-diminished sack containing but two figurines and one painting. 
 
    Quiraeli worried, “Are they pirates? Bandits? What are you up to, Tyti?” 
 
    “Worse. Lamko scoundrels, show yourselves!” Tytiana demanded. 
 
    The branches wriggled enticingly. “Durst thou approach, o hitherto innocent maiden?” 
 
    “Hitherto? Watch thou brazen language, o skulker in shadowy spaces! Shady spaces, even.” 
 
    Qui giggled, “Sounds dangerous.” 
 
    She and her sister ducked beneath a large, leafy branch which swept the ground some ten feet further into the ground, and found themselves suddenly nose-to-nose with a pair of grinning lamko rascals. Well, one was grinning. The other, Sokadan, looked pale enough to expire right where he knelt. Poor chap. Quiraeli’s extraordinary beauty often had that effect. He gazed at his heavily callused knees as if he had just discovered them poking out of his tattered, dusty red shorts, tucked his poor legs further beneath him, and trembled like a leaf. 
 
    Her heart ached for him. Didn’t she know that feeling? Her missing foot even had phantom itches and aches, sometimes. 
 
    Jakani made introductions, dropping the misbehaving egg into Tytiana’s palm once more. “Just won’t stay put,” he grinned, leaning insouciantly upon the wall. “Thank you for the performance, ladies. It was memorable.” 
 
    She touched his elbow deliberately. 
 
    Kerack! Instant new hairstyle. Jakani muttered something better left unheard as he danced in agony, clutching his elbow. 
 
    “The effect is increasing in strength even with regular discharge events,” she observed in her most scientific manner to Quiraeli, who started giggling at the sight of Jakani’s shoulder-length black hair standing sharply upright. Even Sokadan managed a nervy chuckle. 
 
    Jakani tried to smooth his hair down. “Why thank you, Choice Tytiana. I’m sure that killed every flea I ever owned.” 
 
    “Fleas?” snorted his brother. “The hibernating spiders and the lice are the – excuse me. I promised to behave myself.” 
 
    “He’s the naughty one – naughtier than you?” Tytiana inquired. 
 
    “You had better believe it.” 
 
    Sokadan punched his brother’s shoulder. “You’re the prime instigator.” 
 
    Studying her toes, Qui said, “You’re the artist behind those pieces, Sokadan? You have a wonderful gift. I particularly appreciated the way you work with the natural grain and three-stage polish the finished product to bring out all the natural beauty of the wood.” 
 
    “Thank you, o Choice Quiraeli,” he managed to breathe in return. “Actually, the polishing process I’ve devised is somewhat more complex than the standard – ahem. I’m sorry. I do get carried away, but I’m sure all these minutiae of craftsmanship are not very interesting to a lady of your station. Or that could be a sadly mistaken conjecture. You’re an amazing artist yourself. Your touch on those harmonic minor counter-glissades was outstanding. Although I did notice you misplaced one note in the second from final stave.” 
 
    Evidently his brother’s level of musical knowledge was a surprise to Jakani. Her, too. Where would a lamko acquire such insight? Their education was as far from a House priority as the suns were above the Isles. 
 
    “A whole note? Oh, the scandal,” the younger girl murmured. She raised her eyes at last and gazed frankly at him, and Qui said, “You’re very observant.” 
 
    “Unforgivably picky of me, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Few would notice.” 
 
    Tytiana’s startled sidelong glance took in the slight bloom on her sister’s cheek, and there was the matter of Sokadan’s sudden bout of volubility. Maybe this was mutual admiration of each other’s craft, but a little dragonet cheeping in her ear suggested otherwise. Bells and rainbows! That said, was her behaviour any better? Perhaps she should magnanimously overlook the matter of Jakani’s having taken advantage of her summons to hawk his brother’s wares. 
 
    As her sister and Sokadan apparently took fright and looked anywhere but at each other, she explained her brief meeting with the High Master. 
 
    “That’s ghastly,” Jakani said at length. “Here I thought I was having agonies these last days.” 
 
    Qui said, “It’s not like father to be so cruel.” 
 
    Tytiana dearly would have loved to smack some sense into her bashful sister. Grow up! See father for who he truly was! But it was not for her to try to destroy innocence. Did she not know that father’s threat of a dungeon or the mines was seriously made? His list was not desperately unfair. Some of those Young Masters were nice boys who would treat her well – that, or she’d do far more than rearrange their fancy hairstyles! She and Zihaeri must come up with a plan, but what? 
 
    She said, “Jakani, did father or the overseers give you any other explicit orders?” 
 
    “No, but it’s assumed I’ll return to the orchards where our kind belong.” He said this without rancour. “I’ll miss the work.” 
 
    “Good,” said Tytiana, turning the now-quiescent egg over in her fingers. Did he mean he’d miss her? Or just the acid lash of her tongue? “Here are my orders. Actually, this is Quiraeli’s idea. I would like to continue my work for the lamko, and indeed for all the staff. I know that my healing skills could improve with practice, implementing some of the ideas I discussed with Adazara the Teal. So I’ll need a willing runner to go find sick or injured people, not too many at a time, and bring them to me twice or three times a week – that would be after the harp lessons Qui will be giving here at the Gatehouse and also north of our house. See? Excellent plan. Then we can touch every few days –” 
 
    “– you mean, you can explode my hair –” 
 
    The familiar flame crackled behind her words as the joke sparked her temper. “I would otherwise miss practising my insults and kicking your scrawny behind, boy. Are we agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “And?” Her chin lifted challengingly at his doubtful tone. 
 
    “Most of the staff live outside the two-mile radius, correct?” Jakani mused. “O Choice Quiraeli, thank you for graciously granting me the opportunity to continue to be enslaved and tortured on a regular basis by Tytiana the Terrible, scourge of the Isles.” 
 
    Tytiana showed him her little finger. “Do you know what I can do with this, Dirt Picker?” 
 
    He raised his hands in a defensive posture. “Mercy!” 
 
    Parting, Qui said softly, “I should appreciate the opportunity to see more of your work, Dirt Picker … ah, Sokadan.” 
 
    “And I more of you, o Choice,” he replied. 
 
    Then he slipped onto Jakani’s back with the ease of long familiarity, blushing up a decent suns-set as he evidently rued the slip his tongue had made. As the brothers disappeared behind a screen of fenturi trees, Tytiana realised that Jakani had deliberately backed away so as to best shield Sokadan’s legs from their sight. Or was that to watch her for as long as possible, those golden glints in his – sigh – lovely eyes seeming to catch alight in the last rays of a radiant suns-set? 
 
    How many ballads or poets claimed that a woman yearned for a man to regard her like that?  
 
    There among the thick leaves of the nut tree, her fires sighed. 
 
    Farewell, Jakani. For now it is to the choosing of another whom I shall never regard as I regard thee, and the parting of ways but not of hearts. I shall suffer, aye, but that is as nothing compared to the burden I carry for my sisters. His punishment will never stop at me. I must protect them as a mother Dragoness guards her eggs. 
 
    So it must be. She had no other choice. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So, you’ve settled matters with the Choice?” Isimi asked, as Jakani set down a water bucket beside the hearth. “Sokadan was just telling me it was her father’s doing.” 
 
    Jakani raised an eyebrow at his brother, who reddened and began to whittle furiously at his next work, a leaping rajal of perhaps twenty inches long. It was his biggest and most ambitious piece yet. He had found a chunk of fine darkwood to ‘chip-chop’, as he jokingly called his work. It already gleamed under the light of their lamp, and he was only at the rough shaping stage as yet. No polish in sight – well, they needed to save more to purchase better polish. More favours. 
 
    Scooping water into her cooking pot, Isimi added, “I heard it was my fault. I’m so sorry, Jakani.” 
 
    “Mom, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? Really? When your stupidly unthinking mother crawled up there in front of all those people, humiliated this family, and stole so much from you? It isn’t nothing! Aren’t you angry – you aren’t? Bitter? Enraged? Didn’t you see what I did? Ouch.” 
 
    Catching her hand, Jakani said, “I see that you shouldn’t peel vegetables when you’re upset, Mom. Come on. This cut needs dressing.” 
 
    “Jakani you – what’s the matter with you? Don’t you care that the High Master called this person a crawling insect – oh, oh, I’m … so ashamed …” 
 
    Scooping his mother up into his arms, he held her close as she wept upon his shoulder. “I care. I care more than you might know right now, Mom, but I wasn’t ashamed. The truth is I was so proud of you, I almost popped. There was … so much power in you, in that moment, such beauty of spirit, Mom, I … I don’t even know how to describe how I felt! I wanted to be like you. Be you! But instead, I was like all the other lamko, just standing there like a flock of dumb ralti sheep awaiting the shearer, desperately wanting to be more, to break out of that numb, hopeless place which is all they think we can ever be, and then you showed the way. You were more. My little mother was stronger than that great brute of a High Master.” 
 
    Isimi stared at him as if he had a cockroach crawling up his nose. “Jaki …” 
 
    “No, I’m not ashamed,” he insisted. “Far from it. You are my hero.” 
 
    As her sobs quietened, Isimi kissed his cheek and sob-chuckled, “Your little mother, eh? I can still reach your backside, young man, and don’t you forget it. I’m no-one’s heroine. Just an impulsive woman.” 
 
    Behind them at the table, Sokadan made a clucking noise. “Brother, is this the same mother who taught us not to lie?” 
 
    “Aye. I’d have to wash my mouth out for telling such a nasty pack of lies,” Jakani agreed gleefully. “Isn’t that so, Mom? Isn’t that what you taught us?” 
 
    “Put me down, you great big lummox. I’m bleeding all over your new grey tunic shirt.” 
 
    “It’s far from new, and I am not putting you down until you admit you’re a hero.” 
 
    “I was just angry. Injustice, that’s what set me off. Jakani. Stop it.” He squeezed her tighter. “Put me down, you disobedient, scabby-kneed wretch. You’re getting too strong. I just did what any other mother would have done.” 
 
    “Sure. I saw loads of mothers up there with you, Mom. Well, anyways, let’s get this heroic finger fixed up and I’ll ask Mayoko to peel the vegetables. I’ll also need some motherly advice on how to go about my new job. Aye, the Choice continues to work me like a ditch labourer. Are all women like that?” 
 
    She clipped his ear fondly. “Are all boys as exasperating as you?” 
 
    “So Mom, did I tell you that Sokadan made a conquest too?” 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    Isimi’s eyebrows peaked as Sokadan managed to slice the palm of his hand with his new chisel, purchased with the proceeds of his growing business. He growled, “Jaki … aye, you are deeply exasperating.” Sokadan pressed a cloth to the cut. “Mom, I met the Choice Quiraeli today, that’s all that happened.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “She complimented him on his woodcarvings and artwork.” 
 
    To Jakani’s delight, his brother was looking rather steamed under the collar and his mother knew it. Isimi made a querying noise in her throat. 
 
    “Incredible harpist,” he muttered. “That’s all.” 
 
    “What else happened, Jakani?” 
 
    “She said to Sokadan, ‘I should appreciate the opportunity to see more of your work.’ ” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Isimi. 
 
    “And, she turned quite pink.” 
 
    Sokadan lowered his head to the tabletop, and thumped it there several times. “Bothersome brothers!” Starting quietly, he said, “Mom, she’s the most beautiful creature you’ve ever seen, maybe on this entire Island, and here I … look at me. Look at what I am!” 
 
    His raw scream made Mayoko jump and cry out. Jakani did not know where to look. A pox on his stupid, wagging tongue! 
 
    When would he ever learn? 
 
    “Gaah!” Sokadan groaned. “Sorry. It’s easy for you, Jaki – well, not easy, but you know what I mean. There are days when my disability is plain unbearable, and this is one of them – curse this fate, Great Dragon! Curse you for giving me these useless, crippled legs!” 
 
    At that instant, Jakani felt a sensation like a tiny ‘pop’ in his chest and the gleaming white egg appeared from nowhere, pinged off his brother’s bowed head, and rolled across the table toward him. 
 
    He stopped the dragonet’s egg with his hand. “Brother, I think he heard you.” 
 
    Sokadan just stared across the table with huge, awed eyes. Jakani saw his lips move. Apologising to Fra’anior? He would! 
 
    Isimi shook her head. “You boys and your choices.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: The Ball 
 
      
 
    WITH THE PASSING of four weeks to the Annual Choices’ Ball, the season quickly grew noticeably chillier. Winter in Helyon always seemed to arrive suddenly. One day the skies would cloud thickly, the wind began to whistle through the fenturi trees, and the first heavy rains lashed the Island. The overseers drove the workers particularly hard in this season, ensuring the last valuable pickings were gathered, the trees were perfectly pruned, spider shelters checked and cleaned, and the last of the silk gleaned from the topmost branches of the trees. The spiders would spin right through the winter, they had discovered, if the weather was warm enough and there was some shelter for the freezing night – hence the rectangular wooden shelters, inside which the spiders often spun thick webs suitable for heavier thread applications. 
 
    Tytiana behaved with great decorum. She must not risk Zihaeri’s happiness. She pretended to discuss the merits of the various potential suitors exhaustively with any relative, confidante or business partner who would listen. Everyone had advice, but it was the High Master Faran of House White who gave her the most honest guidance of all. 
 
    As they walked together in the formal gardens of House White helping him get to know his future younger sister, the white-uniformed young man chose a secluded spot to turn to her and say, “Choice Tytiana, I try to read the political web like any other High Master. I would have you know, your work with the lamko merits honour with the progressive Young Masters and Choices – as it does with me, most assuredly – but the older set are highly conservative, and it is they who will determine the flight of your future. Do not underestimate the depth of anti-lamko sentiment amongst the Houses.” 
 
    She had thanked him, burned her dress in frustration, and had to return to her chambers to change. 
 
    Maybe she should be a Dragoness. She’d eat that entire flock of skulking windrocs and scatter their fang-cracked bones across ten thousand leagues of Cloudlands! 
 
    Should she eschew Jakani? Halt the work which had seen one hundred and seventeen healings so far, but a far greater number of failures? She tried not to discriminate between the castes. But as the weeks rolled on, she became more and more aware of her father’s scrutiny. It seemed everywhere she looked there was another House functionary or spy, attending to her sister’s harp lessons, watching when she entered or departed the House, finding excuses to travel with her or her sisters, and she soon uncovered evidence that even the maidservants in her chambers were checking her scroll work and reporting back to father. 
 
    The pressure mounted on all fronts. 
 
    Tytiana made up her mind. Should Fra’anior smile upon her, she would find herself a suitable Young Master at the Ball. A week before the event, she told Jakani as much. He received the news in stoic silence, congratulated her success in a voice that groaned like a body freshly exhumed from the grave – matching her feelings perfectly – and took his leave of her, staggering away like a man wounded. 
 
    She did not see him again after that. 
 
    Her dreams were a hodgepodge of craziness that week leading up to the Ball, but she reserved the worst for the night before. She dreamed of eloping in blissful happiness with Jakani and living in a cave beneath Sylakia Island, of all places, parleying with the pirates to destroy her House, changing into a Dragoness and eating her father alive, and Zihaeri turning around and slaying her Dragoness-sister with an infeasibly long Dragon lance. Having woken from that medley of madness in the early hours, she sternly told herself to go to sleep again and promptly had an endless nightmare of running away from a monstrous fenturi spider who had her father’s face on top of its grotesquely hairy body. She screamed and screamed for Jakani, but no help came. 
 
    She awoke feeling just marvellous. Muzzy head. Sore throat. Fire pounding relentlessly behind her temples, so much so that crimson flames flickered around the edges of her vision. She had never experienced that effect before. 
 
    Must be stress. 
 
    Or a lack of Jakani, her discharge point? Great Islands, how was that a fair assessment of his utility to her? Fra’anior, without him I should die … but she must carry on. 
 
    Then Sariaki came in and threw the biggest temper tantrum under the suns about not being allowed to attend the Ball. 
 
    Tytiana stormed out of her bed, grabbed her sister by the throat – and stopped herself. No, no, no! This fire would not rule her. Instead, she kissed Sariaki who thankfully had not understood the thoughts pounding through her enflamed mind, and held her, and wept inside of herself. Accursed fires! How could it be good for a person to burn like this? 
 
    She would end up killing someone she loved. 
 
    Endless preparations consumed the day. She, Zihaeri and Quiraeli had a bevy of maidservants fluttering about to primp, coif, polish and otherwise irritate the living spiders out of the three Choices for hours and hours and hours on end. Nothing short of perfection would do. At last it was down to donning the dresses. Tytiana wore a very traditional and, in her opinion, laughably staid set of full-length undergarments, the under-corset and sliplet, and then over that went the profusion of hoops and petticoats, then the main dress itself, and finally the jewellery and headpiece atop her hair that for once, had suffered itself to be wrestled into a presentable style – piled high beneath the hairnet in waves, with burning orange ringlets tinged with her signature gold cascading over her right shoulder and down her back to her waist. 
 
    To accomplish that feat had only taken three hairdressers four times longer than all of her sisters combined. 
 
    Zihaeri said, “You look amazing.” 
 
    Tytiana grimaced and said in a thick pretend-lamko accent, “Aye, I’ve packed me man trap and me manacles. I’m ready.” 
 
    They all hooted with laughter. 
 
    The carriage ride to House Alagar, the Orange, would take just over an hour. The family took two carriages since the three ball gowns could not possibly be squeezed into just one carriage. Their father and Quiraeli drove ahead, while Tytiana and Zihaeri came after, plus the inevitable cortege of servants and soldiers. 
 
    The evening was cool but beautiful, purples gathering in the eastern sky while the west grew radiant with a crepuscular firestorm that appeared to emanate from clouds that bracketed the lowering Yellow Moon. Wow. Incredible. Driving the two miles down to the Gatehouses which had become so familiar to her, they then passed into the newer part of the estate. The lamko houses were set back well out of sight, but they passed two ‘craftsmen’ villages before the main road cut away toward the Western shore, steadily climbing a headland until they were afforded a panoramic view of the suns setting the Cloudlands afire with rose and crimson, the thick streaks of light like living, burning bullion crossing the sky to set the fenturi fruit agleam like silver stars amidst the fiery burgundy orchards. 
 
    Tytiana touched her chest. Oddly, she felt a stretching sensation. Was that a sense of him, perhaps settling down for dinner in his hut, as they left his tiny village miles behind? 
 
    Let her fate be. Few Helyon Islanders married for love. 
 
    Her eyes became blind to the suns-set, and the beauty all around her, as the carriage raced away into the gathering night. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani stared at the egg. “Tonight’s the ball.” 
 
    Was the white shell becoming thinner? It seemed indestructible. He could not imagine why a dragonet would tarry like this, when it clearly seemed to be quite busy inside that shell from time to time, tapping or even making tiny, almost inaudible chirping sounds. 
 
    “What do you think of that, eh? Wish I could dash over there and rescue the girl. They’d only shorten me by a head. A painless and permanent solution to my problems, to be sure.” 
 
    The egg, set before him on the watchtower platform, was silent. He lay up here on his stomach with his chin cupped in his hands, watching the suns-set. Melancholy. Despairing. Wondering if he should not be happy for Tytiana. Tonight, she would work out which of her peers she would marry, and the High Master would be content, and the heaviest of hands would lift from her life. He knew what it was like to carry a duty of care for his siblings. In some ways, given Sokadan’s limitations, he had been required to function as the older brother over the years. At least Quiraeli had continued to treat Sokadan without apparent distaste, having met him two further times. She had glanced at his legs once or twice, but most people did that. He had glanced at Tytiana’s wooden foot, hadn’t he? 
 
    Qui seemed so kind. Please, o Fra’anior, let it not be just for show. He could not even give voice to hope; but that he carried such a burden for Sokadan, it was as if he ached to bear those wounds for his brother. To be his shield and his substitute, impossible as that might seem. What courage it must have demanded of Sokadan to pursue his art. The stakes had never been higher. 
 
    For him, the game was already lost. 
 
    From this perspective, the egg looked huge. If he lowered his head enough, it covered half of the Island-World. Interesting. Yet the backlighting of the suns had not revealed any of its inner secrets. 
 
    He should return home for supper. His parents would be worried. Everyone would be sympathetic and gentle with him and he wondered if he could handle their love in a gracious manner; he must, but he was weak and hurting, and this dull ache of unfairness was all his heart knew. 
 
    At least he had a family who cared about his dreams, impossible as they might be. Tytiana did not enjoy as much with her father. 
 
    Over the egg’s sparkling rim he saw a flight of Dragons patrolling the Island – tonight, they would be on high alert as an attack at the Ball could be devastating. His head swivelled as he scanned the horizon. Nothing out there. 
 
    Nothing but heartbreak. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Security at House Alagar was heavy. A double ring of armed guards and soldiers extended right around the formal gardens and lawns. In the middle of the garden stood an architecturally gorgeous pavilion, painted in her opinion a perfectly ghastly orange with ochre undertones, open on all sides, which was the centrepiece of this year’s Ball. One walked through the tall columns to the dance floor, where a thirty-piece orchestra played traditional Helyon maskals, denni-blues and lyroms for the dancers. Tytiana saw further guards standing to attention beside the columns, wearing the liveries of many Houses. The man-drawn carriages rolled up to the front steps of the main House, however, which again was built in a hexagonal shape around a central courtyard, two stories high in a new outmoded wood-beam Helyon style. The building would be over three hundred years old. Each corner had a taller turret, some seven stories high, which in olden times had been manned by archers. Doubtless some men might be stationed up there tonight, despite the Dragon guard up in the skies. 
 
    The first order of the evening was to join the receiving queue to greet the High Master of the House, and naturally, to look as pretty, marriageable and expensive as possible, whilst remaining approachable. No problem. She had trained for this all her life. 
 
    The House was as opulent as she had expected. Every last square inch had been dusted, cleaned and polished to the highest standards for this event. Everyone wore their finery in the signature House colours – formal double-breasted jackets and jewelled neckerchiefs for the men, with slightly flared long trousers and gleaming boots, while the women wore a feast of colours and jewellery, in styles ranging from elegant simplicity to her own extravagant, artistic masterpiece – surely the most eye-catching of all. 
 
    Thank you, Ahlyaza. 
 
    The High Master and his four Young Masters, two of whom had the good fortune to feature on her list of potential victims this evening, greeted Juzzakarr and complimented him on his beautiful daughters, and then Zihaeri, Tytiana and Quiraeli took their turns working their way down the receiving row. The four Young Masters were all tall, blonde and handsome lads, and she made sure her deep genuflection, as snidely ordered by her father, showed sufficient cleavage to make eyes widen in appreciation, but after they had passed along and the herald called the next family’s entrance, she heard someone whisper, ‘No. That’s the lamko-lover, boys.’ 
 
    She was so shocked she glanced back over her shoulder. High Master plus four royally ignored her. Her own family did not appear to have heard anything. Had she imagined the slight? 
 
    No. Her evening turned into a succession of snubs, open or subtle. The Young Masters passed her over for dance after dance. Even scions of those Houses directly allied with her own did not take offers to dance. One or two came over to converse and were gracious enough to apologise, but generally, everyone acted as if she had the caroli plague. Only Faran’s intervention to whisk her away for a dance number – at Zihaeri’s very unsubtle prompting – saved her from complete humiliation. The one glance she dared to take at her father showed a face blacker than thunder. 
 
    Was this planned by him? Or not? 
 
    She felt as numb and unfeeling as her wooden foot, and far less useful. 
 
    For her sisters, the evening was nothing short of a rampaging success. Quiraeli had more offers of dances than one girl could manage in a lifetime – at one point the Young Masters came close to starting a brawl over a disagreement as to who would take the next dance with her – while Juzzakarr and High Master Faran made their big announcement at the traditional time, after the seventeenth dance of the evening. Rapturous applause! Young Masters and Houses lining up to offer their congratulations! Faran blushed and laughed and bowed fifty times or more. She stood with her family and smiled prettily until the queue of well-wishers calmed down. More dance numbers. More waiting upon the sidelines. Her stupid artificial foot had decided to pretend to ache this evening. 
 
    How was that even possible? 
 
    What a perfect fool Tytiana felt now for imagining how much like a grounded windroc Jakani might feel in this, the highest strata of Helyon society, for tonight she knew what it was to be a pariah. 
 
    A flame drowning in a sea of beautiful, rich people who cared not a jot for her. 
 
    She felt queasy. Realising she might just be hungry, Tytiana snagged Zihaeri between dance numbers and they raided the snacks table together. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tyti,” her sister said. “I had no idea it would be like this.” 
 
    “I wrapped my own bolt of silk, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Aye, you did. But this smacks of a concerted campaign. I don’t like it.” Zihaeri added, “Father wouldn’t have done this tonight, at the hour of his triumph. I just don’t understand how it could have been arranged without us catching wind of something foul – are you alright?” 
 
    “Not feeling very well, actually. I need some air.” 
 
    “We’re outdoors, sis.” 
 
    Now that it was fully dark, torches had been lit all around the gardens and lamplight spilled over the busy dance floor. The band had struck up an energetic maskal. Couples paired up as if by magic, even out amongst the gazebos, tinkling streams and by a pretty pond fringed with miniature trees. Suddenly, Tytiana could not face it anymore. The painted faces. The snide comments and sly glances. It felt as if every person present hated her, even though she knew some did not. 
 
    “I … think I need the bathroom. Icky stomach.” 
 
    “Want help?” 
 
    “I’ll be alright. This is your night and I don’t want to spoil it for you. I’ll come back smiling as if nothing happened.” 
 
    “Smiling on your way to the dungeon?” 
 
    Tytiana knew her smile looked sickly. “Aye.” And then father would take it out on the lamko. That communal whipping would be nothing compared to the wrath of a High Master scorned. He would make sure she knew it was all her fault for reaching out to them. 
 
    Oh, Jakani. I can’t touch anything without burning it to cinders. 
 
    “I’ll come back and try again. One of these Young Masters must be amenable.” 
 
    “Or drunk enough,” Zihaeri agreed. 
 
    She strode off with indecent haste. Had to, or she would have hit her own sister. Tytiana walked blindly until she found a servant, and asked for directions to the cloakrooms. There she would find servants to help with intractable dresses or makeup disasters, gossip galore, and a quiet corner perhaps to catch her breath and her wits besides. She had to think. Think and react. Maybe snagging a drunk one was actually a sensible idea. She could dump the chump later. 
 
    How drunk was drunk enough on this night of her disgrace? 
 
    A whole first floor of a tower just inside the main house had been set aside for the needs of the ladies attending the Ball. The first room was far too busy with important women of the Houses doing business, and she received several frosty glances besides as she glanced through the doorway. Right. The women would be even more vicious than the men. Tytiana swept along the corridor, watching herself approach a huge mirror. What a waste of an unforgettable dress, for the person within was worthless. Slighted. Ridiculed. About to sink without a trace. 
 
    What would those meriatite mines be like? Surely no less frozen than this reception. 
 
    “Tytiana?” 
 
    “Nanny! Oh, am I glad to see you.” 
 
    Nanny Lyriana was just the tonic she needed. Tytiana poured out the story of her evening to a sympathetic ear as Nanny whisked her away to a quiet room. She helped Tytiana with the dress and hooped skirts. One could not even sit down in these hoops, so trying to use a chamber pot without first getting undressed would be an exercise in embarrassment. Even the jewelled bodice had to come off. At last. She sat in a private stall, just her and her thoughts, and wondered if tears would not come. They did not. Instead, she was stonily furious. This miserable, slithering coven of titled snobs could go throw themselves in the Cloudlands as far as she was concerned. The whole revolting caste system could take the same leap, too. She had done right. Nobody could take that away from her. 
 
    Odd. What was that sound? 
 
    “Nanny?” 
 
    No reply. Well, perhaps she had gone to find that goblet of water Tytiana had asked for. Finishing up, she laced up her undergarments and tucked her silken sliplet back where it belonged before stepping out of the stall into the main chamber. Now she had to face the process of putting on the dress – her absent dress? The room was completely empty … or? 
 
    What? 
 
    Tytiana had just begun to cast about in puzzlement when a hand attached to an arm roughly the dimensions of a prime leg of ralti mutton grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. Sharp metal pricked her ear. “Not a sound, Choice.” 
 
    She screamed, but only inside of herself. Too panicked to make any sound. Disbelieving that this could be happening to her. Where was Nanny Lyriana? And where by the stars above was her dress? The man stank of alcohol and sweat and a sickly sweet tobacco or smoke she could not identify, a body odour as overpowering as his huge size. Struggle she might, but she was going nowhere and she might earn herself a slit throat in the bargain. 
 
    Then, another man appeared from behind the stall and pressed a stinking rag to her mouth and nose. “Time to say nighty night, girlie,” he sneered. 
 
    Fight! Burn them! Be a Dragoness! All she could think was that Nanny must be a traitor, or she was lying somewhere, knocked unconscious. Then the peculiar smell wormed its way up her nose and into her brain, and the room began to whirl around her. 
 
    She began to shriek, Jakani! Help, Jak – 
 
    Darkness sucked her down like water spiralling into a plughole. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kerblam! He walked straight into the door. “Ah … oh!” Jakani felt his nose. “How did I –” 
 
    His family were all laughing at him. “Mind the door, genius,” Sokadan called. “Not that wood’s any harder than your head.” 
 
    “Jaki alright?” Airi worried. 
 
    “I …” He was not alright. His throat burned as if he had quaffed a goblet of molten lava and his heart felt as if it would gallop straight out of his chest. Unbearable heat made his limbs feel as heavy as lead. “Tytiana! She’s in trouble!” 
 
    Hanzaki said, “Son, how do you –” 
 
    “I know! I just … do. Where’s the Ball, Dad? Where’s the freaking dance?” 
 
    Isimi snapped, “Jakani! Don’t speak to your –” 
 
    But his father cried at once, “House Alagar, on the Western road! Go!” 
 
    His frantic grab ripped the entire front door out of its frame. Jakani stared stupidly at the wood for a second, before he set it to one side. “Sorry. Dad, Mom – have to go. Tytiana needs me.” He took one backward step, and then shot out into the night. 
 
    How he knew was not even a question. The terror that gripped his heart was a bonfire of rage and need and certainty. She was in mortal peril. He hurled himself along well-known trails for several minutes before reason percolated through the urgency. Alagar was a ways. He did not know the lamko trails out there. The main road took a long curve along the westerly peninsula, but that would be the quickest route, wouldn’t it? Illegal. But what better could he do? 
 
    Bursting through a screen of young fenturi trees, he hurdled a stream in a single long bound and flew on. At this speed the leaves and low-hanging branches struck his face and shoulders like whips. Go! Faster! Every second counted. Cutting down to the main road that led out of the Cyraxana estate, he picked up speed on the hard paving stones. Feet slapping down like a herd of nenko carriage-men running riot. Thank Fra’anior for bright starlight in a season that was usually overcast. Screaming into a turn, he found the big road, and now he could pin back his ears and for the first time, run without stinting. The wind crowded down his throat into his labouring lungs as he picked up speed. How long could he keep up this pace? 
 
    He must. 
 
    Jakani ran for her life. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana stirred groggily. Something was not right. There was a terrible roaring and crackling sound nearby, and the heat was ferocious. Was she lying upon a lava flow? In bed? Why could she not move her hands? Why was her head so muzzy? 
 
    Burning. She had to shift positions. Struggling over onto her side, Tytiana discovered that she was tied up – trussed like mutton upon a spit, in fact. Her head jerked this way and that. Hexagonal room. Floor as hot as an oven. That roaring … the building was on fire! Flames thundered up past the window to her left. This was terror on a scale she had never known before. Heated sweat broke out all over her body as she jerked frantically at the ropes, tearing her skin in dread. Another window ahead of her seemed to be clear, but that meant finding her feet, or rolling, or … she rolled rapidly, over and over, fighting the tough cords that bit into her wrists and elbows. Her captors had trussed her knees and ankles too, leaving nothing to chance. A fat rag sat in her mouth, held in place by further hanks of rope that stretched her mouth painfully sideways, as if she was trying to smile the widest smile in the world. 
 
    Going nowhere fast. There wasn’t a fraction of an inch of give in her bonds. 
 
    She rolled until she thumped against the wall. Lever up. Wriggle. Bridge the body! Cursing, snuffling through her nose, starting to cough at the heat and the smoke, Tytiana finally managed to push herself half upright. She peered over the windowsill. Was she in a tower room? Aye, high up, perhaps on the topmost floor. 
 
    The party down below had come to a standstill. By the light of the leaping flames she saw hundreds of faces peering upward, but none of them appeared to see her. She screamed and screamed into the filthy gag. She banged her head against the metal bars that criss-crossed the window in an ornamental diamond pattern, perhaps built for safety. No hope of attracting attention that way. Filthy bandits! Who wanted to kill her? Father? This kidnapping had been organised. Someone must have set a fire on the floors below. Who wanted her dead so badly they would go to such lengths; why not simply have one of those ruffians slit her throat? No. Instead they had tied her with great skill and far too much rope, and left her up here to burn alive. 
 
    Perhaps it was meant to look like suicide? 
 
    “Murgh! Murgh!” was all she could scream. Tytiana looked around frantically again. The door would be locked, of course. No way out of here but a door or a window – and the drop would kill her if the fire didn’t. 
 
    Which death would be quicker? Less painful? 
 
    Please, oh please. If she had ever needed to be a Dragoness, now was the time. Please let Adazara be right! 
 
    She could not even summon so much as her own spark – Jakani! JAKANI! 
 
    All that was within her cried out for him. They had a connection. Was it beyond reason to hope that he might hear her, and come? Her eyes searched the night. Where was he? The stone floor was becoming so hot she could barely stand the burning through her right slipper. The guests stood around and pointed at the leaping flames. There was her father, talking animatedly with High Master Faran. He did not even know she was missing. 
 
    Then, she saw something streaking through the darkness beyond the grounds like a comet. Orange fire. A flaming blur that moved far faster than any mortal man could run, but it seemed to Tytiana in that instant that her vision leaped across that space, and she saw or imagined Jakani’s face smudged with flame, contorted with effort as he darted through the lines of soldiers and past them long before they could react, and then he was slowing, searching, seeking her with the powerful senses of … his heart? Magic? She did not know what she felt, only that the consuming terror she had felt began to recede. 
 
    Hope had come. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani’s dash led him amidst the guests of the Annual Choices’ Ball more quickly than he could credit. He still thought he was slowing down when he found himself across an ornamental lawn, crashing through a pond and a small screen of bushes thereafter, and approaching a horde of the extravagantly dressed elites of Helyon. Thankfully, they were much more preoccupied with the roaring fire than with the presence of a lamko in their midst. 
 
    Tytiana. Where was she? He sensed her nearness, yet when he gazed around at that sea of heads, not one was the colour of the flame that enveloped one whole segment of the hexagonal orange House, and sprouted in ferocious tongues out of the lower windows of one of the towers. 
 
    He grabbed the person nearest him. “Tytiana. Where’s Tytiana?” 
 
    The man looked scandalised. “Lamko? What’s a monkey doing here?” 
 
    He tried another. Much the same response. 
 
    Another. 
 
    Another, and another. He was starting to create a stir now, his filthy rags amongst all these silk suits and dresses, his black hair and tan Eastern skin tone standing out starkly against their fair skins. Zihaeri! At last. Pushing through the crowd, using his forearms to break the grip of two pairs of hands that tried to stop him, Jakani forced his way to her side. 
 
    “Zihaeri! Where’s Tytiana?” 
 
    She stared at him. “Jakani? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What? You know this lamko?” growled the tall High Master next to her. “Guards. Guard –” 
 
    “Stop, Faran,” said Zihaeri, growing paler than her fine blonde hair. “What’s the matter with Tytiana? Why are you here?” 
 
    The Master looked incensed, as well he might be, because Zihaeri grabbed his hand as she spoke. Jakani spluttered, “I – she’s in trouble. That’s all I know. I felt it, and came. Where’s your sister?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t – the cloakroom. She went … in there.” 
 
    Zihaeri pointed directly at the blaze. 
 
    The man called Faran said, “Your sister? She’ll have been on the first floor. Hope she got out in time.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and started to bellow around him, “Tytiana! Has anyone seen Choice Tytiana of Cyraxana, the redhead girl? Anyone seen a redhead?” 
 
    Huge billows of smoke poured upward from a blaze that had truly taken hold. Jakani knew there would be no stopping it until that part of the building, at least, was gutted. Yet he did not sense her down at the first floor level, nor anywhere nearby. Jakani shut his eyes, focussing only on the awareness of her, ignoring a heavy hand that had a hold of his collar, now. Juzzakarr. This was the beginning of the end, unless … his gaze turned upward, forcing that hand to rotate until the owner cried out in pain. 
 
    “There! In the window!” 
 
    A glint of light played off long, corkscrew red-gold hair. Hair that belonged to only one person they knew. 
 
    Zihaeri screamed, “Tytiana! She’s in the tower!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: Firestorm 
 
      
 
    VOICES SURROUNDED HIM, crying out in shock, begging Fra’anior for mercy, shouting at the girl to jump. Jakani knew that window was barred. He also knew he had to go to her before the tower was engulfed in flame and she was lost forever. 
 
    Pushing past the Masters, he tried to run toward the house, only to have Faran’s hand stop him. “What are you doing, boy? You’ll be burned alive.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Wouldn’t he? Jakani swayed. Tytiana’s fire had not burned him, but this was different. This was a real blaze, far hotter than any hearth fire. Nothing and nobody could survive in that heat, except that – could he be fast enough? Strong enough? Those things did not matter when it came to a building ablaze, his skin blackening and peeling off of him … no. What mattered was that she had called to him, and when her fire entered him, Jakani became more. Her fire had not consumed him, had it? 
 
    He threw off Faran’s hand. “If I can’t make it, I’ll come back.” 
 
    Every sense screamed at him that he was throwing his life away. The hallway was filled with billowing black smoke, almost impossible to navigate. Tearing off his shirt, he wadded it against his nose and mouth, and tried to feel his way to the stairway. Quickly now. No good if he succumbed to the smoke before he even reached the fire. There! A banister. He took the stairs three at a time and came out in a wide corridor. The fire had licked a little along here, but not much. The main blaze was on the floor above, he sensed. Oh. Here was a woman, slumped unconscious next to a mirror. Had she run there thinking that was the way out? 
 
    Snap decision. Picking her up, Jakani slung her over his shoulder and carried her out the way he had come. 
 
    Faran met him at the entrance. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Someone. I’m going in again.” 
 
    “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous. Get these gawping idiots organised, man. Water! Fight the fire or the whole House will go. Has anyone checked all the rooms?” 
 
    He left before Faran’s glowering at his tone could turn to violence. Back inside. The smoke, thicker yet. Jakani cast about for the upward-leading stairway and run up to the first floor, then had to make a second search before he found a narrower stairwell leading to the tower floors above. Heat rolled down upon his head and shoulders, stultifying. He could not breathe. Cover the mouth. Count to three. Hope not to burn alive. 
 
    Run! 
 
    Jakani plunged into thick, acrid white smoke and then billows of flame leaping at his left hand. Fighting the intense heat, he stumbled upstairs, barking his toes and shins against the steps, scrambling up with one hand held ahead of him and the other pressing his shirt against his face. Scorching. Blistering. Fire roaring all around with a sound like a feral Dragon’s thundering. He found himself inside the belly of a hellish firestorm, flames dancing everywhere and rolling toward him in successive crimson waves along a corridor roof, as if the world had turned upside down, and he saw stacks of wood stored beneath a stairwell that someone must have planted to ensure a blaze took hold with unnatural speed and vigour. Past that. Almost swimming through the waist-deep flames now, and still he did not fall, but his trousers were smouldering and his lungs burned and – thank Fra’anior! An urn of water for the use of residents at night! Had it been large enough, Jakani would have jumped right in. Instead, he had to lift the huge urn. He poured the water over his head, a lukewarm but welcome relief. 
 
    He glanced back at a wall of swirling orange and gold that lapped at and along the ceiling above him, and shrouded doorways in impassable heat. The air shimmered. How the hells had he come through that? 
 
    Flames were still pouring up the narrowing stairwell that must lead to the highest tower levels, an upward-flowing torrent of such blistering temperature, the colour was closer to white than yellow. Well, he had not expired thus far. Taking the deepest breath his parched lungs could endeavour, Jakani threw himself into the river of flame and climbed those stairs as if he could outrun the burning and blazing and hurting, and even though his nerves shrieked as though he danced upon white-hot coals, he did not shrivel. The corkscrew stairwell was an airless, orange and crimson hell hole. Endless. Nothing in him but the stubborn knowledge that he could not give up. Never. He must find her. Find a way out. 
 
    Jakani burst up through three floors before the fire suddenly abated. It had not reached this level yet, but it would within minutes. Here, the stairwell ended in a small landing with but one door leading off of it. He slapped at his trousers. A few more holes. And the fabric had survived how, exactly? 
 
    Crouch. Gather himself. “Haaai-yaah!” 
 
    His flying drop-kick cracked the door back so sharply, it rebounded and took a second swipe at him. He smashed it out of his way with an iron-hard elbow. “Tytiana! What the …” 
 
    Whatever he had expected, it was not to find a rope-trussed heiress wearing, well … not a great deal, and soundly gagged to boot. Suddenly the room felt a thousand degrees hotter than before. Meantime, the heiress squeaked something unintelligible. Where was her ball gown? Was she wearing underwear? Some kind of rich girl sleepwear? 
 
    Of course, he was asking all the questions of a pure fool who would shortly be fried right along with all of his foolishness. Shaking half a measure of sense into himself, Jakani dashed across the small chamber to her side, where she stood propped against the window, her violet eyes huge with fright. “Tytiana. What happened? Who did this – here, aye, I’ve got you now.” He swung her off the floor. “A bit warm in here, right?” 
 
    “Murghi,” she mumbled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. 
 
    “Pleased to see you, too. Now, how’s about we – whatever are you staring at?” 
 
    She blenched, staring fixedly over his shoulder. “Mmm-goon!” 
 
    GRABOOM!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The sole of her foot burned! Tytiana tried to express her pain to her ralti-stupid would-be rescuer, who had evidently never seen a girl in underwear in his life before. Didn’t this nonsensical mud-head have sisters? Set aside how he had managed to navigate a stairwell burning so fiercely, she could feel the heat radiating up beneath her body, let alone see the air rippling through the door he had smashed open. He swung her trussed body into his arms, turning his back to the window, and to her immediate shock, she saw an immense bruiser of a Brown Dragon spearing through the air above the pavilion on a direct collision course with the tower. 
 
    Rescuer? 
 
    BOOM!! The entire tower trembled as the Dragon smashed his shoulder into its side at some considerable speed. Jakani stumbled to his knees. “Where are you, girl? Where?” thundered a huge voice, greater even than the fire. Blam-blam-blam! It was attacking the building! “Come to me!” 
 
    “Mm-emm-mee,” she yelled at Jakani. Enemy! 
 
    At once, she upended. Tytiana realised she was slung over his sturdy, bare shoulder like a bolt of silk being handled by a labourer. Jakani gathered his balance. He handled her weight so deftly. The tower rattled violently a second time, as if the Dragon had a caroli rat trapped between his fangs and was shaking it for sport. Part of the floor cracked away, revealing a scarred and calloused brown paw reaching up toward them. Dodge! Talons sweeping the floor like a quartet of swords! The attempted grab missed them by a rajal’s whisker. 
 
    Just when she thought he had finally discovered a sensible bone in his body, Jakani leaped down through the hole after the disappearing paw! They landed with a thump that punched his shoulder into her sternum. Tytiana wheezed into her gag. Fire! There was fire … no, a cool breeze ruffled her hair now as he took several running steps and sailed through the air once more, and she momentarily glimpsed the pavilion where the band had long since abandoned their instruments and fled, and a few white splodges that must be upturned faces. Her champion touched down more gently this time, on a slope. The roof. Tiles scattered before his precipitous descent as Jakani cleverly used the angle to his advantage to skate down the roof at a still-crazy speed, and then he was leaping again as if his thighs were thick springs, out to a tree. How could one person even do that with another slung over their shoulder? 
 
    Krack! The branch he had aimed for gave way beneath their combined weight, but he rode it down like a man balancing atop a runaway cart, and at the very last instant, leaped free. 
 
    They alighted within touching distance of her surly-lipped father. 
 
    Heavens! How agile was he? 
 
    The High Master began to snarl, “Get your hands off my daughter, filth! How dare you!” 
 
    Jakani promptly whipped her off his shoulder, turned her upright, and slapped her cheek! “Breathe. Come on, Choice. You can – oh no.” 
 
    Twisting around despite the ropes, Tytiana was just in time to see the Brown Dragon pouring down off the blazing roof with terrible, lithe purpose, like a prodigious python descending from a tree. He crushed several people beneath his paws upon landing, but seemed not to notice. Two pounding steps, and he loomed over them in all his fearful bulk and menace, all sleek, muddy brown scales and two rows of cracked white fangs filling his thuggish jaw. 
 
    The Dragon’s breath was every bit as heated as the fire behind him as he hissed, “By my wings, what a pretty catch! The redhead heiress with an appetising price upon her head, and a boy who walks through fire. Fascinating.” 
 
    The eyes were pitiless, burning pools that fixated upon them both, and by Jakani’s trembling against her, she realised he was every bit as terrified as she was. 
 
    Nonetheless, he said, “Noble Dragon –” 
 
    “Fortune favours the swift-winged,” snarled the Dragon, overriding Jakani effortlessly. One stalwart paw swooped down to wrap around the pair of them before they could move a muscle. The Brown’s grip was like a vice, squeezing them together with terrifying strength – not enough to crush bones, but enough to restrict their breathing. “I think I’ll take you both. More gold for my treasury.” 
 
    “Now listen here, Dragon,” Juzzakarr blustered, gripping the huge ruby at his chest as if he could draw strength from it. “That’s my daughter you have there, and –” 
 
    “What’s she worth to you, old man?” 
 
    Tytiana shivered. What was it about that gem that always made her feel cold, not in a physical sense, but in other, deeper ways? She hated it! 
 
    “Well, gold … plenty of it.” 
 
    “Good.” The Dragon’s muzzle rose to scent the night air. His massive inhalation roared like a gale rushing though the boughs of a fenturi tree. “The mercenaries are coming, High Master. A little late for negotiations, wouldn’t you say? I’ll be back with my demands once I’ve out-flown those fools.” 
 
    With that, the Brown crouched, and then his massive thews twanged as he hurled himself into the air. Two giant flaps of his fully extended wings smashed guests to the ground left and right, and suddenly he was fully airborne and the burning mansion was receding faster than Tytiana could credit. What power! Each massive wing stroke pressed her backward against Jakani, whose arms were wrapped around her waist in a protective posture. Now, the Dragon tilted toward the horizontal and powered forward, gathering speed until the wind wuthered in her ears and Jakani was left coughing on a mouthful of her hair. 
 
    “Not an ally, then?” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    Despite her trepidation, Tytiana shivered at the close contact. “Nnn-huh.” 
 
    “Next time you’re planning to do the ‘damsel in a burning tower routine,’ would you mind giving me some forewarning?” His soft laughter made her shiver again, but his voice was the one quivering with aftershocks of fright, relief and worry. “Glad you’re alive, o Choice. Let’s try to keep it that way, shall we?” 
 
    “Nurgh-hoo.” 
 
    “Uh … that’s, ‘thank you?’ Not sure I deserve that. Listen, I was scared enough back there I practically soiled my trousers. My intrepid rescue lasted all of about five seconds. Where do you think we’re headed?” She shook her head. “No, sorry. Can’t move my hands. Hope you don’t mind – uh, you know. Me handling your person in such a familiar way. Can’t move an inch.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Despite his apology, Jakani realised he was feeling rather smug about this situation. Put aside the minor issue that the Dragon was planning to dump them somewhere, or failing a ransom negotiation, shred the flesh from their bones in two seconds flat, and that if they weren’t about to die right now there was an excellent chance that death might catch up with them in the next minute or two – for the shadows of at least six pursuing Dragons were closing in from all directions, occluding the stars – set all of that aside, he had his arms snugged around the loveliest flame in all of creation, and there was not a jot either of them could do about this conundrum. Savour the moment, Jakani! For if they survived, Tytiana would undoubtedly do some roasting and flaying of her own. 
 
    Her hair smelled amazing. It even tasted good. 
 
    He wriggled his fingers to see if there might be some movement available. “Nno-goo,” Tytiana giggled into the gag. 
 
    “Ticklish?” Very ticklish. And no, this snuggle was going nowhere, which was absolutely perfect in his impartial, ever-so-honourable opinion. Trapped. Trapped between the twin bonfires of terror and desire. 
 
    Her trussed fingers pinched the flesh of his lower stomach. “Nnn!” 
 
    Ouch. This could turn out badly. “Alright, no more tickling. Hold on! I think we’re about to –” 
 
    The Brown Dragon did not so much bank as scream into a violent turn, making his stomach turn nasty somersaults. A fireball thundered past not far from his muzzle; Jakani felt the heat against his face. Now the Brown clutched them in a proprietorial fashion against his stalwart chest as the beasts began to thunder at each other in their own tongue – Dragons had their own language? He had never realised that. But after a second, something of its meaning seemed to find place in his mind. 
 
    He translated for Tytiana, “If I’m hearing right, Excorion the Brown – that’s his name – is claiming he’ll kill his prize if they dare to pursue us.” Squash them like bugs, he supposed. Wow, was that her perfume tantalising his nostrils? Dizzying but delightful. “The other Dragons aren’t best pleased. Adazara is saying something about flaying his hide for Dragonship leather, I believe.” The blasts of the arguing Dragons continued to deafen them. Apparently fangs, talons, bone-shaking growling and fireballs were all part of the local thunderstorm that passed for a spirited draconic discussion, and there were multiple layers of insults going on as well. “Excorion has the upper paw. Adazara wants him to promise he’ll release you at least – apparently I am ‘the lamko flea’ and have no intrinsic value. Hmm. The Brown disagrees. Nice of him.” 
 
    Jakani tried to duck when what looked like a ball of white lightning unleashed by Adazara came perilously close to rearranging his hairstyle yet again, and he ended up clashing heads with Tytiana. “Ouch! Flying ralti sheep, woman, you’ve a tough nut on your shoulders.” 
 
    “Hrr-hurr-hurr,” she shook with laughter. 
 
    The argument continued for several blistering minutes. Excorion kept his paw close to his chest, and the blasts of his thunder were giving Jakani a fierce headache. Without warning, the Dragonflight of mercenaries wheeled away. Was the promise of negotiations agreed? The six Dragons rapidly winged toward the shores of Helyon Island. Unholy caroli! They were flying above the Cloudlands! He had never been offshore of an Island before. Helyon was just a low, lumpy sort of rock in the distance now, quite underwhelming in appearance if he were perfectly honest, lurching up out of a sea of softly shimmering white clouds which were as toxic as they were picturesque. Above, a second layer of clouds thinly veiled the Moons, moving fast so that the quality of the ambient light changed from moment to moment. It was quiet out here. Lonely. More than a little frightening. What if the Dragon dropped them? What if he ran out of strength? Where was he taking them? 
 
    His heart camped in his throat. Incredible. 
 
    Who could have imagined it would be so serene? So breathtaking. Immense emptiness in every direction, save that receding mound which was home, where he had lived all of his life. How would his parents hear about this? Would Zihaeri give them a message? What about Juzzakarr? At least he had acted somewhat concerned about his daughter’s abduction, but he could not help wonder if he tasted a rank falsity about this whole affair. How would the Brown Dragon have known Tytiana was up there in that tower, unless he had somehow been forewarned, or the timing and situation engineered to appear so? Why had her abductors deposited her inside a burning tower in the first instance? There were quicker ways to be rid of people. As a Nikuko, some of his training had majored upon exactly those types of lethal techniques. 
 
    He called up, “Noble Dragon? Where are you taking us?” 
 
    Twisting his thick, scarred neck until one eye blazed upon his captives, the Dragon said heavily, “Be silent, worm. I’ve no desire for conversation with the likes of you.” 
 
    Well, that was direct. Jakani equally had no desire to argue with a forty-tonne flying cinderblock. There was only ever going to be one winner, wasn’t there? But he noticed after a few minutes that the Dragon’s fist unclenched somewhat, so that he and Tytiana could move and breathe a little easier, and he realised that with the immediate danger having passed, Excorion felt able to relax. He had so many questions, but the huge creature winging them away into the night was clearly not the talkative type. 
 
    The Dragon kept his right paw cupped beneath his lower chest, keeping a close hold on his prizes, in what appeared to be a fairly natural flying position. His hind paws too were tucked back toward his long tail for streamlining, and he noticed that the Dragon had trimmed his flexible wings back into a less widespread configuration. The broad surfaces and bony structures seemed flexible, riding every nuance of the wind’s breath with supple ease. Maybe that was due to the thinner-looking struts that spread out from the major wing bones? As Jakani shifted about in his enforced prone position to take in all of these details, the touch of his hand to those surprisingly warm and iron-hard scales revealed an incredibly complex heartbeat, far different to the Human one. 
 
    “Murr-huh!” Tytiana thumped his shoulder with her head. 
 
    Oops. “Ah, sort of forgot to untie you.” She gave him an extra-special Tytiana glare over her shoulder. “It’s very different around here with you being so quiet, o Choice. Positively peaceful.” 
 
    The glare developed fangs. “Grrr!” 
 
    He worked diligently at the cord tied behind her head. “Cursed rats sure tied you good. I’ll kill them for this. There we go … and … out it comes. Better?” 
 
    She worked her jaw gingerly. “Thanks, Dirt Picker. Not my favourite recent experience. Can you reach down to untie the rest?” 
 
    “I’ll try. Hard to see down there. Please turn over, o Choice Tytiana.” 
 
    “Make sure you’re clear about the difference between the ropes and my backside,” she chuckled. “This is already more intimate than I’ve ever been with a boy in my entire life.” 
 
    Jakani gritted his teeth. He did not need to be thinking about such tantalising details right now. The Dragon’s paw was growing uncomfortably warm inside, but the way Excorion chose to hold his hostages really did not leave much wriggle room. Every point of contact with her body was afire. His thoughts were several thousand leagues removed from anything that resembled gentlemanly, and the last thing beneath the stars he wanted was for her to know how he felt. It was shameful yet uncontrollable, as it always had been since the fire first sparked between them. 
 
    She said, “What about you? Shared a Dragon’s paw with any other young ladies recently?” 
 
    Her joke sounded nervy. “Not really.” 
 
    “That’s my hip.” 
 
    “Sorry, honoured Choice. There’s a knot here.” 
 
    They lapsed into silence. Finally he was able to pick one knot loose, and a second followed more easily, and then she could unwind the ropes from her torso and he helped with the wrists and elbows. Heavens weeping fireballs, that was a lot of rope. Someone had wanted her very, very dead indeed. What an awful realisation that must be for her. 
 
    Tytiana eased her shoulders with a groan. “Thank you for the rescue, by the way, Dirt – uh, Jakani. I – I didn’t expect – how did you know? How did you run through fire to find me?” 
 
    So he told her what he knew. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At some point during his tale, Tytiana realised that the Brown Dragon was paying close attention to the details of how he had raced to her aid, and found his way up that blazing stairwell. She did not understand. He saw value in Jakani’s abilities? Value that translated into expanding his Dragon hoard? Intriguing. 
 
    More intriguing than that was the sense of freedom she was enjoying just now. Oh, she was stuck next to a not un-handsome boy in a Dragon’s paw being taken to places known only by the Dragonkind, there to be ransomed for gold, and this was far from the kind of elopement she had dared to imagine, but … no father. No rules. No damnable caste system constraining what she could think. And all that consumed her awareness was the way the depths of his eyes were like gazing into the heavens on a moonless night, and seeing there a frosting of golden stars. 
 
    Poor boy, he was trying so hard to be gallant. Apologising for touching her hip. Wriggling about like a restive dragonet in the narrow gap between the Dragon’s palm and the base of the Dragon’s mighty chest. He was worse than her, until Tytiana reached down to try to untie her knees, and found her face jammed up against his bare chest. 
 
    Oh dear. 
 
    He smelled strongly of smoke, with a hint of masculine sweat and something else she could not place, perhaps an unfamiliar brand of soap. Did lamko even use soap? This mixed scent made her feel so lightheaded, she stopped, turned over to face away from him, and squirmed her hands down again, only to discover that this position was even less appropriate than before. 
 
    Jakani picked this moment of supreme embarrassment to inquire, “So, Choice Tytiana, I presume this was not your chosen ball gown for the evening? What happened to your actual dress?” 
 
    “I took it off to use the bathroom,” she said, somewhat testily. 
 
    “Oh. That’s a bit … huh?” 
 
    “Have you ever tried to use a chamber pot in a hooped dress?” 
 
    “You … uh, in a pot?” 
 
    “Call it a rich person thing. We are weird. No trees or tickly grasses for us.” He chuckled uneasily, and then said ‘oof’ as she gave up and folded herself up properly so that she could work at her ankles. “The pots are capped and servants dispose of the nastiness. Our dresses are also ridiculously impractical, but I suppose you have no experience with those either?” 
 
    “I am experienced in seeing dresses on other people.” 
 
    “Because you looked more like a poleaxed ralti sheep and rather less the dashing rescuer when you came into that room, which I did not appreciate one bit.” 
 
    Although the shirtless ‘dashed through flames to your rescue’ effect was meritorious in ways she frankly did not wish to admit to herself just now. He was no less muscly than before, and in this moment of rather less peril than before, she realised there was a new danger – that of severe eye strain on her part. Honestly. She was not sure what she made of this new, liberal Tytiana. 
 
    Thankfully, he could not see the high spots of colour in her cheeks in this light. 
 
    Jakani made another squeak as she wriggled against him. “Eeee … can we finish this quickly? Please?” His breathing seemed shallow and rapid. Now he had his hands tangled in her bedraggled hairstyle. “Oh. Sorry, Choice Tytiana. Trying to … oops. Sorry again. Yeow! What do you have in here, daggers?” 
 
    She heard herself snarl, “For your information, you colossal ignoramus, we rich people do wear actual underclothes beneath our formal attire. We do not make a habit of prancing about in our frillies and scanties, and we do not often tie ourselves up at the top of burning towers!” 
 
    “Indeed,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed what?” 
 
    “Well, we poor lamko do not often make a habit of running into burning buildings in pursuit of scantily clad rich girls, and if we do find girls wearing such scantily frilly … stuff as this, we most certainly do not take advantage of –” 
 
    “I am not scantily anything, you crude simpleton!” 
 
    “You said it first.” 
 
    “SILENCE!” thundered the Dragon. “You two prattle worse than a roost full of squabbling hatchlings, and I have a gruesome headache. One more squeak and I’ll pound you both into oblivion!” 
 
    Tytiana worked on her ankle ropes in mutinous silence. Her feet were wreathed in her own flame, perhaps a bodily reaction to how her right foot had been burned and the wood of the left, scorched. Stupid granite-headed flying lizard! She was so going to have those mercenaries hunt this Excorion to the ends of the Island-World and excoriate his fungus-ridden lizard hide, whereupon she’d hang it off her House roof as a dire warning to all and sundry! Still she – freaking Dirt Picker, now he was touching her lower back, and worming a hand down her leg … oh, actually, he was pulling something out of his waistband. A shirt, it seemed. He offered the fragrant dove-grey garment to her, waving it in front of her nose so that she could truly appreciate its unwashed, ragged beauty. 
 
    He expected her to wear a garment he had kept stuffed down his trousers? As if! 
 
    When she shook her head, he pulled the shirt on and worked it down his body, finding a few of her ticklish spots along the way. Tytiana wanted to screech something that would pop his eardrums. Now he patted the curve of her behind? She found his hand and tried to twist his fingers off. 
 
    Nothing like a few romantic broken bones on a starry night. 
 
    Nor could she actually hurt him. Deeply unsatisfying. 
 
    Once she had untied her ankles, however, there was not much either of them could do save lie alongside each other in this blushingly intimate position. Turn over? Her under-corset and silken sliplet were decidedly low-cut and Jakani, Fra’anior roast his lecherous eyeballs, had most unequivocally been man enough to notice. Tytiana sighed. Now she was annoyed at herself because she was pleased he had noticed? Maybe she should have accepted the shirt, even though she was not cold at all. 
 
    It was going to be a long, long night. 
 
    What a terrible complainer she was. She must have been unbearable to so many people, most especially those she loved. How many times had she vented her spleen upon longsuffering Zihaeri, or caused tears to well up in Quiraeli’s eyes? Rotten behaviour. Blame it on the fire. Oh aye. That excuse was getting older than Jakani’s timeworn shirt. 
 
    An hour or more drifted by as the Dragon winged indefatigably on, heading in what she judged to be roughly a north-easterly direction. Pla’arna, or Gemalka on a more northerly course? She was not certain. Reading direction from the suns and stars was not a skill that was generally regarded as useful for a Choice of the House. The temperature was growing bitter as full night had drawn in. Neither of them were prepared for a night-time flight to the North; thankfully it was not yet full winter, or they would be a pair of permanently bonded icicles just about now. Would Jakani become cold? Or would her fires be enough to keep them from freezing to death? 
 
    Tytiana shifted her head on the Dragon’s paw, trying to find a comfortable spot. She gave up and turned over. Jakani was awake, his dark eyes unreadable in the gloom beneath the Dragon’s body. This was crazy, and she was plain scared. Dragons were not reputed to be fair or reasonable negotiators. It could all still go very, very wrong, and when she thought about how her sisters would be feeling this very minute, and when little Sariaki found out … to her mortification, a tear brimmed from her eye and ran down to the bridge of her nose. 
 
    A moment later, Jakani’s hand moved up between them. He touched the droplet gently. It’ll be alright, he mouthed. Be strong. 
 
    How? How could she be strong, when she could not change into a Dragoness or even burn the ropes that had held her captive; when at the moment of crisis, her only thought had been to cry out for a strong man to save her? Islands sakes’, that was pushing the outermost bounds of courage, wasn’t it? Tytiana felt small and silly and weak and … ugh! How had she become the very kind of woman she despised? That was not who she wanted to be! 
 
    Yet he was gesturing again. You and me. Together. We’ll find a way home. 
 
    Thanks, she mouthed back. 
 
    Her fingers traced a deep cut on his shoulder. The fire that had eased the throbbing of her own foot, slipped into his flesh as if seeking a home, and the cut drew closed before their eyes. Magical. Motes of fire swimming beneath his skin, reluctantly fading into this man in the same way that her feelings seemed to want to dissolve into him every time they were together. How could she possibly want some poncey fancy-pants above Jakani? 
 
    That had been a rather immature decision, hadn’t it? 
 
    Could anyone survive a Tytiana in the full panoply of her Dragoness’ wrath? Yet Jakani … she might not even be able to burn him! 
 
    Kerpoof. There went her brain, her dreams, her realisation of what this fate might mean – consumed in an awareness of wonder that made her tingle from head to toe. ‘Father, my requirement for a suitor is that he be completely fireproof. Care to arrange that?’ She chuckled soundlessly, shaking her head. ‘Who else would want to marry my flaming self?’ 
 
    Tilting his shoulders, Jakani raised his other hand and then slipped it beneath her neck, drawing her head onto his muscled upper arm. Oh. He must have misinterpreted … well, she had decided she was done with complaining. This position was comfortable and she was very, very weary indeed. Healing always knocked the stuffing out of her. Never mind escaping an outright murder attempt. Besides, Excorion would take them where he wished and there was nothing at all they could do to stop him. 
 
    So, why not steal a forbidden snuggle? She could keep Jakani warm, if nothing else. Only the stars would ever know. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: Caged 
 
      
 
    TOWARD MIDAFTERNOON of the day following their abduction, Excorion dropped them off on an Island that was little more than a patch of boulders two hundred leagues or more offshore of Gemalka. He growled, “I’m going to sleep. Do not disturb me.” 
 
    Ten seconds later, he was snoring up a thunderstorm. 
 
    Tytiana waggled an eyebrow at Jakani, who shrugged. This was an open-air prison, and a very effective one at that, unless they could grow a pair of wings each. Apparently this Brown Dragon did not believe in feeding and watering his captives. He also slept with one eye cracked open. 
 
    Most speedily, they needed to improve their use of sign language. Jakani abandoned Tytiana to go relieve himself behind a boulder. He returned to find the heiress hopping about with much the same needs as him, but it took him several frustrating minutes to work out what she was trying to ask. Cheeks aflame, he took the similarly flustered Choice to another boulder and showed her how to remove a pad of moss from the underside. He mimed wiping himself … well, he was not sure how this could possibly have been more awkward, but it certainly numbered amidst the most embarrassing moments of his life. Cringe! Make a joke. Quick. Flipping the moss over to show her its sandy underside, he aped not wiping with that side. His pained facial contortions made her snort with laughter, which drew a warning growl from the Dragon. 
 
    Surely rich people were not so lazy as to have servants do all of this business for them? 
 
    His noble service did, however, earn him a full Tytiana the Radiant smile upon her reappearance from behind the boulders. Aye. He instantly felt fifty feet tall. 
 
    Lunch was a rather less inspiring collection of sparrow’s eggs and assorted lizards. He tried to have Tytiana cook the eggs in her hands, but they had to settle for eating them raw since her control of the fire was not well developed as yet and the temperatures she could generate were too low. The Choice could not bring herself to try lizard, but Jakani did, and almost spewed his overconfident guts all over the boulders. Phew. Eyes watering, he managed to down the skinny, scratchy scrap. He’d best leave the rest for the windrocs. 
 
    Azure skies. Magical solitude. They could have been the only people in the Island-World, for all he knew. The colour of the Cloudlands several hundred feet below this patch of boulders had begun to shift toward a more teal colour, similar to Adazara’s scales. He wondered where the Dragon would take them – Gemalka? Farther still? Despite the bright afternoon suns-shine, the air was crisp, more than hinting at the changes they could expect as they travelled northward. Tytiana had once tried to explain to him that Helyon lay in a zone less prone to the chill northerlies, which provided effective natural protection for the fenturi crop; two hundred leagues farther North, the weather was very different indeed. Brr. And how! It appeared they might skip Pla’arna and its infestation of Dragon pirates, heading directly for Herliss, a Cluster of three major Islands that was close to being as northerly as fabled Immadia itself. 
 
    He had no idea how great these distances were. It was a further day’s travel before Excorion sang out sight of Gemalka. When he asked Tytiana with some fancy hand signs how fast they might be travelling, she held up ten fingers. Ten leagues per hour? That meant they must already be over five hundred leagues from home! Wow! His poor mother. Isimi must be beside herself. 
 
    Excorion certainly was a crafty character. Flying in low through a localised storm, he found a cavern on the side of the watery Island, which was distinguished by having over three-quarters of its surface covered by terrace lakes stuffed with world-famous trout, and deposited his captives in its mouth. After checking the back of the cave, he waved his paws and the stone shifted, sealing a few cracks which Jakani had been eying with keen interest. Then, he walked to the lip of the cave mouth and snarled without bothering to turn around, “Don’t even think about trying to escape, worms.” And he sealed the entrance with impenetrable rock! 
 
    “Wow, can’t see a … oh,” said Jakani. “Nice glow, o Choice Tytiana.” 
 
    Hands on hips, she faced him. “Can we dispense with the o Choice this and that? Could you just call me Tytiana, please?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, honoured Choice. Out of the question.” 
 
    Infuriating, wasn’t he? 
 
    He trotted off to check the back shadows of the cave before Tytiana could think up a suitably acerbic response, or somehow sensed his smugness, which would have blown her top completely. “Hmm. There’s a pool here. Useful. Pah! But very bitter.” 
 
    “Jakani, please?” 
 
    “It is inappropriate. My father would box my ears for such impertinence.” 
 
    “Here, you are not lamko.” 
 
    “I feel like one.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Well …” He scratched his beard. “I suppose you’re right. Stop laughing at me, Choice Tytiana. Of course you’re right. You are always right. Noted. It’s only that you’re asking me in one fell swoop to ditch my heritage, the entire caste system, and all the notions of honour that have been drilled into me for the last seventeen years. The heart is willing but the tongue – aye, the tongue is weak.” 
 
    “You are just a young man, and I am the young woman you slept beside last night.” 
 
    “Tytiana!” 
 
    “There, was that so hard?” 
 
    “It … freaking windrocs, woman, you do weird things to my head. Alright, o Choice – suffering caroli, do you hear how automatic that is?” 
 
    She said, “Jakani, it would do me great honour if you were to address me in a more familiar fashion. I will not order it. That seems pointless. But I don’t want my last moments on this Island-World to be tainted with hearing you addressing me as the Choice of the House, you being the untouchable lamko and me being the daughter of privilege, separated by a gulf deeper than the very Cloudlands. We are two young people facing an uncertain fate that may well devour us. Therefore I will ask, won’t your pride let me win this little argument? Pretty please with Immadian ice-sugar sprinkles on top?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani faced her, looking as if a storm swept through his soul. His eyes were wild and his hair even wilder, seen in the light of her glowing skin and hair. His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. Tytiana was not sure the Dirt Picker should frighten her quite so badly, but in that moment, she realised she had no concept of the forces that she had just unleashed in his being. Was his sense of honour truly this powerful? Her own glow brightened as if seeking to protect her. 
 
    She said quietly, “I would not force you.” 
 
    “But coerce me, you would.” He raised a hand to forestall her protests. “I’m sorry I’m so weak-willed. There are few things indeed I would not do for you, o Choice – o Tytiana, but this is hard. I don’t know who I am anymore. Or what I’m becoming.” 
 
    “What is different is that you now have the chance to choose.” 
 
    “Because you say so?” 
 
    She spoke truth, as he must know, but his voice still crackled with challenge. “You are hardly weak-willed, Jakani.” 
 
    “No, I am a blob of pure stubbornness that grew legs. Very well, if you concede the next battle, I’ll grant you this one.” 
 
    “I don’t even know – how am I supposed to ‘aye’ that?” 
 
    “Trust me.” His eyes glittered perilously. 
 
    Was this a test? What were these bizarre vibes she was sensing from him? “Very well. You’re an honourable man, Jakani. I do trust you.” 
 
    At once, he bowed, and he was just the same Jakani she knew – or thought she did, Tytiana realised. Did she truly know him much at all? He said, “O … Tytiana. Tytiana. You are now imprinted upon my mind as Tytiana.” 
 
    It took a long time that day for the strangeness between them to subside, but as they had nothing better to do, Tytiana and Jakani fell to talking about anything and everything that came to mind – families, childhood memories, hopes and dreams, and all the vastly differing ways in which they had grown up despite living a mere five miles apart. They might as well have inhabited two different worlds. Yet there in the cave it was safe, if a touch airless, for no-one else could possibly overhear or see what they shared. They spoke until the evening drew in outside, which they saw when Excorion suddenly returned and demolished the seal over the cave entrance with a few swipes of his paw and his Brown Dragon magic, and then they returned to enforced silence as the Dragon took them aloft once more. 
 
    That long night was far bitterer than before. Tytiana woke toward the darkest hours around midnight with a sense of foreboding. Aye. Jakani was shivering just a few inches apart from her, and she heard the unmistakable sounds of a thunderstorm brewing nearby. 
 
    She breathed, “Cold?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar.” She was not sure she heard him exactly, for a thunderclap drowned out half of her sentence, but the word ‘liar’ brought a wan smile to his lips. Keeping her voice very low, she whispered, “Come over here, Mister Tough Stuff, and I’ll warm you up. Come on now. Don’t be shy. Let’s have full body contact – ahh! Your feet are blocks of ice.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know this is deeply uncomfortable for me,” Jakani growled as she wriggled closer to him. 
 
    “Can’t have you freezing to death. What would I say to your mother?” 
 
    “Uh-hum. Right.” 
 
    What a perfect, convenient excuse. 
 
    Apparently his version of being honourable involved lying there as stiff as a board as she tried to keep him warm with her measly fire. Excorion must think Human boys were prize-winning morons. She was certainly beginning to agree. Catch a hint, you wool-brained Dirt Picker! He’d rather freeze to death than be close to her? 
 
    Tytiana sighed. Imaginary conversation time. Alright, Mister Sakazi. Which part of a girl putting her arms around you do you not understand – the fact that she might hold you and keep your stupid blockhead from freezing solid in the night, or the fact that she might like the idea of holding you? 
 
    It was all down to his honour, wasn’t it? 
 
    Not that she could say a word. She had inhibitions of her own. But his cold, almost indifferent posture was what truly maddened her. Stubborn? Oh, twenty Islands of that, Jakani! And as she dwelled upon her frustration at a trait which was not unknown to her either and nursed her sense of injustice, the familiar crimson glow spread across her skin, not a wild burning, but a phenomenon which surprised her with its constancy. A cocoon. Yes. She envisioned cocooning them both in her radiant warmth. The glow strengthened, lighting the ridged underside of Excorion’s armoured chest as well as his curved talons and cupped paw which held them in his customary flying position. She felt rather than saw Jakani’s eyes widen. 
 
    The warmth was peaceful and all-encompassing, seeming to stream into and around him wherever they touched. Her cocoon was a rosy space of indefinite boundaries, perhaps a way of extending her magic into the air around them, so that it glowed with what she imagined might be microscopic motes of fire. All within was an ardent expression of her fire. The rigid back at last unbent by degrees, and Tytiana pressed closer, putting one arm over his robust chest and one beneath his neck. 
 
    “Cosy?” Am I a freak? 
 
    He said, “You know what you are?” Freak, weird, fiery … “You’re amazing, o Choice … ha ha. Tytiana. Just amazing.” 
 
    Amazing was him reading her fears right out of her mind. “Close one.” 
 
    “How? Would you rather I call you walking, talking bed warmer?” 
 
    Tytiana flushed heatedly. “What kind of a tasteless joke is that?” 
 
    “Lighten up – ha ha.” 
 
    Oh, groan! Somebody smack Mister Conceited Clever-Shirt over the Blue Moon for me. 
 
    To her further vexation, she promptly lost the knack for several long minutes, but when he urged her to relax and not overthink it, the glow returned. Now what a trick it would be if she could keep this up while sleeping. How? Just make a decision and hope her usual determination maintained the magic? 
 
    Excorion bent his thickset neck to regard his charges. “Interesting. Your price rises by the hour, worm. I can’t wait to negotiate with your father.” 
 
    “He hates me.” 
 
    The Dragon laughed horribly. “For the sake of your continued survival, I very much hope that is not the case. If there will be no negotiation, I plan to leave you both to rot.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    They flew on for the best part of a day and a half through thunderstorms, rain and violent hail, in temperatures that never seemed to rise above freezing. This was the North. Jakani had not realised winter would already have arrived here. 
 
    As Excorion the Brown swooped down to his landing somewhere around the three major Islands of the Herliss Cluster, the weather turned even more cheerful. A white blizzard driven by blustery winds enveloped them. But the Dragon negotiated the fearful gusts with apparent ease, searching along a tall, bleak shoreline they caught glimpses of between flurries of snow. Jakani had never seen cliffs like these. Two miles tall, the Islands soared out of the Cloudlands in stark, jagged majesty. The vertiginous cracks and drops were all speckled grey granite, whereon tufty olive green coniferous trees clung with infeasible tenacity. Silvery drifts of snow highlighted serrated edges everywhere. High above, he caught sight of what appeared to be a man-made wall, the edge of a terrace lake which stored water and was stocked with fish for the inhabitants of the Islands above; Dragons in the main, he understood, with a few barbaric Human tribes scattered here and there. 
 
    Delightful place. Like a snotty cold waiting to happen. 
 
    Shiver! 
 
    Excorion finally wheeled in close to the rock face and angled directly into a dark, vertical crack which was well hidden by a snow-capped overhang. The wind was gusting so hard Jakani saw snow flurries being plucked up off the rocks and hurled about. Tilting his entire body ninety degrees, the Dragon shot through that crack with breathtaking prowess before flinging out his wings to brake so hard, black spots danced in front of Jakani’s vision and Tytiana gasped. 
 
    The Brown Dragon tilted his wings to change orientation, then caught the air and plunged further into the cave system, jinking and manoeuvring at such high speed that his charges were helplessly flung about within his paw. Then, his breakneck flight eased as they entered a wider passage carved of grey stone. Tytiana wordlessly pointed out a ruddy glow ahead. Lava? Indeed it was. They broke out into an immense, vaulting cavern graced by extraordinary formations of white stalagmites and stalactites. Curtains here, steps there, delicate, shimmering veils of rockery right above them. Near the back was a lava lake of perhaps a hundred paces across, and in the middle of that, the Humans saw a small island with a metal cage set upon it. 
 
    “An old slavers’ lair,” Tytiana spat. 
 
    “Indeed, worm. Indeed,” said Excorion, landing right in the lava. He sounded satisfied. Thankfully his charges were protected enough that none of the molten rock splashed upon them. “Built for the purpose. Off with you now. Climb inside the cage.” 
 
    She said, “You can’t leave us here.” 
 
    Jakani echoed, “No. What will we eat?” 
 
    He would rather have argued with a feral windroc than get inside that cage. Not only was it small – about ten feet by five, and seven tall – it was also damp and utterly devoid of comforts. No blankets, no straw, nothing to lie upon. The metal bars were solid, perhaps an inch around, and the whole affair looked depressingly well-constructed. It was even bolted into the bedrock with bolts an inch thick. No escaping that in a hurry. 
 
    “I’ll find you a few rats. Maybe a buck. You can lap water off the rocks. It drips from the ceiling all the time.” Excorion grinned as if he found their complaints most diverting. “You can keep each other warm, Choice – you and your lamko lover.” 
 
    She made a squeal of outrage. 
 
    “Aye. Imagine what your shell daddy would think? His precious pet keeping a lamko rat warm at night? Aye, I know all about your caste culture, and it disgusts any creature of true white fires.” He chortled massively, GURR-HURR-HURR! “Get inside. Now.” 
 
    They ducked through the small doorway. What else could they do? 
 
    Excorion took a curved metal rebar which had been lying beside the cage, fed it through the door and around the cage frame, and twisted it closed like an engineer twizzling wire with a pair of pliers. He plucked the door with one fore-talon. It barely budged. “That’ll keep a pair of rats from escaping. Old lock doesn’t work anymore, but I find an inch of metal does just the same job.” 
 
    Then, he proceeded to take a leisurely bath in the lava lake. The orange-red pool of molten rock was shallow in some places, Jakani saw, but the far side might as well have been a hundred leagues away. He had no hope of jumping that distance, even if they could escape the cage. At least the lava kept the rock beneath his feet reasonably warm. They would not freeze – just starve. Maybe. Meantime the Dragon warmed his scales, which was a sight in itself as he heated himself to a rubescent brown glow, before he stalked off in steaming, smoking majesty to hunt. 
 
    They stood in the small cage looking very glum indeed, and did not speak for a good long while. 
 
    Jakani turned to Tytiana. “Well, how’s your day going, o Choice … erm … eh?” 
 
    “Marvellous. I believe the friendly fire breather plans to abandon us here for the better part of a week and a half to two weeks, which is the best time we could hope for my father to send a Dragonship up here,” she said. “Only the finest accommodation, Dirt Picker! Now I know how these poor slaves must have felt. Must feel. You do know Dragons still enslave Humans up here, don’t you?” 
 
    Jakani clenched his fists. “No. Really?” 
 
    “Really,” purred Excorion, sidling back into the cave with such quiet, predatory menace, it quite snatched Jakani’s breath away. “In case you’re thinking someone might happen along and discover you, I’ll be concealing the entrance with my Earth magic. Rearranging a few rocks to my satisfaction. Here you go. Dinner for a week or two.” 
 
    He tossed three rat-like corpses against the bars. Well, one was still twitching. They looked and smelled rank. 
 
    “Rock hyrax. Not quite prime specimens,” he sneered. “You might consider letting one rot. I hear the bats in these caves enjoy carrion. You could supplement your diet that way – hurrggh-hurggh!” 
 
    Jakani eyed the offerings. Perhaps sixteen inches long and ill-favoured in appearance, they reminded him rather uncomfortably of caroli rats, which some lamko ate when starvation threatened. He bowed stiffly. “Thank you for this bounteous provision, o noble Dragon.” 
 
    In a whirl of brown scales and furious thunder, Excorion clashed his fangs against the cage. “None of your lip, worm!” 
 
    He did not know how he remained upright, but Jakani felt awfully brave – and more than a touch stupid – as he faced off against the Dragon. Not that he could manage a word in response. But if he did not mistake the fires in those eyes, the beast somehow seemed to approve of his defiant stance. Odd. Then, without another word, the Brown Dragon plunged through the lava pool and exited the cavern. Perhaps two minutes later, they heard a sound like an avalanche. One entrance rearranged. Browns apparently had great skills with earth and rock – some were said to be able to swim though soil like a fish. Believe it. 
 
    Sadly, he was not quite as skilled at swimming through rock, which it appeared they would have to do if they could even escape this cage. 
 
    Tytiana let out a long, long sigh. “Hope you’re feeling strong, Jakani. Fancy trying to bend some metal?” 
 
    As he stepped forward, Jakani stepped on something round and twisted his ankle. “Ah! I …” They both stared as the white egg bobbled across the cage. He tried to dive after it, but he and Tytiana thumped into each other and the egg rolled neatly between the bars, coming to rest in a small depression perhaps four feet beyond their reach. 
 
    Hands on hips, Tytiana addressed the egg with a wagging finger. “Now, just you behave yourself, you mischievous little –” 
 
    “Dragonet,” Jakani hastily interrupted. 
 
    “Aye, dragonet. You sweet rascal, what are you doing popping back and forth between the Islands? You do know that we’re in trouble here, don’t you?” The egg seemed to bobble about excitedly. “Right. So, any ideas as to how we might escape?” 
 
    They both stared expectantly at the gleaming white ovoid. After a few minutes of waiting, Jakani said, “I do believe it’s gone to sleep.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By a time that Tytiana estimated might be evening, three things were clear. One, the Brown Dragon was not coming back for a good long while. Two, Jakani could not bend the bars despite some muscle-popping straining that threatened to make her drool in a most unladylike manner. Sweet fires, he was built like a mythical warrior straight out of some ballads no well-behaved Choice would ever admit to have read by lamplight under her blankets. Three, the egg was no ruddy help whatsoever. It was looking more and more likely that they would be spending an extended period of quality time together, if they didn’t kill each other first. Right now, Jakani was sulking over on the other side of the cage in the belief that she had insulted his manhood. Maybe, just maybe, she might have laughed at the wrong moment. 
 
    Maybe she had been a smidge mean. 
 
    He was not the only one with a tongue that could run away with itself at times. 
 
    ‘Well, mind you don’t break a fingernail with your efforts, Choice Tytiana!’ he had snarled. ‘I don’t see you lifting a finger to help!’ 
 
    She must allow that was a valid point. Vexingly valid! Time to apply herself properly to this problem. So, she could not pass between the bars without cutting herself in half. She did not have his crazy strength, nor was that jolly egg even bothering to quiver as she glared at it now. Another couple of days in here, and she knew those dead hyraxes would start to look appealing. And that Excorion could go bury his flaming head beneath an Island if he thought she was just going to wait and starve and lap water off rocks for a week while he flew back down to Helyon Island. Why bring them all the way up here anyways? Unless there was a cunning plan to double-cross them … 
 
    Last time she had yowled for help like a feline doused with a bucket of water. 
 
    This time, she was going to do something about her situation. If Mister Muscles could not lock-pick, wangle or tear himself out of this cage, then she would just have to do it for him. Maybe she could use his head as a battering ram? It was certainly made of all the right materials. Mercy, he had even tried to kick his way out and nearly broken his ankle in the process – which was the moment at which her unsympathetic response had made it all fall to the windrocs. 
 
    The key must be her magic. 
 
    Alleged magic. 
 
    For a long, long time she sat cross-legged and tried to imagine her way toward changing herself into a Dragoness. No good. All she discovered was a migraine. Then she tried to apply her fire to the cage, but it was not nearly hot enough. Maybe ten thousand times hotter would do the trick. She could not even make the material of her clothing smoulder today. Fantastic skills there, Tytiana. Idly, she wondered how people made do with spending two weeks in the same set of underwear. Yuck. If there had been a working lock they could have used her hairpins to try to pick it, but the Dragon’s paw work had put paid to that idea – permanently. She tugged at her ghastly windroc’s nest of a hairstyle in frustration. Twenty freaking knots! 
 
    “Here,” said Jakani. “Don’t fret over it, o … oh, for Islands’ sakes, why can’t I just say your name? Tytiana!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I have sisters, remember?” 
 
    “Aye, and our hair is exactly the same.” 
 
    “Yours is just more challenging.” 
 
    “Like my personality?” 
 
    He chuckled softly, there in the gloom lit by the ruddy glow of the lava. “I can’t say that being flown backwards and sideways through a few storms would leave most women’s hair looking its best. Of course you are right. I should accept what you say, because you are the Choice of the House. You and your placid temperament, aye.” 
 
    Fire stirred in her breast. “Dangerous territory, Jakani.” 
 
    “Is it now?” 
 
    “Are you purposefully trying to rile me?” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “You scoundrel! How is this going to –” 
 
    “Help us escape by exploiting the finest features of your naturally tranquil nature? Would I? I am not such a beast. Ever.” 
 
    Compounding her annoyance, his stratagem appeared to be working a treat. She said, “Maybe if we didn’t touch each other for another year, it might work.” 
 
    “Tell me, o Choice Tytiana, is it just me or do you blow shirts off all the boys? Ouch! Your hair just sparked at me.” 
 
    “Ha! Watch what you touch.” 
 
    “Mmm, but you said the other night you might like the idea of holding me.” 
 
    Tytiana almost snapped his head off, before pulling up in confusion. She had thought that. One hundred percent for certain, she had not spoken any words to that effect aloud, unless she talked in her sleep. Was Jakani reading her mind? Adazara had said she had no idea what his magic might be. If this was true then he was a bit … terrifying, to be honest. Did he know everything that she thought about him? Merely picturing his mounded deltoids leaping into sharp relief as he attacked those bars had turned her insides into molten lead. 
 
    Fire! She gazed open-mouthed at her hands. Flaming scarlet. No. This was not the key. Fantasizing about Jakani made her flame – 
 
    “Whoa!” He sprang backward. 
 
    “What? My … oh, sorry, Jakani. I was just thinking about …” She blushed. Merciful heavens, she blushed the colour of her hair, and the more he stared at her and her hair seething behind her with a charge of wild magic she could not deny, the worse she blushed. Fire flushed up and down her body. Even her bare toes were glowing perceptibly! 
 
    Hopefully, she wouldn’t burn her prosthesis off. 
 
    Jakani quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    Arrogant swine! Prancing popinjay! He actually had the gall to pop out his chest, and worse, all the poise learned over sixteen years had promptly deserted her. He drawled, “Seems like you’re having fun over there, at least, Tytiana. Do share what you’re thinking?” 
 
    She’d tear his egotistical head off and feed it to the Dragons! Flay him alive with the fury that thundered through her heart now! 
 
    Tytiana opened her mouth, and yelled, “Why don’t you just … kiss me!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: All in a Day’s Piracy 
 
      
 
    “EH?” JAKANI SQUEAKED. 
 
    The Choice clapped her hands over her mouth. Clearly, she could not believe what she had just shouted. Nor could he. Kiss her? What? No! He was an honourable man! He was not about to take advantage of being trapped together with the heiress to steal kisses like a couple of teenagers canoodling behind a hut. Besides, it was more than forbidden. His entire world would turn upside down if he committed such a crime. Wouldn’t the Islands themselves rise up and hurl him into the depths of the Cloudlands, where scum like him belonged? Would the very stones not rise up to crush his offensive bones, and the boughs of the trees whip his accursed body to a pulp? 
 
    But she was beautiful, and never more so than right now, when every inch of her visible skin was pulsating the rich, rubescent colours of her mortification, yet he knew a truth had slipped free. Oh, she was a living dream. A walking, breathing enchantment of fire and irresistible magic. 
 
    “I … I didn’t just say that,” she gasped at last. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “I … Jakani! Please …” 
 
    “You said –” 
 
    “Dashed dandy Dragons dance delightfully!” she yelled. 
 
    “Huh? I could have sworn I heard –” 
 
    Hands clapped over ears, she cried, “I’m not listening!” 
 
    “Good, because neither am I.” He placed his hands on his hips, tried for his most insouciant smile and hoped to heavens it did not come across as a piratical sneer, and said in a singsong voice, “Tytiana wants to kiss me. Tytiana wants to –” 
 
    “I most certainly do not! I said I might need to. There’s a difference – you know, between wants and needs, and that is a concept which is perfectly common to all Humankind. I also need some air.” She fanned her face dramatically. “Is the lava making it really crazy hot in here? I said I think we might need to do that … what I said … so that we can escape from this cage. That’s all I was thinking.” 
 
    “Same result, right? Need, want – kiss.” 
 
    “Jakani, you – you smarmy slug, you wipe that smirk off your face right now!” 
 
    “Oh, was I smirking? Must have been because the most gorgeous girl in the entire freaking Island-World wants to –” 
 
    “Needs! I said needs!” 
 
    “Alright, the Choice of the House has needs. Mmm.” He puckered his lips and made a few smacking noises. “How’s the temperature coming on over there? Suitably steamy?” 
 
    Tytiana buried her face in her hands, shaking with laughter or crying, he did not quite know which. Everything with her was so alarming and vehement – and Jakani had to pinch himself. Just a second, man! This meant she felt the same way he did! Ignoring that actually quite revealing drivel about wants and needs, and the minor fact that nothing in either of their cultures allowed either of them to actually commit such a heinous transgression, the truth staggered him. How could she want him? He was unworthy! Lamko filth! And she was glorious beyond words or hope or any ideas he should rightly entertain. She must be using him. Manipulating him. The moment they escaped, she’d turn around and say ‘never again.’ Surely. 
 
    Then, she lowered her hands, and her eyes were filled with a spark that introduced the fear of Dragons into his knees. “Very well, Jakani Sakazi. This is our second battle and the one in which you demanded victory. Therefore, you can have your kiss.” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    “Oh, come on now. Lost our courage?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re imagining kissing a salamander’s backside?” 
 
    “No! Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Tytiana stepped toward him; he stepped back automatically. “Am I too fearsomely ugly? You could close your eyes to make this terrifying prospect more palatable.” 
 
    “Ch-Ch-Choice, be reasonable. You know I can’t do this. Ever.” 
 
    “Oh, but you can.” She smiled a Dragoness’ smile, her hair flaring out behind her with the turbulent force of her feelings as she advanced again. The cage bars pressed against his back. “We’re nowhere near Helyon and that accursed caste system. Out here in this cave, in this cage, we are just a girl and a boy who need to survive. Surely you can kiss a girl if your life depends upon it? Or would you prefer a taste of Choice Tytiana?” She struck a haughty pose. “Here we go: ‘You horrible, stinking lamko rat, I demand that you obey my orders and kiss me this instant!’ ” 
 
    He tried to laugh, but it emerged more like a cough. “Look, can I be honest?” 
 
    “If it helps.” 
 
    She was close! So close, and her every flame was beguiling him now. If she didn’t see, her inner flame was yearning across the two-inch gap between their bodies as if longing to snaffle him into her fiery embrace, and thank the rainbows above he seemed to be fireproof or this would end very badly indeed, and … oh, her violet eyes! Burning down at him from four inches above his own height, her beseeching expression performed an act of sweet violence to his ability to resist. 
 
    Jakani heard himself splutter, “If you say we’re not bound by Helyon law here, then I get to choose, right? Honestly, Tytiana, I’d give my right arm for the chance to kiss a treasure like you, but I fear everything I am and know would just collapse and be different and … and how could we ever go back to being what we were before?” 
 
    Maybe he didn’t want anything to be the same … 
 
    She nodded to show she was listening. “So, the honourable choice is to die in this cage without having kissed me? Aye, I see your logic. Look, it might not even work.” 
 
    “I – I think it will.” 
 
    “So you might end up enjoying a kiss for its merits alone.” 
 
    “There’s a million ways life could be worse.” 
 
    “However, I’m thinking, maybe just a chaste peck would be enough?” 
 
    He spluttered, “But I don’t want just a chaste – eeee … oh, dear. That rather betrays everything, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Then her gleeful laughter bubbled forth and his answering merriment stirred the fires at her cheek, breathing across the slopes of her bare shoulder as her arms curved about him to the meeting of their desire, and her hair fell about his face and around his body like an incandescent waterfall, until all his world inhaled her beauty. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She burned. How sweetly, how deeply and intimately, how powerfully she burned! If ever there was a moment in her life that should release the promised Dragoness, Tytiana knew this was it, for his kisses rocked her soul like thunder. At some point long after they remembered to breathe in the fire that lived between them, she ignored his small sounds of remonstration and moved her hands to the bars of the cage. Soon, the metal began to glow orange. 
 
    “More kissing needed,” she murmured. 
 
    For once, the Dirt Picker obeyed without protest. 
 
    It took a dint of fancy manoeuvring, since neither of them wanted to or dared to break the connection between them, for him to understand that she needed him to place his hands upon those now yellow-hot bars she had been working on. Metal heated enough should bend, right? Given as he had his strength and must surely feel as she did, Tytiana felt confident they could pull this trick off. The metal was actually spitting and sparking beneath her hands now. She realised she was feeling pain, but her healing magic had been keeping it at bay. 
 
    She broke the kiss. Had to. “Jakani. Place your hands on the bars.” 
 
    “Why? What? Oh, you’ve … lost your clothes.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Tytiana covered herself instinctively. “I’m burning up! Oh. You can’t actually see much, can you?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Fire upon fire. Flame wreathed her limbs and poured up and down her torso, surging again and again throughout her person in complex, swirling patterns Jakani could not immediately identify. The heat she generated was intense, like standing right up against a blazing hearth fire. There was no detail of her limbs or face, torso or hair, that was not aflame in orange, gold and crimson, yet Tytiana was not consumed. Incredible. Nor was his clothing, oddly. Hers had been incinerated. That must be some peculiar foible of the magic. 
 
    “Like a living statue of flame,” he said, rubbing the small of her back, thinking that she moved as if her person remained intact, only her whole being had been transformed to flame. “You still seem solid, but even that feels different right now. Silken flame is the best I could describe the sensation of your skin. There are some particulars, mind –” he looked her over in a way that made her every fire shiver “– which are simply breathtaking. Alright. Ah, how’s your wooden leg-bit-thing, still fine?” 
 
    She peered down at her left leg in obvious startlement. “Magic is so illogical! How’s it that my clothes burn to cinders but that – and the harness – are spared?” 
 
    “Maybe your mind assumes it’s intrinsic to your body, whereas clothing doesn’t function in the same way?” 
 
    He spoke in gasps, thrilled and alarmed by the magic they had unleashed. 
 
    “That makes no sense at all.” 
 
    “Perfect sense. Besides – ha ha ha – am I unappreciative? I think not. Problem? Where’s the problem? I don’t see any problem. What I do see is flaming nudity –” 
 
    “Jakani!” She slapped his arm with a resounding smack. “You are so out of order. Plus, I’m a trained scientist.” 
 
    “As opposed to a brainless beauty? Never thought you were anything else.” 
 
    “Narrow escape.” 
 
    He considered playing the tease, since his statement could actually be taken either way, but decided not to spoil the mood. Jakani said, “Mind back on the job, as if that’s even possible around you – and that is pure logic, I’ll have you know. So, I’ve got the hands, right?” 
 
    “Aye. And I’m going to try to run my flame through you, or around you, or something. Whatever works. Scientific method being so overrated, anyhow.” She placed her hands upon his. “Can you handle the heat?” 
 
    “You or the bars?” He clasped the metal experimentally, directly on what appeared to be the hottest areas. “It hurts, but not as badly as you’d expect. I really do seem to be fireproof, don’t I? Want to kiss me again?” 
 
    “I need to.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    If this was what happened when she felt passionate, he might be the only man in the Island-World that she could kiss at all! Wow. Imagine having to get undressed every time they wanted to kiss? That could lead to some interesting situations. And a clothing bill that would kill her father even if their liaison didn’t. Still, given he was nice enough to express his needs so clearly, she would have to be a good girl and oblige. Moreover, since it was not like her to leave a job half-baked, and he wasn’t half cute either with his silly jokes and nonsensical posturing, Tytiana made sure he was kissed as thoroughly as a girl with literally flaming hot lips could manage. Maybe magic could be fun after all. 
 
    He certainly seemed distracted. 
 
    Her, too. Every sensation tingled through her body in fresh and unexpected ways. It was clear that her nervous system was still functioning, she thought dazedly, even when she was wholly afire. Her fingertips could trace the veins upon his right biceps and even sense the pulse of life there – just, her senses were altered from the norm, and she did not understand. The feedback was overwhelming. Every impression, exquisitely immediate. 
 
    Besides, all the kissing did not help a scientist draw very many rational conclusions. 
 
    After a very lengthy hiatus, Jakani apparently remembered that he ought to be doing something about the cage, and she felt his hands clench upon the yellow-white, gently smoking bars. His body tensed. The muscles of his back, shoulders and arms corded powerfully, and then he began to bend the metal, fraction by painful, sweating fraction of an inch. She yelled in his ear. Nibbled his ear. Yum. She tried to add her relatively pitiful strength to his. Her vision started to draw in around the edges, black and white, tunnelling … she was going to faint! 
 
    She heard Jakani cry out; next she knew, she was lying on warm stone. Outside the bars? 
 
    Aye, outside. 
 
    Her flame was spent. His shirt lay atop her torso and hips, covering her modesty. There was a hole in the cage where they had contrived to turn two bars into a wide metallic smile, complete with finger marks where he had squeezed the overstressed metal so tightly, it had taken on the imprint of his hands. 
 
    “Excorion’s going to love that effect,” she said weakly. 
 
    “Huh. Let that thug rage all he wants,” said Jakani. “More importantly, are you alright, Tytiana? How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m alive. I need to – would you turn your back, please?” 
 
    He did so, saying, “Just remember, that’s our only shirt, alright? I’ve absolutely no desire to –” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Aargh, can’t you just let me tell my lies in peace? Look, by way of clothing we basically have one shirt, a pair of raggedy trousers and my loincloth, alright? So if you’re feeling feisty, remember to strip off first.” 
 
    “And give you another eyeful? I think not,” she shot back. “Say, since we’re on the subject, would you take off your trousers for me?” 
 
    “Eh? Now who’s being improper?” 
 
    Saccharine sweet, she added, “So, exactly how were you planning to wade across that lava pool wearing our only pair of trousers, Jakani?” 
 
    He threw his hands into the air with a huge belly laugh. “Have I ever told you that you’re one aggravating woman, Tytiana? Right again. Naturally. But ever so aggravating!” 
 
    “Read my lips, boy. Strip down. Now.” 
 
    “Mmm. I did just read your lips, girl, and a hot and spicy read it was too!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A few experiments later, Jakani had to concede that Tytiana was right. He did not know how to intentionally preserve clothing through fire, so he would have to strip off to wade through the lava. She was so methodical. Giggly, but cogent, as they performed a quick series of tests. One, lava did not burn his skin. Two, it hurt like the blazing hells, but no actual damage could be detected. Three, his clothing could be burned. No apparent guarantees there unless he mastered his magic. Four, he was apparently heatproof, or at least highly resistant to the heat searing his feet and calves. Much like a Dragon. 
 
    Walking through lava was pretty darn awesome. 
 
    Being admired by that girl while doing so … 
 
    “Right, I’m ready,” he said, wading back to the shore and kicking the molten rock off his legs. Like walking through boiling syrup, he supposed. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    “Oh no, I plan to enjoy this part.” 
 
    “Well, to save you from suffering the sight of my phenomenal manliness, you could use my loincloth as a blindfold.” 
 
    “Ew! No way. There’s no telling where that’s been.” 
 
    “I could tell you exactly where it’s been. But aye. I wouldn’t want to wrap it around my face either. Not after what we’ve been through.” He made a circling motion with his fingers. “Go on.” 
 
    Her smile broadened. Clearly, this was a challenge and she wanted to see what he would do. Very well. Two could play at this game. Had he not swum naked in the river since he was a child? Yet, being watched by those vibrant violet eyes made everything different. Gathering the dregs of his fading courage, he whirled about and dropped his trousers. 
 
    “Ew!” 
 
    Good, she was covering her eyes. Peeking through a crack between her fingers? He did not trust a woman that could turn herself into pure flame. Nor did he trust himself around her either. Tytiana made his sense of honour wobble, for want of a better word. Yet on any other Island in the world, how would a young couple falling rainbows over Isles for each other be seen as dishonourable? How could he return and look his father straight in the eye and say he had acted with honour toward the Choice of House Cyraxana? 
 
    Tossing his loincloth atop his trousers at the side of the lava lake, Jakani waded in for a little paddle. Hoping not to have to paddle, mind. 
 
    “I’m still not looking!” came from behind him. 
 
    “Liar.” He whirled rapidly. A squeal and a laugh. Her eyes were firmly shut this time, but he was quite certain they had not been. 
 
    Tytiana made a shooing gesture with her hands. “Go on, you rascal. I’m not looking … not much. What’s that scar on your buttock? You weren’t fireproof before?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    Her laughter followed him as Jakani waded deeper into the lava pool. What worried him was the fact that the lava must come from somewhere – likely underground. That meant vents or cracks which could easily swallow him up if he was not careful, and if he was carrying Tytiana at that point, well, for her a dousing would prove fatal. Soon he felt an upwelling near his feet, but by checking around carefully he learned that the crack was about three feet wide and he could step over it. Soon, he was chest-deep and having to force his way onward. 
 
    “That looks dangerous.” 
 
    “Aye – I … yiee!” And now, he was swimming. “Need to find another way. Unholy caroli, this hurts! Wait. I think there are some underwater – under-lava, that is – boulders around here. Let me see if I can work this out.” 
 
    “Try farther around to your right.” 
 
    He did, but could not find a bottom there at all. “Too deep.” 
 
    “You know, you might think my flames are weird,” Tytiana called, “but watching someone swim through lava does even weirder things to my brain.” 
 
    Jakani affected a leer over his shoulder. “Mmm, flaming breasts!” 
 
    Ah, he had been waiting all his life to say something like that. Tytiana began to say something, and then she leaped to her feet. “Someone’s coming. Quiet.” 
 
    He sank down into the lava. 
 
    Boots scuffling. Now a gruff male voice, saying, “Old cage hasn’t been used – Dragon slave? You certain?” 
 
    “Good gold in that,” another man said. 
 
    “Definitely that Brown again.” 
 
    “Wonder what he brought us.” 
 
    Tytiana mimed hiding. He gestured, ‘Where?’ She indicated the lava. He pretended to fire a crossbow at her. ‘Oh,’ she mouthed, and shrugged. No way he wanted to see that beautiful skin stitched full of holes, never mind what these notorious barbarians up here might do to a girl. Shaking the lava off his hands, he waded back as quickly as he could. Tytiana was ready. Clothes and misbehaving egg in hand. Scrambling onto his shoulders. He waded out quickly, trying not to make any splashing sounds. Safely over the crack. Keeping her high. Her feet were close to the surface. Now, on to the area he did not know. 
 
    It was hard to tell with the echoes, but the voices emanating from his left – perhaps from another Human-sized entrance Excorion had not known about – must be close to the cave. Too close. At least four or five men, he estimated from the sounds of the footfalls. 
 
    “Won’t make it,” she whispered. 
 
    Jakani coiled as low as he could. “Tytiana, forgive me – I need you to distract them.” 
 
    Then he threw her as hard, far and low as he could in the hope that she would not break something upon landing, and ducked beneath the surface. Please Fra’anior let her know I’ll be there just as soon as I can swim through this burning mush. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana realised his plan as she flew through the air. She landed hard and fast, skinning her knees and palms as she slithered helplessly across the slick rock. Her magic immediately went to work, dulling the pain, but as the Herliss contingent marched out into the cavern, she had no need of pretence to sink to the ground with a low, anguished cry. Having caught in a crack, her right ankle was either broken or badly sprained. 
 
    Five short, stout men stopped in surprise as they saw her lying there. She stared in surprise too. They were so swaddled in furs and thick beards that it was hard to discern their faces, and their exposed skins were heavily tattooed, leaving almost no trace of their natively pale Northern complexions. 
 
    Check the lava pool. Maybe a dozen feet away. 
 
    She tested her ankle, wincing. “Oh, could one of you nice men help me? I’m all lost, and a Dragon left me here …” 
 
    This business of trying to look weak and helpless was really galling. Tytiana knew she was not very talented at drama to begin with, and knowing she could toast their hairy chins did not hurt either, but the men seemed not to notice. There was a certain meaningful clearing of throats and hitching up of rough leather trousers as they fanned out to surround her. They bore serrated, curved swords and long daggers at their thick belts; two men carried loaded crossbows as Jakani had suggested they might. Another two carried lanterns that they now put down, given as the lava gave good light. 
 
    One, the leader judging by his strutting, said, “Where ya from, missy?” 
 
    “Helyon.” 
 
    “An’ a Dragon done leave you here?” 
 
    “Aye. My daddy said he’d pay good gold for ransom.” 
 
    “Aww. Sweet.” The men laughed roughly, and the leader added, “What’d men like us want with gold? Freakin’ Dragons just steal it off us anyways. Nah. Y’ good lookin’ wench. Ya’ll do right proper servin’ us all good-like, y’hear?” 
 
    “Serving at table?” Ugh. She managed to put a quaver in her voice! How demeaning. 
 
    “Nah – ha ha ha!” He put his hands to his belt and made a suggestive motion with his hips. “Servin’ me snake, more like!” 
 
    She glared at them. Jakani, hurry up, you imbecile! 
 
    “Huh. Bad foot, but the rest of you sure is sweet-like, eh?” 
 
    No more of this. Tytiana said, “So, I chop off your snake and serve it up how, diced and fried? With vegetables?” 
 
    Four of the men roared with laughter, but the leader was less than amused. “Tie her up! Smart-mouthed tart, I’ll teach ya some lessons ya never gonna forget.” He cussed horribly. “Last wench got so as she took her own life. Few months back that was. Me snake been lonely since. Hope ya’ll last longer – though ya looks a soft thing withal, poor little rich girl.” 
 
    No sign of movement in the lake. She did not want to ruin his only shirt. But as a couple of the gang grabbed her arms, she tried to focus her fire only in her hands, like she did when she was healing. 
 
    The men howled and leaped back. 
 
    The leader roared, “What the matter, ya two scurmungrous slugs?” 
 
    “She done bit us, she did!” 
 
    Tytiana was about to chuckle when a seething, dripping, vaguely Human form heaved itself out of the lava lake. Jakani was trying to clear his eyes so that he could see. Oh dear. They had not reckoned upon that problem. 
 
    She said, “Don’t look, but there’s a monster behind you.” 
 
    The men were still hooting and slapping their knees when Jakani, having sighted his targets at last, launched himself at their backs. Slap! Splot! Two of the men went down shrieking as he slapped cooling lava against the backs of their heads. A third tried to grapple with him, only to discover that his opponent was covered in red-hot lava. He hugged the man, leaving him writhing in agony as the lava burned through his clothes with a terrible stench and then sizzled against his skin. 
 
    Mister Four folded over Tytiana’s flaming fist as she pounded a low right into his gut. She had been aiming lower. The leader had his crossbow out; it twanged unhappily as he fired too hastily, but Jakani jerked and cried out. Tytiana tried to jump up and help him, but collapsed over her hurt ankle and ended up catching herself with the help of the archer’s very full beard. 
 
    “Sman-shoo!” Jakani yelled. 
 
    Jerked down into a doubled-over position by her full weight, the leader had no chance as Jakani felled him with a powerful chopping motion of his hand to the back of the neck. Krack. Dead. 
 
    The lava monster wiped his mouth clean. “Thank you, I meant to say.” Helping himself to one of the swords, he used it to slam Mister Four to the ground. He reversed the blade, and pounded his skull twice. “There we go. He’ll be sleeping a while. Sorry I was so slow.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him?” 
 
    One of the others was still rolling on the ground screaming. 
 
    “Probably for the better, aye – but I couldn’t. He was helpless.” Jakani knelt painfully again and checked for a pulse. “Uh, actually, I did hit him too hard. I’ll finish this one as well. He won’t survive.” 
 
    Tytiana looked aside as Jakani cleanly finished the man he had hugged. Those screams! She realised that his honour came with mercy. Admirable. He did not just kill for the sake of it, though the way he moved assured her that the lamko dance they had once joked about was no dance. Jakani was a trained warrior. Comforting. Once she learned how to use her fire … 
 
    “Jakani?” she said, as he wiped himself down as best he could. 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Could you teach me how to fight?” 
 
    “That was a pretty decent punch you threw back there,” he said. “And the trick with the beard was more than effective.” 
 
    “You mean the accident.” 
 
    “It worked.” His dark eyes considered her. “Given as you have natural strength and grace, plus your fire – if you could learn to shape it around your body as you did before, you’d be a freaking amazing martial artist.” 
 
    A freak. There’s that word again. 
 
    Jakani’s eyes glinted with furious emotion. “Who taught you that you’re anything less than amazing, Tytiana? I’ll tell you what’s a lie around here. It’s that when I compliment you – when I make an honest appraisal, say of your beauty or capabilities or the way that you move my soul, you get this wounded look in your eyes and I just can’t bear it!” 
 
    Suffering caroli! That was straight to the heart. 
 
    “Same as you when you think so little of yourself,” she said quietly. “I want to take our entire Helyon culture and slap it beyond the Moons for teaching you that you are less than any other Human being. You don’t believe it, do you? You can’t.” 
 
    He lowered his head. “No. I don’t believe … anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Well, for the record, Mister Sakazi, I think you’re a respectable dancer, and a freaking amazing kisser. Process that with your honour culture, why don’t you?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having extracted a crossbow bolt from the muscle of Jakani’s lower left thigh and strapped up her ankle with cloth cut from dead men’s trousers, they searched the bodies for useful items and came away with a small trove – a pair of sparkstones, a couple of useable jackets, weapons galore, and a handful of brass drals. One of the men had been carrying a javelin. Jakani passed it to Tytiana. “Walking stick, if it helps?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He did not want to steal any personal objects, but a leather belt pouch made a useful home for the ever-present egg, and before he popped it inside, he tapped the shell gently and whispered: 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re up to, buddy, but thanks for being there whenever one of us has needed you.” 
 
    A tiny tapping noise answered from inside the egg. 
 
    Tytiana said, “See? I’m sure it understands us. Sorry to call you an ‘it,’ girl or boy or whatever you are.” 
 
    He nodded. “I hope we can find a good home for this little chap. I’m never leaving you behind again; no, I’m not.” 
 
    “Aww, aren’t we sweet,” Tytiana teased him for his baby language. Jakani made a face at her. “Right, let’s hobble along and see if we can find out where those men came from.” 
 
    “Aye. I’m hungry, too, and the notion of oversized rat or whatever those things were just doesn’t fill my heart with the blossoms of spring. You want to lean on me, or shall I lean on you?” 
 
    “One rule. No unauthorised kissing!” 
 
    On that note, they limped up to the well-hidden crack from which the men had appeared, finding there a narrow, sandy tunnel that led deeper within the Island. Jakani picked up a lantern and scratched his armpit vigorously. “Gaah. Do you have any idea how much all this rock powder is going to itch?” 
 
    “I don’t want to see you scratching in any socially unacceptable places, Dirt Picker.” 
 
    “Like here, o Choice?” 
 
    “Ew!” 
 
    “Or picking rock-snot out of my –” 
 
    “So you think you have license to be crude now, do you? What you need is a good bath with some actual soap, or I shall start calling you Dirty Nose Picker, Fifth Grade. Understood?” 
 
    Jakani daringly swatted her behind. “Understood, Tytiana.” 
 
    She elbowed him smartly in the ribs. “That’s way too expensive for you. Hands off.” 
 
    The tunnel meandered a ways beneath the Island, perhaps an ancient watercourse once cut away by water leaching through the Island’s foundation. At one point they broke out into the open and found themselves facing a rickety rope bridge across an unknowable chasm. It was only ten or eleven feet wide, but a frigid gale howled down the gap. Marvellous weather. They hurried across as best they could. Jakani was grateful for his thick jacket so that he could huddle inside of it and not show Tytiana how badly his stomach was churning. Heights? Mouldy ropes? No thanks. 
 
    Perhaps half a mile beyond the bridge they came to a divide in the tunnel. Jakani pointed to their right. “The men came from that way.” 
 
    Tytiana lifted her nose. “But I think I smell meriatite this way. Maybe there’s a Dragonship here. We could escape.” 
 
    “In this weather? Escape to where?” 
 
    “Well, we could see and maybe take advantage of a break in the storm. It’s blowing toward Immadia, isn’t it? We could try to make it there.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is ‘blasting,’ and, neither of us is an experienced Dragonship pilot. You’re planning to find a tiny dot in ten thousand square leagues of Cloudlands, in the middle of a – shh. Someone’s coming.” He listened intently. “Lots of someones. I mean –” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Hurry!” 
 
    Jakani was less than keen on the Dragonship idea, but with Tytiana charging into the lead, he had little choice but to follow along. Besides, he was not in great shape to be fighting the number of men he thought he heard. The regular cadence of their boot steps suggested a disciplined troop marching in time. While that was strange, a different kind of churning in his gut told him that now was not the time to pause and ask polite questions. Barbarians. Cannibals. He might just be eaten, but he could imagine much worse would lie in wait for a girl who fell into their grasp. 
 
    Ten minutes of rapid trot-hobbling later, they broke out into a cavern that clearly doubled as a Dragonship hangar and general storage area for quite the most impressive collection of trash he had ever seen. Somebody liked their ‘treasures’. Phew. His nostrils burned as if he had sniffed acid. Barrels, fungus-ridden mattresses, building materials, trunks and chests of clothing and sacks of mouldering food, were among the items he could identify, and were piled haphazardly two Dragons tall toward the back of the cavern. The side closest to the weather boasted two wooden sliding doors with enough holes in the ancient timbers to just about pretend to hold back the wind, and in a clear space beside the doors, someone had been restoring a Dragonship. 
 
    It was tattered. Patched. Stitched together like a patchwork cloth created by a team of blindfolded monkeys. The cabin beneath the tattered hydrogen sack looked as if a Dragon had chewed a hole through the side. But somewhere within the mess, a meriatite engine purred sweetly and the balloon appeared to be holding … well, some gas. The craft strained at a few mooring ropes that had been tied to water-filled barrels, a blacksmith’s anvil and half a shed. 
 
    He gasped, “You want to fly in that?” 
 
    “Prefer to take up residence in a cooking pot? Do you want to know what they said to me back there?” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    Right. Straight back to Choice of the House mode, as he had suspected. 
 
    “Are they still coming this way?” 
 
    He listened again. It was hard to tell over the whistling of the wind, but she was right again. Coming at a run. Dull anger slumped like spent fire in his chest as he realised he had forgotten to erase their trail. Idiot! Of course their barefoot footprints would stand out like a pink Dragon flying cartwheels around the Moons! 
 
    “Go, Tytiana. Get her aloft!” 
 
    He cast about the trash heap. The moment he started to push those doors open, the incoming troop would hear and – ah. Useful. A stack of what had to be Sylakian war-hammers. Noting that place, he sprinted to the hangar doors and shoved them open one at a time. Shouts erupted from the tunnel they had just left. Tytiana was inside the crysglass-fronted navigation cabin apparently kicking something with her wooden foot. Hopefully, that worked. He ran around the sides, hacking at the hawsers that held the craft down. The wind was already starting to push it sideways when the first men broke into the hangar. 
 
    “Stop them!” 
 
    Jakani dive-rolled beneath the cabin. Coming up beside the stack of hammers, he picked one up and hurled it overhand. Whap-whap-whap! The soldiers scattered. Suffering caroli, they were well trained. He picked up hammers and sent a couple spinning into the tunnel, garnering cries of anguish. A couple of crossbows peeked out of the wreckage and from behind barrels. He exploded a barrel into a soldier’s face with a well-placed throw. That made every head duck again. 
 
    “Get the turbines going!” 
 
    “Can’t –” He could not hear the rest. 
 
    Not that he would have done much better, but surely there was a lever called ‘turbines’ somewhere and she was just looking right past it? Because going out in that storm without a means of propulsion … a bolt flitted past his ear, buzzing like a very large, angry hornet. Or he could wait to be spitted like a fowl prepared for the roast. Spinning hammers left and right, he kept the men of Herliss pinned down. Suddenly the engine coughed and the whole vessel lurched toward the door. 
 
    “Jakani!” 
 
    Abandoning the hammers, he leaped toward their craft. With one hand shoved through the doorway on the side of the navigation cabin, he heaved the Dragonship toward the hangar doors. The wind fought him, knocking the huge balloon this way and that. Quarrels sparked on the stone between his feet. A half-dozen of the bearded Northerners gave chase, but he took a second to throw the sword he had stolen at them. They ducked, and then his feet were running over a howling storm. 
 
    The wind slammed the Dragonship sideways and then dragged them away along the rocky granite cliffs. In the cabin, Tytiana was fighting the old wooden helm as she tried to wrestle the vessel away from a spire of rock that loomed to his right. He heard a wild cry as one of the men tried to grab for a trailing hawser, lost his balance, and fell away into the darkness. The turbines whined and stuttered, before falling silent. Not good! Rock slewed toward his trailing feet. No way to avoid that. Obeying his instinct, Jakani lifted his legs, waited a second, and then slammed both feet down onto frozen rock to shove the Dragonship further around the threatening spire. For several long seconds, he was running sideways with the weight of a storm-driven Dragonship upon his back. He heard wood splintering, but that was only a secondary cabin further back along the vessel – hopefully not the engine room! 
 
    Out into clear space again. His fingers clawed at the slick metal doorframe, desperate to gain purchase. Slipping … no. Safe. 
 
    White sleeted across his vision. The wind was beastly, whipping blinding flurries of snow around the Dragonship as it stuttered along, but he saw now that the Island curved away from them and they were out in the open, hanging over nothingness, as Herliss receded into the distance. 
 
    ‘Better like this, or worse?’ his father sometimes used to say during his warrior training. 
 
    He clutched the doorway. Better for that girl who struggled across the swaying cabin toward him now, her face pale but determined. Worse for the fact that they were now being swept into the unknown by one of the legendary Northern storms, which liked to hammer Islands with deadly blasts of snow and hail, and they had to find Immadia somewhere out there in this immensity of unknown Cloudlands, like trying to identify one single fruit in the entirety of Helyon’s orchards. 
 
    Tytiana braced herself and reached for his hand. “It’s warmer in here.” 
 
    “Aye, if we close the ruddy door.” 
 
    He heaved and scraped himself into the cabin, and heard the door shut behind him. Tytiana latched it. “You’ve grown a white beard.” 
 
    “I feel like an icicle. Maybe … a kiss would warm me up?” 
 
    “Right beneath a very leaky hydrogen sack? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know. Hydrogen’s flammable? 
 
    “Explosive. You silly lamko, you didn’t know that?” He glared at the storm. Here it came. Dumb, ignorant lamko jokes. He’d suffer them all his life whenever someone compared the two of them. Tytiana said, “Thanks, though. That was some escape.” 
 
    “It was, wasn’t it? Didn’t know you could drive a Dragonship like a champion – ah, do they race Dragonships?” 
 
    “Nope.” She strutted back to the wheel. “Aren’t I just awesome?” 
 
    His jaw dangled involuntarily. “Why are you acting like me?” 
 
    “Because you were, and are, an awesome lava monster as well as being an awesome Human being. I don’t think this wheel is doing much at all. Shall we go take a look at the engine?” 
 
    Jakani made a show of combing his long hair. “Shouldn’t I look perfect first?” 
 
    Tytiana stuck out her tongue. “Haven’t done this since I was five years old. Please don’t do anything to ignite me, you madcap pirate. Heh. Never stolen anything either. You are clearly a terrible influence. Seriously, however, I’ve no desire to expire in a pyre of flame, so as much as I’m pining for another kiss, the rule is …” 
 
    He sighed. “No kissing.” 
 
    “No kissing.” 
 
    “Unless we’re standing naked in the middle of a snowfield?” 
 
    Tytiana shook his hand solemnly. “So done.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Man Overboard! 
 
      
 
    THE FOLLOWING MORNING dawned bright and fair. The storm had petered out, leaving a few wispy cirrus clouds high overhead perhaps as a proclamation of innocence. Tytiana woke with the suns beaming full on her face, sat up, and said, “We may have a problem.” 
 
    Jakani snored. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day. Aren’t you usually up before dawn?” 
 
    Apparently, the pile of sacking they had managed to rescue from the wrecked back cabin and pull here to the front navigation cabin, which was the only area of the Dragonship reasonably sealed against the cold and wind, was his new best friend. Cute boy – he cradled the dragonet’s egg right against his stomach. Gently snoring. She blew a few dark strands off his cheek. Odd how his ears almost lacked lobes. Was that an Eastern feature too? Mmm, he still looked mischievous when he was asleep. And kissa … no. Not that. Too dangerous. 
 
    Exiting the navigation cabin through the door that led to a very narrow interior corridor which provided access to the three other cabins in this design for a compact, long-range trader Dragonship, she walked several paces down to the engine room. The meriatite furnace engine was still warm, but the flames had guttered. She stoked up a small blaze with wood chips before adding several hunks of long-burning, dense ooliti wood. This much was elementary. One heated the chamber in which the hydrogen-bearing meriatite rock would melt at relatively low temperatures, before it dripped down into a water chamber which initiated the reaction that produced hydrogen gas. Two sacks provided the necessary meriatite. One was three-quarters empty, she noted, but the other was full. This would be enough to feed the huge envelope balloon above their heads which provided lifting power for the vessel, and was carefully separated from the cabin by the standard gap of five feet. A dozen strong hawsers spanned this gap, leading from the cabin’s lightweight frame to a loose rope netting that covered the entire oblong balloon, all of seventy-five feet in length. 
 
    The meriatite furnace engine could also drive the turbines, however, and those were where her main concern lay. The turbines were silent, perhaps storm-damaged, or they had never been repaired properly in the first instance. They must be hundreds of leagues from land in a leaky Dragonship, with no means of propulsion save the wind, which had picked this moment to die completely. 
 
    She returned to the main cabin. “Jakani? Oh, how the man snoreth,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Time to scour the vessel for food. Maybe some thoughtful soul had stocked it with a view to holding a feast fit for a High Master? 
 
    Not so much. She found a basket holding eleven small scraps of stale bread which could be gnawed possibly without breaking one’s teeth, a skein of berry wine, and two barrels of scummy water meant for the engine. 
 
    “Breakfast!” Tytiana prodded him with her toe. 
 
    “Ah, I was waiting for that,” said the scabrous scallywag, sitting up fresh and ready. “How kind you are to take care of my needs.” 
 
    Tytiana came within an inch of kissing him with extreme prejudice. 
 
    Instead, while trying to extract sustenance from the rock-hard bread, they talked about their becalmed Dragonship. They discussed how their families might be doing, pooled their knowledge about Dragonships and discovered it would barely make a drip, let alone a respectable puddle, and then scoured their pirated vessel from bow to stern. The wrecked rear cabin had apparently held a great deal more trash, so that was little loss, but they did discover a couple of grapnels that might double as landing hooks, spare rope, a repair kit consisting of a roll of unfamiliar material, assorted spanners, a pot of glue, and an axe. The rest, they sorted into flammable and non-flammable piles. The flammable materials – archives from a merchant’s dullest shipping ledgers, for example – they placed beside the all-important engine. Lose enough lighter-than-air gas or the ability to generate it, and they’d sink into the Cloudlands long before they found Immadia. 
 
    They discovered a couple of flasks of fiery Sylakian spirits taped carefully beneath a bunk in the second cabin. “Party time,” Jakani said cheerfully. 
 
    “We should keep it to drink ourselves insensible before we perish in the Cloudlands,” Tytiana said dolefully. 
 
    “We should drink it with kissing,” he leered. 
 
    “Alcohol this strong would just explode,” she retorted. “Keep to the rule.” 
 
    “I hate rules.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    After this largely fruitless search, Jakani climbed aloft to check the turbines set below the hydrogen sack either side of the lightweight cabin, while Tytiana tried to make sense of the paltry few items of navigation equipment. 
 
    When Jakani returned, she said automatically, “Report, Dirt Picker.” 
 
    He stiffened, then laughed it off. “One, you are still beautiful. Two, we really do need to fix your hair before that dragonet mistakes it for a nest. Three, the turbines are pretty badly damaged. One’s missing a few blades, one is missing its main housing, and the other two aren’t in the best shape either. Also, we have some holes up top that could do with patching.” 
 
    “Will you do that?” 
 
    “I’m … actually, not so great with heights.” 
 
    “Pretend you’re climbing a fenturi tree,” Tytiana said carelessly, tapping the compass. It certainly wasn’t pointing anywhere near North. It kept pointing at her. Jakani’s right eyebrow danced at the sight. She snorted, “No smart comments, alright?” 
 
    “You’ve a magnetic personality.” 
 
    “Do you want to drive this compass? Or get the patching?” 
 
    “Look, I’m man enough to tell you I almost lost my delicious breakfast up there. You’ve flown before, probably plenty of times.” 
 
    “You were fine with the Dragon.” 
 
    They argued this way and that, became irritated with each other, and Jakani eventually gave in to his pride and her wheedling, and ventured aloft. Five minutes later, his breakfast did indeed adorn the main window of the navigation cabin. He sheepishly rappelled down to clean up. 
 
    That afternoon, they laboured on dismantling the turbines as far as possible to see if they could salvage or swap enough parts to make at least one work. That was a major, tiring and finicky piece of work, because the previous owner of the Dragonship seemed to have been trying to do the same, only their idea of repairs seemed to involve glue, boot soles – literally – and a great deal of hope. The scientist in Tytiana was having kittens over this. Jakani eventually banished her to do something useful. 
 
    They slept apart that night. 
 
    By their fourth becalmed day, food was running low and tempers, high. Jakani muttered about ‘that bratty rich girl’ under his breath when he thought she was not listening. Tytiana suggested he might have mostly dirt between his ears, the way he was behaving. 
 
    However, they did have one working turbine. 
 
    “Congratulations,” said Tytiana, meaning it. “We’ll rig it up, set it going and celebrate.” 
 
    “Hmm. Looks like another storm’s coming in. Figures,” he groaned, pointing to the Eastern horizon. 
 
    Out there was a thin line of darkness stretched between two bands of blue: the endless, mesmerising aquamarine of the Cloudlands and the far lighter azure of a perfectly clear sky above. They had been becalmed in one location for four days, and had not a single sighting of a Dragon or Dragonship which could have helped them. They might as well have been alone in the Island-World, alone in a near-featureless dome – but the stars at night had been spectacular, and for the first time in his life, Jakani had observed the awe-inspiring play of Northern lights in the sky. 
 
    So many firsts. 
 
    “Just when we’re about to get underway again.” Tytiana leaned in for a kiss, groaned, and settled for patting him on the shoulder. “Suffering spiders, I need that snowfield!” 
 
    As if on cue, a light breeze ruffled his hair. He kissed his own fingers and touched them to her chin. “Sorry if my belly’s growling came out at you.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ve been climbing the – ah, rigging, myself. Got to know you a little, though! Alright, let’s lug this beast up top and head East.” 
 
    Using a jury-rigged rope winch, they hauled the bulky turbine up top. It was approximately the three foot diameter of an oil barrel but eight feet long, with fully thirty blades inside. Almost all of the parts were made of wood to save weight, always a prime consideration in Dragonship construction. Using the fittings they had moved when it became clear that only one turbine would survive the mix-and-match butchery, they settled the turbine in place atop and back of the navigation cabin and bolted the brackets, then hooked up the complex drive shaft that led from the meriatite furnace engine. 
 
    All the while, the wind picked up and the black smudge on the horizon grew steadily. 
 
    At last Jakani swung down and unhitched the safety rope Tytiana had insisted he wear. Even on the thin metal gantries that ran outside the cabins, he was not comfortable. They made the final link at the engine, switched the gears beside the helm, and he sang out, “Away we go!” 
 
    Not that they could tell. 
 
    Still, with the helm lashed to the best course they could determine and those dark clouds now having climbed two hand spans above the horizon, well, life felt good. Jakani daringly kissed Tytiana’s fingers. Only a couple of sparks, and a yelp of dismay – mostly from himself. Oh, by the Great Dragon, how could he feel this way about a girl and barely be able to touch her? 
 
    Life was brutally unfair! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By evening, the wind was whistling through the rigging once more and Tytiana and Jakani were at the silly stage of finishing up the last of the berry wine. They had to fill their bellies with something, didn’t they? They swapped stories of their most comical memories, such as his entirely unimpressive fishing exploits and her early obsession with dancing that had ended with a slip and a broken arm, and cried with laughter over her decidedly wobbly renditions of the trout slap. She described some of her more eccentric relations in hilarious detail, and Jakani told her about the time Sokadan had tried to trick him into eating baked fenturi spider. After that, there may have been a small incident that involved setting the bedding on fire. 
 
    The morning dawned with a blustery blast and a couple of very delicate heads. The Sylakian spirits they had graduated to after the bed-burning incident, had a brutal after-burn that clearly lingered like an unwelcome relative. Tytiana heard Jakani dunking his head in their water bucket, and yelled at him. 
 
    She went to stoke the engine and discovered they had forgotten to bank the fire the previous evening. It was cold. She was fumbling with the sparkstone when a voice from behind her teased, “Bend a little further over the engine, o Choice Tytiana. The pose helps.” 
 
    Crimson sheeted across her vision, fire and pain and fury. It was too much. “You snarky lamko rat …” 
 
    Before she knew it, in a roar of flame and fury, her shoulder slammed into his chest. In a second, he crashed backward into the thin metal railing lining the gantry outside the engine room door, and the metal snapped with a sharp ping! 
 
    He lay there, dangling half off the Dragonship with his right leg twisted between the door and her body. That was the only thing that had prevented the worst. “Freaking idiot woman, what were you thinking?” he snarled. “Control yourself! Please!” 
 
    Tytiana held onto that leg for dear life, and sobbed. How can this ever work, Jakani? I’m all fire, driven, toxic for anyone and any relationship … 
 
    He reached out to touch her shoulder. “Sorry.” Then he breathed, “Would you look at that?” 
 
    The softness, the wonder in his voice brought her chin up. Through a break in the racing clouds, she saw a sight straight out of legend. Gone. No, here it came again, twice as wondrous as before. 
 
    They could not even see above the towering cliffs, twice as tall as Herliss and perhaps more again, and it seemed inconceivable to him that above those three-mile ramparts, further peaks should yet vault toward the sky, but so it was. Immadia looked like a white-tipped arrow reaching toward the heavens, impossibly tall and slim and beautiful. Up there must be a terrace lake and perhaps a city, but they could not see those because their altitude was too low. 
 
    Breathlessly, Tytiana quoted: 
 
    There surmounting the clouds I did see, 
 
    A marvel to pierce a soul eternally, 
 
    Lapped by Cloudlands of peerless sapphire, 
 
    A towering Isle by whitest of peaks becrownéd, 
 
    The song of Fra’anior’s glorious desire! 
 
    “Indeed,” Jakani agreed. 
 
    What was not to love about a girl who could quote poetry? 
 
    Struck by the same thought, they both looked to the wind and their direction of travel. Oh no. On this vector, they’d sail right past and miss Immadia’s southernmost peninsula by perhaps three leagues, for the wind was pushing them directly eastward. 
 
    “To the wheel!” Tytiana cried. 
 
    “You get that. I’ll stoke the engine,” Jakani said. “Need height. Lots of height.” 
 
    “Go!” She slapped his shoulder. 
 
    As he fed the engine, he heard her yelling through the thin wall. One of the ailerons must be stuck. “Don’t feed the engine too fast!” she added. “Build the pressure steadily.” 
 
    No time for that. Jakani shovelled meriatite into the chute. More wood. Archives. Slapping the oven door shut, he ran to the navigation cabin. “What’s the matter? Get that turbine running faster – use that lever.” 
 
    “Oh, now we’re the expert?” 
 
    “Now you’re the Choice? Forgive me for breathing!” 
 
    Dimwit! He picked this moment to start an argument? More obstinate than a rock-headed Brown Dragon. More softly, she said, “Won’t it shake apart?” 
 
    “You’re always overthinking … everything! We have to give it our best shot.” 
 
    True. But she could not resist a riposte, “Aye, but a little forethought saves a lot of grief.” 
 
    “Did your precious father teach you that?” 
 
    Shaking. Mourning. Watching her hands make the helm smoke. No, Jakani. That was my mother, and you wouldn’t understand that grief, would you? 
 
    A few seconds later she heard a dull thump and a squeal of metal above the steady roaring of the gale. The helm bit with new vigour, and the rudder pedals danced at her feet. She snarled, “Get over there, you ridiculous …” 
 
    She willed the vessel farther into the wind, until they were flying in a juddering diagonal slew toward that vital peninsula of Immadia. The storm clouds had closed in again, some surging below them to obscure the rocky skirts of the Island, some above to batter the vessel. The hawsers above the cabin thrummed urgently under the changing wind pressures, while the balloon flapped and bulged alarmingly as she gazed out beneath it. Any sign of the Isle. Any! Were they high enough? She spied the breathtaking peaks a couple of times, but clouds obscured the rest. 
 
    Krack! 
 
    The helm lost resistance once again. Jakani howled something bitter at the storm, and then he was stomping inside the cabin. “Useless thing broke.” 
 
    “Guess you kicked something?” 
 
    He glared at the wall. “Aye. But I can fix it.” 
 
    “Safety rope!” 
 
    He gave her that look he reserved for Choice Tytiana commands. “I hadn’t forgotten. Just, it won’t reach in here.” 
 
    She said, “This isn’t going to work, is it?” 
 
    “Me, or you?” Then he made a soft sound of resignation. “I understand my place in this, Tytiana. I should have known better than to imagine we had any kind of future together. It isn’t my place to think so.” 
 
    “I … it’s just happening too fast, Jakani. Sorry if I’m acting scared. All I know is that I’m the kind of person who needs to pause, consider and plan for the future, and every time you look at me all I know is that my fires spiral out of control – no, I don’t know how we could ever be together, either, and I’m terrified to think of what father might do to my sisters or even your family, but right now, let’s just land this rag bucket, shall we?” 
 
    His face purpled with anger. “Let’s try a dash of actual honesty, shall we? I’m not good enough for you. I’ll never be, will I?” 
 
    “No, that’s …” 
 
    He spun, dashed outside, and slammed the door before she could reply. 
 
    “That’s untrue,” she whispered. 
 
    So aggrieved. Spitting with anger. Tytiana knew that feeling all too well, and she knew also that he needed space to realise that what was speaking, were his fears and insecurities. Aye, a million billion challenges would face them, but did that mean it was impossible? Did she truly want him enough to take on everything that the differences between their stations meant? A rebellious part of her did long to throw a lamko in all their sneering faces, but then she knew her actions would instantly ruin her sisters’ futures. Father might destroy them all. 
 
    In a few minutes, the helm jerked again and the Dragonship veered. “Great job, Jakani!” 
 
    He dashed inside the cabin, panting. “Saw the Island. Going to be close. We’re losing altitude fast – storm must have ripped something loose up there. You’re doing great. But my idiocy with that aileron might just have cost us.” 
 
    “No. There it is!” Her finger stabbed forward, and down too. A good gain in altitude! Through the forward crysglass windows, they saw the vital spit of land looming ahead. Thick, blanketed snow. Tall brown conifers perhaps blasted clean by the wind. Farther around the edge, a village of tiny lodge huts clung with impossible tenacity to the side of that peninsula. “Touch and go.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    More than. As another minute slid by and Tytiana kept the rudder and turbine angled to their maximum effect, Jakani knew they would shave the very edge unless the wind dropped entirely. Fra’anior, please – make it so. 
 
    “Maybe we can crash-land. Shall I cut the balloon?” 
 
    “No, you – what?” 
 
    The Dragonship shuddered in a completely new way. A huge force caused the vessel to veer toward the Island, and then they saw a solid red tail lashing toward the forward windows. 
 
    “Duck!” 
 
    Clutching Tytiana by the waist, Jakani threw her to the floor with his body atop of her. Shards exploded over them. Dragon attack! Was it feral? He drew his sword, and a paw snatched at the glass, further wrecking the cabin. Now a muzzle and a burning eye pressed into that space. 
 
    “Sulphurous greetings, little ones.” 
 
    Bad Dragon. Down, boy! He wanted to shout that so badly. A stupid, hysterical reaction. 
 
    The beast gazed at them, slowly flapping its wings to keep the vessel aloft. When he saw Tytiana rising behind Jakani, he smiled broadly. One hundred dazzling fangs. “Oh, by my wings, what a find! You’re worth a decent hoard these days, heiress, but my o my, who is this rat you’ve eloped with? You’re even wearing the little lamko’s shirt. How precious!” 
 
    Jakani began, “Noble Dragon – 
 
    “Noble? How poorly you mistake me. Not a noble bone in my body. She will come with me. As for you … oh, put it away, boy. You cannot best a Dragon.” 
 
    As the Red Dragon’s forepaw reached for him almost playfully, a monstrous feline to his tiny mouse, Jakani slammed the blade down upon its talons with all of his strength, severing one and almost cutting clean through a second. Thundering his pain and rage, the Dragon ripped into the vessel, snapped Jakani up in his paw, and coiled. 
 
    “No!” Tytiana cried. 
 
    “Fly well, rat!” snarled the Red, and hurled him toward Immadia Island! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana howled, “Jakani!” She clutched the helm, the only part of the ruined Dragonship that was now preventing her from sliding to the same fate. “No, you brute! You have to save him. Please!” 
 
    “The rat has no value. You, on the other paw …” 
 
    She cared not a rotten fenturi cluster for her fate just now. Carried off once more? Old news. Instead, Tytiana cried to Jakani, No, Fra’anior, no! Not when we’ve just begun … to love … o Great Onyx, help him … 
 
    His body arced slowly toward the trees at least a mile below, arms and legs flailing as if he sought to run upon the wind. She was sure she heard his faint cry, Tytiana! He vanished into the clouds, and the Island behind him also was enveloped in a flurry of whirling white. Would he hit? Miss? Strike a boulder? How could any person hope to survive a fall from such a height, even into snow? 
 
    Horror strangled her inner weeping. The fire within was the white heart of a furnace, but completely unlike her previous experiences, this grieving wrath did not manifest in outward flame and explosions. Instead, she focussed every last iota of her heart and soul upon him, and cried, Fly to safety, Jakani! FLY!! 
 
    She had never screamed like that; a raw, injurious tearing of the soul that needed no words to express her anguish. Did she feel a deep, inexpressible perturbation in return? Did the – where was that egg? 
 
    Tytiana … 
 
    No. She must not give in to despair. How could she imagine hearing from him now? From this distance? Yet, in reaching for her, the Red Dragon flinched as though she had struck him, and his paw hesitated before he clamped his two remaining talons about her waist with a triumphant growl. “Mine!” 
 
    He dragged her out of the wrecked Dragonship. 
 
    “Please, noble Dragon.” 
 
    He snarled, “Forget the rat, Choice. You and your fey magic are coming with me. Long and far have we mercenaries of Merxx searched for you, ever since that foul, null-fires fool Excorion took you in paw.” 
 
    He was one of the hired mercenaries? Yet why then was he behaving in this way? She could not think. Could not focus. All she saw when she closed her eyes was Jakani’s body flailing in the distance, pitifully small and growing smaller as he plummeted to his death. All she heard was the storm’s remnant wuthering in her ears like the icy knell of death itself. 
 
    The Red Dragon dropped away, wheeling to fly into the teeth of the dissipating storm clouds. Cerulean cleared from the eastern horizon as if ignorant or uncaring of the act of violence just moments before perpetrated offshore of Immadia. He said, “Now we will wrest the truth from your devious shell-father, little one. For we Dragonkind smell more than a lamko rat in his dealings with us. Cooperate, and I shall make your flight not an unpleasant one. Cross me …” 
 
    He tilted his paw purposely, opening his talons until Tytiana began to slide and had to scramble to try to hold on. “No –” He shook her playfully. “No!” 
 
    “A short flight from a great height.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    All that day long Tytiana saw little. The Island-World was grey and dull, all life leached from the glorious heavens and the great vistas that the storm’s aftermath opened to a Dragon’s wings. Quadruple overlapping rainbows created by the suns striking the clearing storm skies could not be appreciated. The delicate azure of the heavens filled her heart with heaviness and woe. 
 
    They flew more directly southeast than she and Jakani had come, that much she knew, for the Red Dragon told her plainly they were bound first for Gemalka and then Pla’arna Cluster, where he planned to hide her in one of the pirate roosts while the Dragons worked out how best to approach her father. 
 
    Juzzakarr had this much power over the Dragonkind? Interesting. 
 
    She filed the intelligence she gleaned from the occasional grunts with which the Red deigned to address his captive, without great interest. How could she be keenly engaged in anything, ever again? How could she nurse a hope that flew against all logic or common Isles sense, yet nonetheless, persisted somewhere, somehow, in a part of her that naïvely wanted to believe – well, perhaps that there was justice on the Isles, that rainbows did indeed signal new beginnings, and that maybe, just maybe, the true magic that lived between them could not be terminated by such a callous brute as this Ablazion. She remembered him now from her research. Why? Why had he featured on Gemalka’s lists – as a pirate or a travelling mercenary? 
 
    Yet mostly, she mourned for what was lost. For words never spoken. For an argument that could now never be salvaged with regretful kisses. For the hollowness that dwelled where once fire had been; that abiding spark which had ignited whenever they were together. Even when they were apart, Jakani had followed their inexpressible fire connection to rescue her from the fire at the Annual Choices’ Ball. She stroked her hair, thinking how he had spent two hours sitting finger-combing it night before last, hank by intractable hank, until every last knot had been tamed. That took a special kind of patience. Most of all, she grieved a love never openly declared, for they had been unable to scale that invisible mountain of class and caste and culture, and now it was too late. 
 
    What a waste. 
 
    A waste? Never! How could she think such a lie? For she knew she had found in Jakani a soulmate and a fire-mate, if that was an expression that made sense to anyone but herself. A funny, caring young man of surprising depths, who had made her gnash her teeth and laugh in equal measure, and in whose eyes she had found her universe. 
 
    Now she would return home, and all she had to remember him by was his shirt. 
 
    What would she say to his parents? He had not died in glorious battle, as true Nikuko were meant to. No, he had been cast aside like an unwanted rag – like the useless lamko he always feared he was. 
 
    She wished she could have convinced him how much he mattered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Slaver Pen 
 
      
 
    ABLAZION FLEW WITH all the charisma of a stolid red brick. Surly. Petulant. Stuffed to overflowing with his own fires. As an adult male Red Dragon, he measured close to one hundred feet across the wingtips, and his build was as blocky as his block-headed personality, Tytiana soon decided. His thick neck and long, muscular tail never wavered from their course, while his shoulders looked built for ripping Islands asunder. 
 
    Another night in a Dragon’s paw? Yawn. 
 
    Glorious starry skies, however. Tytiana peered between the jail bars created by his talons, wondering what use it was praying to a dead Ancient Dragon like Fra’anior, when she received no answers. Just another strange facet of her magic, as if something indeterminable had passed from her to Jakani, or between them, in that fateful final second before he had plunged into the mists. Her head swam with scenarios. He landed headfirst in the biggest snowdrift the Island-World had ever seen. He became caught in the branches of a tree. The Star Dragoness herself appeared in a blaze of glory to snaffle him away half a second before he smashed into the side of Immadia Island. Five hundred dragonets wove a net which they miraculously slung between a few of those conifers she had seen, catching him with a clever team effort. 
 
    Oh, more the fool she. 
 
    The weird thing was, she spent that entire night dreaming the same dream. Over and over and over again, Tytiana dreamed she was the one falling from the heavens, only for an immense, gleaming black paw to sweep out of nowhere and catch her. Fade. Repeat. 
 
    Fra’anior? she would ask. 
 
    There was no reply. Oddly, upon waking to a dawn of translucent skies and crisp winds, she felt an inexpressible sense of peace. The grief was still present like a miasma lingering upon her thoughts, but she somehow knew that … everything would be alright. Tytiana must have spent twenty minutes or more trying to talk sense into her ridiculous thoughts. Clearly this must be some weird brain reaction to her bereavement, the chemistry all run awry. 
 
    Then, she heard a sharp whistle of wind. Graboom! 
 
    Ablazion shuddered from head to tail as a monstrous force struck them across the sky. Fire sprayed in an arc from his muzzle as the great Red vented a prolonged, stricken bellow, and then Tytiana screamed as she saw a blur of brown and a massive paw, talons outstretched, curve beneath the Red to peel a bed-sized chunk of hide right off of him, like a hunter skinning his prey with one deft stroke of the knife. The paw holding her clenched instinctively, in great pain. Before she could think, Tytiana found her fire had risen and she slowly seeped away through the gap in his talons, a gap which Jakani had made. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Had she just become a blob of crimson fire-ooze? Delightful. Effective! She squeezed through a rat-sized gap in his clenched fist without apparent harm and thus escaped being crushed to death. 
 
    EXCORION!! A Dragon’s battle challenge thundered all around. A jagged forest of two-foot fangs clamped down upon Ablazion’s neck, just behind his prominent ruff of skull-spikes. Golden Dragon blood spurted forth as the two-foot fangs savaged the flesh, pouring over Tytiana in a blistering torrent. Her flame made the viscous gold liquid sizzle, and then she was dangling from the Red Dragon’s paw, clutching one of his talons which was thicker than her thigh, as the Dragons clashed savagely. She had no experience of Dragon combat, but it was very soon clear the surprise attack had been decisive. Ablazion wrenched himself free with a twisting motion of his body that flung her free, but Tytiana had barely flown fifteen feet when Excorion snapped her out of the air with blinding reaction speed. The impact of his paw made her see stars. 
 
    Then, as the paw shifted and the skies and Cloudlands seemed to whirl around her head before steadying again, she saw the Red fleeing with one paw cupped over his terrible injuries. Excorion belled out a great, bloodthirsty laugh, “Coward! Best of wind to make it to Gemalka!” 
 
    Ablazion looked as if he would drop at any moment. 
 
    Excorion’s paw twitched as if amused by the same thoughts that appalled her, then he brought Tytiana up past his flaming nostrils and clenched fangs until she could look him in the eye. 
 
    “Tytiana. We meet again.” 
 
    “Noble Dragon.” She made a bow in his paw, necessarily slight because his talons formed an armoured casement from her knees to her neck. “You were quick.” 
 
    He stared at her for such a long time, Tytiana did not know where to look. She kept her chin up and her demeanour calm, but inside she was alternating between burning heat and sickly chills. Being stared at by a Dragon’s fire-orbs was no comforting experience, but she realised that his gaze stirred the fire within her too – not as Jakani did, but in a different, challenging way. A rising, surging tingling filled her being that she had come to recognise as the presence of her own magic. 
 
    Excorion growled, “You truly don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “It appears that when I broke down the tower, I might inadvertently have saved you from a murderous plot.” 
 
    She inclined her head. “That much was clear as crysglass. I thank you, noble Dragon.” 
 
    “I mean, the intended murder of a daughter by her father.” 
 
    “The what?” Tytiana gaped. “What did you – where did you hear that?” 
 
    The paw gripped her painfully for a second, and then eased up. Heavily, Excorion said, “One hears many things about the High Master Juzzakarr. Many a tale of perplexing import does he spawn. One rumour is that he has penetrated the pirate cabals of Pla’arna in a way that no person or Dragon has done in hundreds of years, and influences them to his bidding. Certainly he has given the mercenaries of Merxx ample reason to mistrust his motives. He is already up at Gemalka, spinning a web both strange and fey; aye, moreover, I do scent perfidious winds caressing the Isles of late. One doesn’t know whom to trust. Tell me, what reason might your shell-father have to destroy you?” 
 
    “I …” she shook her head slowly, feeling as if she had been punched in the gut by Excorion himself. Jakani was an obvious choice. Or, her embarrassing behaviour? Worse, might he have learned who her true father was, if that was even an accurate hypothesis? “I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Magic is taboo upon Helyon.” 
 
    “My magic heals, Excorion. How is that – how does that land me up in a burning tower?” 
 
    “Is the High Master mentally unstable?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Could he be insane? Her teeth chattered as she shivered in visceral reaction. Dazed. Speaking words that struck her own ears with disbelief. “He calculates everything. I doubt it. He’s a very clever man capable of hiding many layers of subterfuge, and playing conflicting motives simultaneously. Sometimes he initiates things in the hope of learning from the reaction an unexpected strategy, for example, may elicit, but would he stoop to murder? I don’t think so.” 
 
    But her tone betrayed her doubts. 
 
    She felt ashamed just thinking about her father in this way. Cold, aye. Extremely ambitious. But a murderer? A manipulator of Dragons? Could Juzzakarr be hiding far darker purposes than she had imagined? What of that unaccountable weakness she sometimes sensed around him, as if she were a mouse helplessly shrinking from the strike of a falcon’s talons? 
 
    Flapping his wings just enough to keep hovering in place, Excorion said, “I received word you would be available that night, in that tower – not that the dire nature of your situation was in any way specified by that intelligence. But I don’t know from whom that message came, nor even whether it was draconic or Human in origin. You don’t know who else might have reason to try to kill you?” 
 
    “House politics can be brutal.” 
 
    “Ah, a backstab of the High Master; a weakening of his capital?” 
 
    She explained how the first rumour had sent her to House allies at Gemalka and thus perhaps avoided that threat. The attack in the tower had been far more incisive and well-planned, she realised now. When the Dragon inquired, she told him of Jakani’s death, and again this information appeared to give him pause. He muttered something about all death being unnecessary. 
 
    Tytiana blurted out, “Dragons have a conscience? I mean –” 
 
    GRRAARRGHH!! “Be silent if you must speak the words of foolish hatchlings, nay, of lesser creatures! Humans were slaves of the Dragons and it is easy to see why when such fatuous, infantile drivel pours from your pathetic lips.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Dragons despise apologies!” The Dragon shook his fist, practically rattling her teeth around in her skull. “Now, I am a magnanimous creature. I will give you a second chance. Speak wisdom, should any exist beneath your skull, all afire with these peculiar, fiery filaments so unique amongst your kind.” 
 
    Speak wisdom? Tentatively, Tytiana said, “I did have one thought. Clearly I was set up to die; we know not by whom or why. But I wonder if the plot was not twofold – intending to point the finger of accusation at yourself? Or at certain Dragons?” 
 
    “I was meant to kill you?” 
 
    “The Herliss barbarians knew exactly where you hid us,” she said tightly, deciding to offer a version of the truth – hopefully not too much! “That was why we had to escape. We stole a Dragonship from them and sailed out into a storm, but Ablazion caught us just shy of Immadia Island and murdered Jakani without –” her voice cracked “– without mercy.” 
 
    Excorion’s growl was a terrible throbbing deep in his mighty chest. “Betrayed!” 
 
    “Aye. Both of us.” 
 
    At some considerable length, the Brown Dragon’s paw unclenched, and then he lowered her to his customary carrying position, beneath his chest. “This intelligence demands consideration,” he growled, all sullen with discontent. “We will fly by devious ways to Pla’arna Cluster and be there by evening these two days hence, avoiding your father’s presence at Gemalka. There, I will take counsel with allies among the Morazi Cabal.” 
 
    The most notorious pirate cabal of all! Her heart sank. 
 
    She had been a child before, untutored in the ways of the world. Now with grief and death all around her, and seeing the perilous yet majestic nature of the Dragonkind, Tytiana felt as if her heart was breaking and her soul quaking, yet being forged anew in the fires of a new destiny. If this was as Fra’anior wished for her, a creature of fires akin to the Dragonkind, would it not excoriate her very soul for the barrenness of the grief she knew? 
 
    As the Dragon turned now toward the southeast and Gemalka, Tytiana saw the distant red speck that was Ablazion stiffen and then plunge helplessly into the Cloudlands. Dead. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He awoke from the strangest of fleeting dreams. 
 
    Flailing. Falling. Speared through and through. A weird vibration around his body; a person of authority speaking of cutting him apart. 
 
    Carrying. Falling again. Fire, oh, the agonising, all-consuming, sacrosanct wellspring of the soul’s verimost breath! 
 
    Darkness overwhelmed him. Spiralling into nightmares … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He was Jakani. 
 
    Breathing. 
 
    Cocooned in metal. Coolness encased leg and arm, lay across his hips and torso, and even clamped his head in place with a painful band across his forehead. There was a thickness and a fey quality to these peculiar manacles he did not understand. All of him that could move was his fingers and toes, and his eyes. He rolled them carefully, squinting against the unbearably bright light that filtered through slats above him … no, through the thickest metal bars he had ever seen. Ten inches in diameter. He was inside a cage which put Excorion’s slaver cage to utter shame. It looked built to hold Dragons, only it was far too small – wasn’t it? A mere ten feet square by six tall. 
 
    In the centre of this cage, he had apparently been secured to a metal table of sorts with quite the most ridiculous assortment of metalwork some rabid blacksmith would have chortled over. His arms were splayed wide; beneath the foot-thick manacles he saw bandages stained with blood. 
 
    His arms? 
 
    A patch on his right flank seemed to have been bandaged too, although his eyes could not roll far enough to confirm that impression. The pain was signal enough, dampened sufficiently that he wondered if he might not have been drugged to boot. Weird. Oh. And his mouth was stuffed with a very effective-seeming gagging device, also metal, that clamped his tongue and jaw most uncomfortably. 
 
    “Awake!” someone said, military-sharp. 
 
    “Inform the Princess.” 
 
    “I’ll handle this slumberous varmint,” said another voice, which had tonal qualities Jakani thought he had never quite heard before. “Open the cage.” 
 
    “Aye, noble Flicker.” 
 
    The cage door did not creak. It whispered open upon well-oiled hinges. In a moment, Jakani heard a sound like old leather creaking, and a creature moved into his line of sight by the simple expedient of leaping up onto his chest. It was … a dragonet, he realised. A white dragonet! It was also very large, perhaps longer than he was tall, and it was giving him the benefit of a snarl full of needle-sharp fangs, plus an extra dose of a rancid meat stench riper than was generally regarded as safe by most carnivores. 
 
    “Egg stealer!” shrilled the dragonet. “Miscreant! Invader! You miserable cretin, just let me at your craven yellow guts! I’ll string them up all around my warren as a warning to all ignoble null-fires spies and traitors who dare to assault my territory while the Star Dragoness herself is away! I will not suffer this challenge to my authority! What do you have to say for yourself, you despicable, shifty little bottom-feeder?” 
 
    “Murrggh?” said Jakani. 
 
    “Moron! Scabrous pirate! Slanderous popinjay of tattered dignity! Speak like the Dragon you are, you fiendish son of Dramagon!” 
 
    “Mrr-mmm?” 
 
    The dragonet flicked open its talons and pressed them to the pulse of his neck. That gesture garnered Jakani’s instant respect. Speak, o abhorrence incarnate! 
 
    Unh … what? 
 
    It suddenly crystallised in his awareness. The dragonet was speaking to him with his mind. And he was speaking back! 
 
    Thou brutish fool, thou barbarous nest robber, thou feckless blemish upon the face of Immadia’s peerless splendour! Durst thou backchat the mighty Flicker, aged scion of these hallowed shores, favourite companion of the original Star Dragoness herself, the peerless Hualiama Dragonfriend? 
 
    There was only one part of that verbal and mental battering he could process immediately. You’re old? 
 
    The dragonet’s eyes bulged furiously. Venerable! I am venerable, you scurrilous excuse for a scuttling scorpiolute! What do they teach spineless fledglings these days? Disrespect for elders? I will have your respect, boy, or I will personally shave your louse-ridden little – 
 
    Flicker, stand down, said a soft but authoritative female voice. 
 
    Phew. Jakani didn’t want to hear the end of that statement. He was so confused! 
 
    In a moment, the owner of the new, musical voice hove into view, and he realised by the dainty coronet she wore in her hair that this well-dressed girl must be a Princess of Immadia. She was rather younger than he had imagined. Pink of eye. Baby pink! Diminutive yet regal of bearing, she reminded him in some curious degree of Tytiana herself – who must think he was dead! His heart lolloped unhappily inside his chest. 
 
    How exactly was he still alive? 
 
    The strange girl had the same high cheekbones but a heart-shaped face and, if he were not being unforgivably unfaithful to the Choice of House Cyraxana, more than the average degree of physical beauty despite her ashen complexion and perfectly white hair. Was she an albino? He had never seen such a person before. The ballads styled them as evil or accursed in much the same way as his lamko heritage marked him; yet she was none of those things. Pretty indeed, and arresting of presence. 
 
    She said, Thief and invader, declare your name and station. 
 
    Uh … you speak – holy Fra’anior! What is this? 
 
    Dragonish, snarled the girl. Don’t pretend you don’t know exactly what you’re doing, you mendacious reprobate! 
 
    He was speaking the language of Dragons? 
 
    Somebody slap him awake from this ridiculous nightmare! 
 
    Told you this two-faced fleabag was trouble! Flicker interrupted heatedly. Where did you steal my precious egg from, you obnoxious, pustulent boil plaguing Humanity’s nether regions? 
 
    Your egg? The white one? Jakani groaned at the pain in his arms as he tried to shift position. 
 
    No, the egg-shaped one! Dunce! 
 
    Noble Flicker, said the girl. I was put in charge. I will interrogate the boy. 
 
    This was surreal. Here he was having a full-blown conversation without the need or actual ability to move his mouth. Moreover, the dragonet’s words created unfamiliar impressions and emotions in his mind, as if the Dragonish language itself conveyed far more information than he was used to, on a bewildering variety of levels. 
 
    Fine, play at being grown up, sulked the dragonet. I’m only your senior by eight centuries! But remember, my fangs and talons are right here, boy! 
 
    Name! snapped the girl. 
 
    Jakani. Jakani of Helyon, Your … um, Highness … of Immadia, I’d guess? Why am I trapped here? 
 
    What do you remember of your landing? asked the girl. 
 
    Not much. Where am I? 
 
    Inside my nice dungeon, exactly where you belong. Stepping forward with a smile so sweet Jakani was convinced she planned to exterminate him forthwith, the Princess placed a forefinger upon each of his temples, left and right, just below the huge metal clamp. I am the Princess Shalanya of Immadia, Albino Shapeshifter. Jakani, I command you to … REMEMBER!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kissing a girl, all afire. 
 
    Grubbing in the dirt beneath the burgundy light of a gorgeous suns-set that filtered through the fenturi leaves and branches, setting the silver fruit-clusters ablaze like stars. 
 
    Leaping free of a burning tower. 
 
    Sprinting through the orchards with wings of fire in his feet. 
 
    Laughing in a tickle game with his beloved sisters. 
 
    “Fly well, rat!” 
 
    A mighty, full-throated thundering that seemed to shake the very marrow loose of his bones. Fly to safety, Jakani! FLY!! 
 
    He was flying, but not to any safety. He was flying like a Human flung through the skies by a Dragon. Falling. Wind whistling through his hair. Hearing from Tytiana even though she had receded behind the clouds, clasped in the grip of that brutal Red Dragon. Fly? How could he fly? She was the Dragoness, not he! Yet the fire dwelled in him and the power of her command could not be denied. It filled him beyond thought, beyond reason, beyond the limitations of mortal flesh and beyond the ends of all he had always known as Jakani. He was more. He was fire! He was … 
 
    NOOO!!! 
 
    You will remember! commanded the Princess. 
 
    Tumbling. Tangled. Flailing. Flashes of storm sky and white ground and dark, brooding cliffs, then an impact that smashed the breath clean out of his lungs. Incredible pain piercing his arms and side … 
 
    NOOO!!! 
 
    Remember! 
 
    Soldiers sawing at frozen, javelin-like trees that pinioned him in multiple places. The whiteness surrounding his splayed body, the freezing, slowing him down and dulling the agony, threatening imminent death! 
 
    Unnnh – must escape! he roared, tearing upward with his arms. 
 
    Beware, Princess! 
 
    Subdue him! Don’t let him – how the hells! There was scrambling around him, frightened cries as Jakani ripped the manacles and the table apart with a convulsive, terrified flexion of his arms. Beware! Dragon! 
 
    Immense was his power! Furious the fires! Mighty his rage, the song of draconic rage unleashed in his soul! 
 
    Soldiers! Present arms! Shalanya shouted. No killing! 
 
    Something slammed into the back of his head. He dropped to one knee. Again, a brutal strike. And again! 
 
    All flicked to darkness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Upon a tempestuous evening two days after Excorion’s devastating attack on Ablazion, the Brown Dragon approached Pla’arna Cluster, a shattered wilderness of Islands surrounded by swirling grey Cloudlands and buffeted by the passing fringes of a winter storm. Strangely, the setting suns shone luminously beneath the Yellow Moon, setting the dark fringes of the cloud battalions alight while seeming to correspondingly deepen their inner darkness. Strewn across the Cloudlands in pockets and piles of rock and shrubbery, some toweringly tall and others as tumbledown as if they had been scattered by a draconic paw, Pla’arna looked exactly as she had imagined it ought to – a haven for thieves, pirates and the scum of the Island-World. 
 
    Ten thousand hiding places. A million secrets. 
 
    As Excorion hid her now within his paw without apology, so that she might not see where he flew, Tytiana reflected upon a strange event the previous afternoon. She had been dozing the leagues away when out of the blue, her fires had swelled immensely and a rage unlike anything she had known before – no stranger was she to fits of fire-inspired temper – had suffused her. Crying out, she had ripped Jakani’s shirt off of her just before … well, she was not quite sure what had happened then. A fiery nothingness exploded out of her? 
 
    Excorion had certainly felt that! He almost dropped out of the sky in shock. 
 
    Who else could do that but him? He who had kissed her into a pyre of flame, and breathed fire with her, and not been consumed? Unbidden, bittersweet faith. O, Fra’anior, be there any way … 
 
    She could not give hope voice. 
 
    Even more oddly after that, the Brown Dragon had suddenly begun to teach her about Dragon powers. How fire-life was the foundation of all draconic magic. He had questioned her at length upon the manifestations of her powers until Tytiana had been forced to reveal Adazara’s assessment of her nature. Excorion disagreed. 
 
    “At your age of sixteen, you would already have come into your powers,” he said. “No, this is some other manifestation of draconic fire-magic. I have heard of very strange forms of Shapeshifters from Herimor, for instance, and not all take on obvious draconic manifestations. It is said that some are creatures of Chaos, the darkest and most forbidden fruit of Dramagon’s dreadful experimentation, who arise spontaneously somehow from the nethermost reaches of Herimor, South of the Rift. Yet you do not actually change form. It is a mystery indeed how fire lives within you – and true draconic fires at that. I cannot say I have ever encountered a creature of your like.” 
 
    Comforting? Most assuredly not! 
 
    She remembered squeezing out between Ablazion’s talon death-grip, and kept that detail to herself. A woman must be allowed some mystery, even if it petrified her. 
 
    At length, she felt her ears popping during the descent, several times, and a while thereafter, Excorion’s wingbeat shifted and he spoke to several Dragons. Then there was a longer descent into full darkness. She smelled the unmistakable dankness of a cave system. A huge door scraped shut behind them, and the Dragon alighted, opened his paw and deposited her upon cool rock. As her eyes adjusted Tytiana saw that she stood inside a broad pit some forty feet deep and perhaps one hundred and fifty feet in diameter. The sides were sheer and perfectly smooth. Above her was a glossy and clearly artificial, most probably a Dragon-fashioned dome of rock in granite grey, cut by three ventilation holes that also allowed in a measure of light. To her left, she saw an access tunnel protected by a strong metal grating, and ten feet from it, a low wooden screen concealing some installation that, after a moment’s reflection, she concluded must be a toilet or washing up area. There was nothing else. Not a soul; just the expanse of the great granite vault which housed this inescapable pit. The echoes suggested a very large space out of her line of sight, all around. Perhaps there were more pits nearby? 
 
    Excorion said, “This an old slaver pit, Tytiana. The one and only entrance to this cavern will be guarded twenty-seven hours a day by my two shell-brothers. I will instruct the servants to bring you meals which you will receive through that grating. You may make ablutions behind the screen. Waste may be flushed down a drain there.” 
 
    With that, he turned as if to leave. 
 
    “Noble Dragon, wait,” she said. 
 
    “I may be away for some days,” he said, pausing with one forepaw set upon the relative cliff that trapped her inside the slaver pit. “I will say this. I am not a Dragon to throw away fire-life unnecessarily, o Tytiana of Helyon. You are not your father. Aye, I will bargain with your life – that is to be expected. But nor am I a Dragon who is carelessly betrayed. I will sniff out the truth here, mark the lay of my paw. And when that happens, I will show you why I am called Excorion after my signature powers: excoriation, and excruciation.” 
 
    He expected her to trust him? 
 
    With that, the Dragon poured upward with that liquid grace his kind possessed in such breathtaking yet lethal measure, and she heard his footsteps receding across the cave above. Massively basso male Dragon voices held a lengthy discussion in undertones beside what she assumed was the doorway he had referred to, before he departed and she was left alone. 
 
    “Not much to this place, then,” she muttered to herself. “Just a pit with unclimbable walls and no amenities. Suffering caroli, what I wouldn’t give to be a Dragoness right now.” 
 
    Good thing, then, that even the Dragons could not agree what she was! What she needed was a living and breathing Shapeshifter to tell her, yea or nay, whether she was a Dragoness or – heavens forbid – some profane creature spawned by the infamous Dramagon the Red! Ugh! Could she imagine her true father might have been some … Herimor beast? She too had read some legends about Dramagon that put the fear of Dragons into her, and her imagination unquestionably needed no additional feeding, these days. Maybe trying to find this Na’axion – or whoever her father might be – would be a quest that ended in worse than heartbreak. 
 
    Or maybe Juzzakarr was such a beast in disguise? 
 
    “Nooo …” How bitter was the scream that she unleashed upon these austere walls now! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Hatchling Up! 
 
      
 
    JAKANI’S SECOND AWAKENING upon the fabled Isle of Immadia was much gentler than his previous one. True, he had a headache worthy of the pounding which had gifted it to him in the first instance, but lately he had learned to appreciate that just being alive was cause for celebration. 
 
    Great. Back inside the cage. Clothed. Not a manacle in sight, which was a significant improvement. Jakani sat up and rubbed his head gingerly. He was starting to recall a few details that filled him with trepidation. What had been flapping about him, tugging at his shoulders as he tumbled through the sky? How had he survived a landing from a mile high? He touched his chest. Ouch. As he peered beneath the neckline of his unfamiliar linen shirt, he saw that his skin was black and blue from his neck to his stomach. Every inch. He dared not look further. Nice colours, however. Snow was clearly a great deal harder than he might have imagined. 
 
    Ah, and there were twenty soldiers standing alertly around his cage, wearing what must be the purple of royal Immadia – in his extensive experience of visiting royal houses, he supposed. Or at least, their dungeons. 
 
    Carefully, he said, “Islands’ greetings?” No smile cracked any of those stern, bearded faces. Mercy, they were all so tall! Every one of the guards had to be a head taller than him. “Uh, sorry I sort of … overreacted, last time? I won’t misbehave again. Promise.” 
 
    One soldier, who wore a more decorative silver breastplate than the others, stepped forward. “Usually we Immadians are more welcoming, Shapeshifter Jakani, especially toward the noble Dragonkind. I am Commander Alaban. Be that as it may, noble Flicker accused you of egg theft. Your arrival was suspicious. We spotted a stricken Dragonship offshore. You were attacked by a Dragon known to us as a trustworthy ally. However, your flying skills are apparently less than inspiring, shall we say?” 
 
    Four or five of his troop guffawed heartily.  
 
    Jakani stared at the tall Immadian. One of his men had just muttered ‘flew like a ralti sheep, sir,’ and he was picturing ripping the fellow’s guts out through his throat … right. Get a grip on something, Dirt Picker! He said, “What makes you think I’m Dragonkind? Respectfully sir, Alaban, sir?” 
 
    “The Princess. Attention!” barked one of the troop. 
 
    With perfect timing, the men managed to grow petrified trees for spines. Clack! went their boots. Whap! Every hand smashed against their breastplates before they lifted in rigid salutes. 
 
    In strolled the frankly tiny Princess. She would have been small even by lamko standards; certainly smaller than his mother, he’d wager, if she had straight legs. Shalanya was two heads shorter than any of these soldiers. Yet she carried herself with an air of dominion that Jakani was beginning to recognise even from his limited experience of Dragons. Funny how she had seemed much larger yesterday when he had been manacled upon that metal table. The soldiers certainly appeared more than respectful, and he had better behave the same way, he decided, willing his eyes to stop noticing how curvy she was beneath a long, high-collared dress of the ubiquitous royal purple. 
 
    Honestly. Not a shred of self-control. Sorry, Tytiana. All in a day’s betrayal. 
 
    “Noble Dragoness,” he said, standing and bowing. 
 
    Well, it was an attempted bow. He made it only partway before he groaned and had to sit down again. Alright. Nothing about that felt good. 
 
    “Noble Dragon.” 
 
    There was a form of address to give his stomach a decided turn! 
 
    He said, “Princess Shalanya, please forgive my appalling manners yesterday, or whenever I … tried to attack you. I was frightened and confused.” 
 
    “This was your first transformation?” She stopped beside the bars considering him at discomfiting length. Apparently pink eyes could burn like fire. 
 
    “If that’s what it was, Princess. I don’t know what happened there. Look, I don’t have much experience with Dragons or Shapeshifters or being … please, I’m just a Dirt Picker from Helyon. And my … this girl, she’s in trouble. Tytiana. She was flying on that Dragonship with me …” 
 
    “Tytiana of House Cyraxana?” barked the silver-armoured Commander. Noting Jakani’s nod, the man added, “Princess, that would be the missing heiress everyone has been searching for. The redhead.” 
 
    “You have to help me find her!” 
 
    He did not at all enjoy the look that crossed the Princess’ features just then. Haughtily, she said, “I suppose a Dirt Picker of Helyon eloping with the Choice of a Helyon House could be regarded as somewhat more illegal than the matter of stealing a dragonet’s egg. However, noble Flicker is very, very protective of his offspring in his old age, and around here, he’s something of a legend.” 
 
    “We didn’t elope, we were abducted by a rogue Dragon,” Jakani clarified. 
 
    “And you didn’t steal the egg?” 
 
    “No. Tytiana found it.” 
 
    “And you didn’t crash-land on Immadia Island in Dragon form?” 
 
    “No … ah … eeeh. I don’t remember.” 
 
    “I hear many, many tall tales around here, coupled with a very convenient case of memory loss,” said the Princess, twisting her lips as though she had tasted something nasty. “Nor did you tear apart magically enhanced, Dragon-impervious shackles as though they were aged scrolleaf?” 
 
    Jakani said something like, ‘ulp?’ 
 
    And speak perfect telepathic Dragonish as though born to it? 
 
    This time he just shut his mouth and kept it that way. Silence had to be his best wisdom. 
 
    The Princess smiled at him. Dragoness to the core. And then, in her lilting Immadian accent, she said, “Funny thing is, I knew I’d seen a handsome lad like you somewhere before.” 
 
    “Impossible! Uh, respectfully meant, o Princess.” He could have used a few more colourful epithets, some of which he had learned from Tytiana. “I’ve never left Helyon’s shores before. Of course, you being the absolute potentate of … various stuff … around these frosty shores, I suppose …” 
 
    His voice trailed off as four servants traipsed into the partly underground room bearing a huge, wood-framed oil painting which stood side-on to his viewpoint. He had to be dreaming. Noble Dragon? Speaking Dragonish with his mind? They truly imagined he was a dangerous creature of fire and magic? This was either simultaneously a stage comedy and the most bizarre conversation he had ever had, or … but as the foursome rotated the painting into full view, he gasped, as did every soldier in the room. 
 
    “That’s me,” he squeaked. 
 
    Princess Shalanya beamed as if she had just pulled off the heist of a lifetime. “Isn’t it just? Except it isn’t. Anyone in this room want to suggest that this man –” she pointed at the painting “– isn’t related to this one I have caged up in my nice Shapeshifter holding cell?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Freakily freaky silence! 
 
    On the painting were depicted an Eastern man and woman, and behind them a pretty, slender Grey Dragoness, all three looking warlike and regal. The man had a slightly mischievous smile on his face that Jakani had seen many a time in a mirror, while the woman wore an unfamiliar but ancient-looking type of banded metal armour. Both were Easterners like him, having bronzed skins with golden undertones, angular cheekbones and straight, dark hair, but the resemblance to the man – wow. It was as if he himself had sat for the portrait! 
 
    “Jakani, I’d like you to meet – well, I believe this is your ancestor, Jinichi the Brown Shapeshifter Dragon.” Shalanya pointed to the man. “Beside him is Isiki the Scholar, and the Dragoness is Makani the Grey, a famous warrior poet.” 
 
    Eeeeh … he wheezed again. He was doing a lot of that. 
 
    “I know! Isn’t it amazing? And I reckon this painting is about eight hundred years old. Give or take. It dates from the time of the Dragonfriend – you know, when Flicker was born.” The dragonet was how many centuries old? He had to pinch his arm. Aye, awake. Awake, bewildered, and by now reasonably convinced that he was looking at insanity from a very uncomfortable angle. “It’s one of our oldest, anyways. We Immadians have a very ancient and noble lineage. Of course, we’re not sure if you’d trace your ancestry from Makani or Isiki.” 
 
    “How’s that, Princess?” he asked. 
 
    “Very unusually, Jinichi was married to Isiki and bonded with Makani. Something like having two wives, one for each Shapeshifter form.” 
 
    His mouth formed a wide ‘O’. 
 
    “We Immadians are strictly monogamous, but other cultures can be shockingly liberal,” the Princess explained, fluttering her eyelashes playfully at him. “So, Jakani … how old are you? And if I let you out of my holding cell, do you promise to be a very well behaved Shapeshifter and not start tearing our castle apart? Word of a Dragon?” 
 
    Oh no. Was this Princess making eyes at him? 
 
    “I’m still not sure I’m … one of those,” he said, sounding horrendously feeble. 
 
    “Huh,” she said. The longer she spoke, the more the royal formalities dropped out of her speech and the younger she sounded. “You’ve a great deal to learn, noble Jakani, and I’m just the person to teach you. I know all about being a Dragoness. Even if I am afraid of wide-open spaces. Agoraphobia, you know. It’s a terrible affliction – that’s why they all left me here in charge of the kingdom while they flew off to attend a royal kidnapping. It’s all the rage in Fra’anior Cluster, haven’t you heard? No? Has been for centuries. Well, I’ll tell you all about it. Now, be a good boy-Dragon and make your fire oath.” 
 
    Jakani stared at her. 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
    “As if!” came an aggrieved screech from the iron doorway. The allegedly prehistoric Flicker tottered in, looking as infirm as his eight centuries might suggest. “Now listen here, you two pond-tiddlers, the matter of my egg isn’t settled to my satisfaction. No, I don’t care what colour your pretty scales are, boy. Wool does not pull over my eyes. For I am Flicker the awesome, sage of the ages, choice companion of the Star Dragoness, and I have not decided upon your dreadful punishment as yet.” He caught Shalanya rolling her eyes behind the dragonet’s back. “So you can just park your disgustingly scrawny backside right there on that table, and, by Fra’anior’s own beard, which overweening dullard dared to remove your manacles?” 
 
    “They weren’t much use last time, noble Flicker,” said the Commander. “Fearfully expensive –” 
 
    “Expensive? My harem is expensive, albeit stocked with the most glorious – ahem! My warren is expensive. Your neck is very, very expendable at this point in time!” snarled the dragonet. “Stars above, you youngsters take liberties, and with an elderly dragonet’s most sensitive feelings at that.” He placed a paw dramatically upon his chest, and with the other, showed them the errant egg. “This is my poor, long-lost egg we are talking about here – an egg that refuses to be hatched as yet, worse and worse woe be upon me! She says her job isn’t done yet.” 
 
    He snivelled piteously. 
 
    “But your egg’s a hero!” Jakani blurted out. “Heroine, even.” 
 
    Flicker’s rose-coloured eyes brightened in apparent amazement. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that you sired a heroine, o noble Flicker,” he repeated, “who doesn’t even need to crack the eggshell to perform epic and valiant deeds. Long have I laboured to find the one who brought into being such a magnificent jewel.” Even as he spoke with surprising eloquence, the august dragonet appeared to be swelling before his eyes. “If you would allow it, may I tell you the amazing story of this egg, as much as I know of it?” 
 
    Wiping his fire-orbs with his knuckles, Flicker exclaimed, “Oh, by my wings, Princess Shalanya! This young Shapeshifter might be worth salvaging from the scrap heap after all.” 
 
    He threw the Princess a beseeching look. The scrap heap? 
 
    She bowed. “Your wisdom, o most puissant Flicker?” 
 
    The aged dragonet appeared to be on the point of expiring with ecstasy at these compliments. “Speak on, noble Dragon Jakani. Speak on!” 
 
    Shalanya said, “Aye, please do, noble Jakani – truthfully, if you can.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ting. 
 
    Tytiana whirled. Food time, it appeared. She walked over to the grating, where a scared-looking girl knelt to slide a plate of food carefully through a slot to her. The fare was not inspiring – some kind of formless, probably tasteless lentil stew. It looked like last week’s gruel a Choice of the House would not have fed to her pets. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    The girl appeared to be watching her lips, and made a gesture of assent. 
 
    “You don’t speak?” Tytiana cupped her ear. Do you speak sign? she asked with her hands, slowly and probably with a terrible … well, accent? 
 
    The girl was extremely pale and unkempt-looking, but she had dark hair and Tytiana would have placed her as originating from somewhere near Sylakia by her roundish facial features. She signed back, Aye, great lady. 
 
    What an awful ulcer she had on the back of her right hand! It was partially concealed by a strip of bandage which would have been better left in a rag bucket, but judging from the girl’s clothing and general state of health and hygiene, this might be all she had. She could see the white of tendons deep inside the wound. Heavens weeping rainbows, even the lamko were mostly in a better state than this girl. 
 
    I am – it took her several tries to remember all of the rune-signs – T-Y-T-I-A-N-A. 
 
    Now, the lank dark hair slid forward to hide the girl’s face. She turned away from the grating as if frightened. Tytiana reached through quickly. “May I?” And before the girl could protest, she covered that thin, bony hand with her own. “Be healed.” 
 
    Her fire flared gently in the dark. 
 
    With a soundless scream, the girl fled down the tunnel behind the grating. What a clatter! She must have knocked over a cup or bucket of water, Tytiana realised. She would just have to go thirsty. The price of trying to force mercy upon another, she supposed, feeling guilty about what she had done so impulsively. The choice of a Choice rather than that of a person of true mercy. 
 
    Tytiana realised something else. She had probably just met her first modern slave to the Dragons. 
 
    That evening, she explored her environs minutely, trying to see if she could figure any way out of the mess in which she found herself. She was growing heartily sick of being a captive. In a sense, she had been a captive all her life to her father’s desires and ambitions for her. Not that she had disliked her job or the status her excellence in the assessment of silk had brought her, but it had not been her heart that led her to that work. Botany and science were fun and provided intellectual stimulation, but were limited to matters that pertained to the greater profitability of House Cyraxana. She had always known that, of course. Father had impressed the House’s need – or his greed, she supposed – upon her from her earliest experiments, when the tutors had agreed she showed an aptitude for the field. 
 
    Conclusion? To escape this pit, she needed to be able to fly, or simply walk over the edge in imitation of a monstrous bruiser like Excorion. Easy. 
 
    Very well. If she was such a clever scientist – cough, cough – then why not turn her intellect to the mystery of her own fire? True, that probably required drooling over Jakani’s ripped biceps or imagining kissing him again, which was deeply uncomfortable territory given his probable fate, but she knew he would have approved. ‘Be free, o Tytiana,’ he would have said, with that oh-so-wicked glint in his eye. ‘Burn for me.’ 
 
    Great dancing Islands, she must try to be rid of his shirt before her father saw her in it. Deliberately, she shucked her only garment and tossed it across the pit. Out of harm’s way. 
 
    Then, she worked on manipulating her outer environment as she had done with the warming cocoon. She imagined plants. Rocks of fire. Wings. Breezes. Tendrils. A trunk. Fiery hands to raise her up. She tried to wield her fire in arcs, spatially bounded areas, glows, sprays, fountains. She attempted to move the glow around her body, from her fingers to her toes, through her hair, even into her eyes. She tried to focus the fire on one fingertip at a time, until she had the sense of concentrating it just right, and could begin to warm the rock in order to perhaps think of carving steps or handholds leading upward. 
 
    No good, there. Whatever the Dragons had done in scooping out this pit, the rock appeared to dissipate the heat which she could generate faster than her ability to supply power. 
 
    Exhausted, Tytiana slept. 
 
    She awoke to the sound of the plate tinging against the grating again. 
 
    Same girl. Be more considerate this time. A shy little smile from behind the metal grating greeted her. Thank you, Tytiana signed as she accepted the plate. Dry bread. Water carefully passed to her in a cup that she was forced to sip at through the grating, since it would not fit through any of the gaps. The girl filled it again from a bucket, then showed Tytiana that she would leave the wooden cup and bucket within reach. Her eyes flicked to the wooden foot and the strappings around and above her knee, which Jakani’s shirt left exposed since it hung only to mid-thigh. 
 
    Catching the girl’s attention by tapping on her arm, Tytiana said, Accident. She tapped down her calf and again on the toes. All wood, see? It can come off. 
 
    Sorry. Was it bad? asked the girl. 
 
    I don’t remember much. It happened when I was three. How is your hand? 
 
    Again, that frightened-mouse look. Squeezing the hand in her armpit. After she signed encouragement, however, the wan girl extended it, trembling, to show her the upper side. “Look! New flesh!” Tytiana cried excitedly, which must have communicated, because the girl stroked her hand to show that it was good. Not entirely, but it was doing visibly better. 
 
    Her first success with an ulcer! Tytiana made an offering gesture. The girl shook her head, making several angry signs she did not understand. 
 
    She asked, Are you a … worker? 
 
    The girl pointed to her lips, and mimed, Slave. She taught Tytiana the sign. 
 
    Slave. Are you many? 
 
    Merciful heavens, she had to stop scaring the poor thing like that. She took off as if Excorion himself had roared in her face. Tytiana sighed. “You are a slave, and I’m a freak. Sorry.” 
 
    Then, she remembered that sensation of sliding out between Ablazion’s talons and she went cold. There might be a way out of here after all. But would she endanger a few slaves if she tried to escape that way? Maybe she should just try … just to see what she could do? 
 
    Jakani would have teased, ‘Maybe you could escape down the sewer pipe, Choice Tytiana.’ 
 
    Her sudden burst of laughter earned her the sight of a Dragon’s muzzle peering down over the edge. So, she was being watched? Not half as efficiently as Excorion had suggested, however. 
 
    She bowed from the waist. “Noble Dragon?” 
 
    He vented a fiery snort and stalked off with a huff that suggested slaves were meant to be miserable and downtrodden, not cheerful. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    So, he had sat through an entertaining four-hour lecture from Flicker the One True Companion and Soul of the Star Dragoness herself, blessed be Her name, which covered a great deal of information on Shapeshifters, much of what he needed to know and a few things he honestly didn’t. Toilet habits? No thanks. Clothing problems when transforming between one form and another? Interesting but hardly the main point, he felt – Jakani would much rather have learned how to actually change into a Dragon, if he could at all. 
 
    Then, Princess Shalanya had presented much the same information in neat, compressed point notes. Much more digestible. In her opinion, all the complexities could wait upon another day. 
 
    Jakani pursed his lips. As in, the day after tomorrow, or as soon as he tried to rescue Tytiana from the pirate cabals? 
 
    He also received a potted history of Shapeshifters. Apparently, Hualiama Dragonfriend had received the original, miraculous fire-gift from an Ancient Dragon who had lived somewhere around Fra’anior Cluster. With the help of Flicker, who had rescued her life more times than seemed possible in even a purported eight centuries of life – he really must ask someone about that – she had travelled all over the Island-World, including to the realms South of the Rift, breathing her unique magic into every true-fires Dragon or Human who was deemed worthy. Or not, in Flicker’s withering opinion, which included Jakani’s relative of yore. When he tactlessly joked that this made Hualiama sound like a Love Dragoness spreading rainbows of peace and happiness over the Isles, he earned a tongue-lashing from an apoplectic octo-centenarian which even Tytiana would have showcased proudly. 
 
    He privately told Shalanya that the honour of being blasted by a living legend made him feel right at home in Immadia. She folded up in a fit of, in his non-expert opinion, very un-Princess-like giggling. 
 
    Fed up to the eyeballs, bathed to within an inch of his life, having slept upon silken sheets in a bed fit for a King and breakfasted in eye-popping luxury, Jakani now wandered down the surprisingly warm halls of Immadia’s Royal Palace clad in nothing but a towel. Rather than crying, ‘out, you filthy Dirt Picker!’ all of the servants greeted him with respectful bows or nods. ‘Noble Dragon,’ and, ‘Honoured Dragon,’ and, three maidservants blushing in a corner, ‘It’s the new Dragon – don’t look!’ ‘Mercy.’ ‘Ooh, he looked at me!’ 
 
    This was all starting to go his head and he did not like it. 
 
    Noble? Right. 
 
    Apparently he was now a member of an exclusive third race, those who were both Human and Dragon simultaneously. That painted a target on his back because many Dragons regarded his kind as profane, a monstrous adulteration of the purity of draconic fire-life. Equally, many Humans innately distrusted Shapeshifters and some Islands, pan-Islandic organisations and guilds, and religious groups actively tried to hunt down and exterminate his kind. 
 
    There. Now he felt so much better. 
 
    Especially about the towel and the frigid temperatures outside. Stepping from the warm halls of the hallowed Palace, past a relatively new painting of King Beran who was father to a Star Dragoness – his eyes widened at the display of all this august history – he walked out into a rear courtyard covered in several inches of snow. Dawn painted the mountains a delicate shade of pink. The air was as crisp as dry leaves. His breath steamed in front of his face. And, amidst all this beauty, Princess Shalanya stood in the middle of the courtyard wearing just a towel, too. Wow, if only Tytiana … 
 
    Abruptly, his feet started steaming in the ice. Sorry, Tytiana! He was just not accustomed of a frosty morn to meeting, firstly, young Princesses with perfectly white hair, and secondly, Princesses who seemed perfectly at home in a state of undress. Was she not supposed to be agoraphobic? Or did the courtyard walls function to help her feel safe enough out here? 
 
    Shalanya dimpled prettily. “Islands’ greetings, Jakani! So, ready for lesson number one? Transforming. I sense your Dragon fire is ready.” 
 
    Jakani gritted his teeth. She was looking at his feet! “Islands’ greetings, Princess.” 
 
    “So, I will demonstrate and then you follow. Remember the rule. No more than two or three transformations per day, and don’t keep up that pace for days on end. Magic can be depleted.” Untucking her towel, she thankfully held it in front of her so that Jakani could not see most of her person. Just the toes curling in the snow. “Don’t forget to feed both of your forms. And, so.” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    “Unholy caroli!” 
 
    He stumbled backward as a Dragoness appeared in front of him, the towel wrapped around her extended fore-talon. She was white with elegant pink detailing upon her muzzle, wing struts and lower belly. Even her talons were improbably pink. As if he could be in any doubt about her identity, the Albino Dragoness whirled her eye-fires at him in what Jakani realised was a coquettish manner. Not good. 
 
    A very large part of him could not believe what he was seeing. A tiny, dimple-cheeked girl turned into that fire-breathing monster? 
 
    “How do you like it?” fluted the Dragoness. 
 
    Jakani pinched his thigh discreetly. Awake. Alarmed. Amazed! 
 
    “Truthfully, Princess?” He noticed the unusual feature of her butterfly-like wings and her size, perhaps half of what Ablazion would be. Still, fifty-five feet or thereabouts was plenty of Dragoness! Especially when she was smiling at him with a row of gleaming white fangs. “Your Dragoness is strikingly beautiful.” 
 
    Shalanya purred with pleasure. 
 
    Uh-oh. Another mistake. Wasn’t he supposed to be telling the truth these days? Maybe a little less of the unadorned truth … 
 
    The Dragoness cooed, “Tell me, Jakani, can your Tytiana do this?” 
 
    Definitely a serious error of judgement. But he was not going to backtrack now, nor was he about to draw comparisons between two women. Isiki had suggested that a man might better throw himself off an Island rather than make that mistake. Between two Dragonesses? His life would not be worth living, not for long, anyways. 
 
    He said, “Aren’t your wings most unusual, Princess?” 
 
    Affecting a mournful air, she said, “Most Dragons value utility over beauty. I am attractive, indeed –” she arched her frankly amazing wings to showcase their delicate beauty “– but more in the way of a pretty bauble than a powerful Dragoness. Worse, my breath is not so much fire as, well, this.” 
 
    Lifting her muzzle, she expelled into the air a stream of what Jakani fervently expected to be super-heated Dragon flame. Instead, he saw … pink sparkles. Figured. 
 
    “Nice,” he said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my mighty breath-weapon serves no actual purpose we can discern.” Shalanya sighed theatrically. “Put little me in a battle and my utility drops to zero. Well, near zero. I have a range of minor psychic powers. Isn’t that marvellous? A pink sparkle-breathing Dragoness who is so terrified of wide open spaces, she has never even left the shores of this Island. So much for helping you rescue your Tytiana. You’ll have to do all the prodigious heroics by yourself, Dragon Jakani.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it. “Have you met many Dragons out here?” 
 
    She said, “Not many care to fly all the way to Immadia. But I bet you’ve no idea what it’s like to belong to an illustrious clan where you have actual living stars in your heritage and everyone expects you to be as amazing and beautiful as my grandmother Aranya or as cool as great-aunt Iridiana, who’s like this totally astonishing Chaos Shifter who can change into anything she likes. Compared to them, I’m pretty miserable. Really. Life sucks like a giant Land Dragon.” 
 
    Quite lost amidst this splurge of information, he inquired vaguely, “What’s a Land Dragon?” 
 
    “Island-sized Dragons that live beneath the Cloudlands.” 
 
    “Oh. I thought it was all dead down there?” 
 
    “No, you silly bleater. Don’t you know anything? Oh. Sorry. Forgot you’re a poor boy.” As Jakani tried to unstick the gnashing of his teeth to yell something rude, the Dragoness laid a paw upon his shoulder and said, “Sorry! Mother tells me I’m very much too direct sometimes. That was rude, wasn’t it? Forgive me?” 
 
    “Aye. Forgiven.” 
 
    He was absolutely not supposed to be thinking this very lethal pink Dragoness was cute, but she was. Tytiana would have slain him on the spot! 
 
    “Thanks, noble Jakani. Now, I know you probably don’t feel very noble because you wince every time someone says that, which is sort of endearing, but I need you to realise something.” Her light pink eyes considered him, and suddenly her fires seemed to whirl in toward his soul, hypnotic and fearful and infinitely wise. “You are a Shapeshifter Dragon. You don’t think so. You don’t believe it. But I can tell you I have the power to see these things – some things, at least – and I know you are a Dragon. I can see, feel, touch and taste your Dragon fires, and if that’s not enough, my sixth and seventh senses are also abuzz with your magic. So, get on with it. Clothe yourself in all that is Dragon, as you did before.” 
 
    Simple, right? 
 
    An hour of frustration later, two further demonstrations by the Princess, and Jakani was steamed for reasons that had nothing to do with his ability to tramp steaming footprints all around the courtyard. Glorious day. Magical snow. A secluded place to practice being highly embarrassed. 
 
    The Albino Dragoness patted him upon the back. “Jakani, don’t be discouraged. Becoming a Dragon isn’t always the most natural process. Maybe it just needs a little more time.” 
 
    “Tytiana doesn’t have time!” 
 
    “You’re overthinking this, I’m sure,” she said gently. Exactly his advice for Tytiana! Aye, the boot was on the other foot now, and how. “Here comes Flicker. Perhaps he has some sage advice about how to wake up your Dragon.” 
 
    Advice? The dragonet was strutting worse than any lamko boy out courting. Had he not learned how to be less obnoxious during his many centuries of life? Jakani sighed. Prepare to swallow a few choice words. 
 
    Flicker preened as he approached them. “Enough foolery for one morning. Time to give over to age and experience.” 
 
    “A good morn to you, noble Flicker,” said the Princess. 
 
    “No time for pleasantries, pretty-scales,” said he, in an offhand manner, causing Shalanya’s fires to sough within her belly. A draconic blush? Wow. “We’ve serious work to do. The intelligence service reports that a girl matching your Tytiana’s description has been spotted near Pla’arna in the dubious company of the scurrilous Brown, Excorion.” 
 
    “Excorion? But …” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Flicker held up a paw. “Ablazion perished. Excorion now has the prize, and Excorion has long been linked with the notorious Morazi Dragon Roost. A band of – I shall not essay sufficient description in polite, and shall we say, royal company. Now. It’s clear you two hapless children need to be taken firmly in paw, and I am just the dragonet to do that. My centuries of experience with Shapeshifters give me nonpareil insight into the nature and requirements of this most mystical, metaphysical transformative magic. Attend. Jakani, open your mouth.” 
 
    “Huh?” he said. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Shalanya. 
 
    “Applying my time-honoured expertise to the trivial problem at paw,” said he, making it entirely clear he meant Jakani. “You! Don’t hang your head like a sick windroc, boy! Learn to listen to your elders and betters. On that note, instant obedience will do just fine.” 
 
    He popped open his mouth. With a surprisingly sprightly movement, the dragonet rose upon his hind legs and tail, and slapped the pawful he had been concealing behind his back, straight inside. 
 
    “Urgh,” said Jakani. Squishy. Bloody meat? 
 
    “Chew!” 
 
    “Urgh-urtth-is?” he spluttered. Gross! 
 
    Then Flicker grabbed his head in both paws and yelled right in his face, Dragon, taste thou the bloody entrails of thine enemy! 
 
    The rich scent of blood flooded his nostrils. Dripping thickly from his tongue. Sliding metallic-sweet down his ravenous throat to ignite responses he had not known existed. Suddenly his concentration seemed to dive into the incredible tang of the life-magic contained within that all-consuming taste, kindling a visceral reaction within him which rushed through his bloodstream in an incandescent, indescribable wave of torrid heat. 
 
    The air seemed to shiver around his being, imploding and exploding simultaneously. 
 
    Newness. 
 
    Graa … GRRAOOOAARRR!! he thundered. 
 
    Yiee! screeched Flicker, leaping away as Jakani’s strangely elongated mouth snapped about in a frantic search for more food. How do I resemble comestible victuals, you blithering idiot? 
 
    Huh? spluttered Jakani. What under the suns was the matter with his tongue? 
 
    Oh, that was clever of you, noble Flicker, the Princess approved, placing a heavy paw upon his shoulder. Peace, noble Dragon. We shall have a prime haunch brought for you from the kitchens – Jakani stepped forward and promptly fell on his nose – erm, just as soon as you find your paws. 
 
    He squinted down his long black muzzle. Why’s everything so … oooooooh … I feel weird. 
 
    Flicker said, All is well, but most Dragons do attempt to look rather more intelligent than you’re looking just now. Try a few things. Go on. 
 
    He riffled his wings. Shuffled his paws. The courtyard leaped at him, then rushed away. When he squeezed his eyes shut to make that nauseating sensation disappear, Jakani immediately became aware of a plethora of sounds at an infeasible level of accuracy. His complex heartbeat, no, three hearts beating in different places – Flicker’s self-satisfied little paw clap – Shalanya’s gentle breathing and her superb female-Dragoness scent – and the sounds of the city, so immediate – a blacksmith’s bellows creaking – pots clanking in a kitchen – a child crying – a bird calling somewhere in the frozen gardens behind the Palace – everything was so real and immediate and detailed, he felt he ought to sit down. 
 
    His tail got in the way and he toppled heavily onto his side. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Told you he’s hopeless,” said Flicker. 
 
    “Gorgeous colour though,” crooned the Princess. Jakani wanted to slap her. Suffering spiders, he was trying to be loyal to Tytiana! 
 
    By Fra’anior’s own wings! He truly was a Dragon! How could this be? Some very large slice of his awareness knew that he should be running all over the place freaking out like the gibbering idiot Flicker clearly thought he was right now, but there was also a profound sense of completeness. Peace. All was right with the world in a way it never had been for him, before this seminal event. 
 
    “Huh. So he’s a rare onyx with gold flecks. Who honestly cares? My Hualiama was a thousand times rarer than him.” A paw tapped Jakani upon his … well, something, but he wasn’t sure because the sensations his body was telling him were true, were bizarre and freakish and wonderful all at once. “Four wings. Noble Dragon, everything I taught you about flight dynamics is different because you’re an Eastern Dragon. And a woefully small fledgling one, at that.” 
 
    Fire detonated inside his belly. GNARRR!! 
 
    Inside his belly! What manner of insanity was this? 
 
    “Alright, keep your hide on, genius,” said the dragonet, apparently unmoved by his flaring rage. “Let’s try a few baby steps, shall we? Like standing up without falling over. Let’s start with that.” 
 
    Jakani’s gusty sigh blew up a minor snowstorm ahead of his muzzle. Long day ahead. 
 
    Then, he opened his eyes and saw his outstretched left wing. Another aggrieved bellow split Immadia’s morning skies, bringing pause to the sounds of the city. “WHO STITCHED HOLES IN MY WINGS?” 
 
    Ever so drily, the Shapeshifter Princess observed, “That comes from belly-flopping on top of five trees on your first landing. Not a recommended technique.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: A Shift of Perspective 
 
      
 
    AROUND MIDDAY, A new girl brought a snack of roasted, slightly salted mohili kernels and a couple of sad-looking prekki fruit. This girl carried a baby in a shawl upon her back. Surely she was too young … Tytiana leaped upon the offerings, figuratively speaking, with an appetite she could scarcely credit. Hunger bit her belly like a rabid tiger. For a moment, the need for taste and substance to satisfy her need, consumed all. 
 
    “Great lady, could you touch my sister, please?” 
 
    Tytiana looked up from ravaging her meal, suddenly aware of her actions. “I … of course. Forgive me. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “She crawled into a fire, lady.” 
 
    Noooo … “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Cheek, arm and leg, all on the child’s right side, had been recently burned and the flesh was weeping a clear fluid where it was not charred. Tytiana wondered why the baby was not making more noise, when she realised the mite was unconscious. Shock clenched her gut. The girl began to plead with her; she thrust her hands through the bars convulsively. Only the knowledge of her inadequacy had caused her to hesitate. 
 
    Arise, o mine fires … why was she even speaking this way? 
 
    There was plenty. Moved by compassion, she realised that the fire was more than present. It was eager. She passed her hands over the injuries, seeing the older sister’s grimy face light up with hope just as much as the crimson healing glow highlighted her features; she dug deep, trying to focus as best she could on the restoration of the inner tissue and blood vessels and ligaments. She was a botanist, not a doctor! So unprepared to wield a gift like this. Yet as it so often did with her, this profound concentration upon one goal suddenly brought insight. The inner flesh. The fundamental nature of this sweet babe. That was what she was trying to influence with her nascent skills. 
 
    That was what she had completely missed with her experiments all that morning, and the previous day. She had been trying to change her environment rather than herself. 
 
    Did that mean she might still be a Shapeshifter, just an atypical sort? 
 
    As the girl departed with her baby sister, Tytiana chuckled as she imagined introducing herself to someone, ‘I’m Tytiana the Totally Confused, at your service.’ 
 
    “Why do you keep laughing?” 
 
    Tytiana looked up. The Brown Dragons, Excorion’s two shell-brothers of what she understood was the usual trio of Dragon siblings, liked to pop their muzzles over the parapet every so often to check up on her. She wondered if they all possessed the same powers. If she was a Shapeshifter, why did she not have two other siblings? Perhaps there was some research into birth rates? 
 
    She said, “One must make the best of miserable circumstances, correct, noble Dragon?” 
 
    “Such as those which befell this boy you wept for in your dreams last night?” 
 
    Uh-oh. She talked in her sleep? True, her dreams had become increasingly chaotic, especially that one she had come to think of as Fra’anior rescuing her from a terrible fate. Briefly, she told him what had happened to the Dirt Picker, expecting sympathy. 
 
    The Dragon laughed horribly. “A short flight? He’s probably a frozen icicle buried twenty feet deep, falling from that height. Best you can expect is an instantly broken neck – if he struck the Island at all. Don’t worry, little one. It seems your father may want you after all, but we are negotiating the matter to our advantage. The more I hear of that High Master, the more he reminds me of a Dragon in his dealings. But we shall best him. No-one crosses a Dragon, especially not some base creature destined to serve the Dragonkind forever!” 
 
    Tytiana tried to keep her head high and her reaction private. “My father is no Dragon.” 
 
    “No. Say, you’d make a fine slave.” Hraa-haa-haa, he chuckled evilly. “You are regarded as pretty amongst your kind, aye? Hair like fire. An acceptable bauble to grace my roost. Failing that, I have many times supped upon the cattle we keep in these caverns.” 
 
    His laughter faded as the Dragon ambled off. Loathsome cretin! 
 
    Suddenly he thundered, “I am hungry! Where is my meat?” A sibilant hiss followed, “Human cattle, by my wings – they taste the best. Especially the little ones. So juicy and soft, squalling upon my tongue …” 
 
    Oh no, o Fra’anior, no! Tell me he didn’t … just … retching violently, she only just had time to reach the ablutions area before she vomited up every last scrap of her meal. Her eyes streamed with agonised tears. Holding her hair back, she heaved until there was nothing left. 
 
    Kneeling there over the stinking drain, the Choice’s helpless sobs were screams for justice. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker said, “It is important that you see yourself in a mirror, noble Jakani. Therefore, let us proceed to the buffing room.” 
 
    He blinked slowly. “Buffing room?” 
 
    “Where grubby Dragons and dragonets go to oil and buff their scales into resplendence suitable for our magnificent selves. Step lively, youngling. The Dragon entrance to the Palace is just over here.” 
 
    Walking felt so strange. It was like crawling, only he had four paws and the natural grace of his long, sinuous body to make the action work. He kept forgetting he had a tail. Also, he felt as if he was constantly about to crash down upon his much-abused nose, since he no longer walked in an upright position. However, he had successfully engaged in a bout of Dragon fisticuffs with the delicate little Shapeshifter Princess, who had proceeded to kick, pound and hurl his scaly rump all over the courtyard until he had been forced to beg for mercy. Twice. How humiliating. 
 
    Then, he had finally managed to switch on his Nikuko warrior brain and had almost choked the Princess unconscious, despite that his Dragon self was a mere fraction over half of her size. A geriatric dragonet had proceeded to slap him silly for that indiscretion. 
 
    Quit drifting, Jakani. He hurried after Flicker. 
 
    He could not help but imagine he was a beast diving into its lair. 
 
    The Palace was a curious mixture of castle and home. The front part was all carpets and cosy homeliness, but in actuality the structure of the place was more like a stone fortress of a type he had never seen exemplified so fully before, a castle. The highest tower was called Izariela’s Tower, she who was famously mother to Aranya, the Star Dragoness. 
 
    Phew. Shalanya was right about having to fill big paws in her family. Apparently Aranya and her best friend, Zuziana of Remoy, had overthrown the world-dominating Sylakian Empire fairly much on their own. Those were problems on a scale hard to imagine. His were only life and death. Only! 
 
    Trailing after Flicker, he blinked in an attempt to contain his incredible Dragon vision. It kept tricking him with zooming in on some detail right across the courtyard, or just beneath his nose. He did not know what to do with four wings upon his back, even though Flicker had demonstrated furling and unfurling the ruddy appendages at least twenty times, he still kept tangling them up. Four wings? Why not a simple two? Which actually worked and did what he told them to do? 
 
    He dreaded trying to fly. 
 
    One thought kept pounding through his brain. I’m a Dragon. I’m a Dragon. I’m a freaking scaly four-pawed monster! 
 
    Who had just breathed a little fire out of his nose at that thought. Sokadan would have been crowing over how cool all this was. How magical. This former Dirt Picker just felt awkward and silly and stupidly powerful all at once, like a boy playing at dressing up. He tripped descending the stairs now and had to rescue himself with a screech of talons upon stone before he tumbled into Flicker, who regally ignored the fledgling Shapeshifter’s shenanigans right behind his tail. They were in the basement level of the castle, he realised, moving back under the training courtyard. Every tunnel and access route was brightly lit with oil lamps and was warmer than he supposed was logical given Immadia’s extreme northerly latitude. 
 
    “In here,” said Flicker, stalking grandly into a set of chambers that branched off the corridor. When Jakani entered, he pointed with his paws, “Receiving chamber. Washing pools, hot and cold. Oiling. Buffing. Massage and treatments such as scale picking, talon sharpening, fang maintenance, tongue brushing, and the like.” 
 
    An elderly purple-clad servant bowed in greeting. “Noble Dragons. May I heat the oil for you?” 
 
    “Perhaps later, my good mammal,” Flicker said airily. “I wish to show this Dragon to himself in the buffing room.” 
 
    “Very good, o fire-snorting quadrupeds,” said the servant, who evidently knew about Flicker and his propensity for salting a conversation with casual insults. “This way, please.” 
 
    “I designed these rooms myself.” 
 
    “Masterful work,” said the servant. Flicker ruffled his wings shamelessly. 
 
    Around a pit filled with crazily canted mechanical brushes and rollers, adjustable wall to wall and even ceiling mirrors provided an ideal means for a goggle-eyed Dragon to admire himself from every conceivable angle. He stared in awe. What was weird was to feel like Jakani the young man looking out through eyes attached to a brain he knew without a shadow of a doubt was his, only to see a creature gazing back at him. A beast. Wings, paws, fangs, the whole draconic shebang. Craziness. Everything worked. Extend and retract talons. Curl toes. Swish tail. Champ jaw. He had to keep trying every possible function just to discover what it did and how it felt. 
 
    “Alright,” said Flicker, tapping Jakani’s cocked elbow for attention. “Note the essential draconic features and colouration. I believe your colour shall best be described as Onyx-Gold, given as your primary scales are this strikingly deep, refulgent black with, if we observe very closely, gold speckling. Plus we have more prominent golden highlights and flares upon the muzzle, most notably around the eyes, gold etching upon this very impressive thicket of skull spikes, and further splashes along the most prominent spine-spikes from neck to tail. More generally, you have an Eastern Dragon body structure so you are longer and leaner in the torso than most Lesser Dragons. You have two sets of wings with the associated doubling of the upper shoulder musculature. I believe this will allow fine manoeuvring in aerial combat other Dragons can only dream of. Dragonets of course are aerial masters, and you will only twist yourself into knots attempting what we can do.” 
 
    Jakani stared at himself. Actually, he wasn’t a bad-looking fellow, as far as the Dragons he had met went. Decent toothy grin, a rakish slant to those skull spikes that jutted backward from the skull to protect the all-important neck, and if he flexed – wow. Muscles upon muscles. Shalanya quite fancied his colour too, which she said made him look like an artistic statue. Hmm! Would Tytiana like it, he fretted? She had shared her fears about becoming a Shapeshifter Dragoness in some detail with him. Now he was the one with paws and a tail! 
 
    This was not how it was meant to be! 
 
    Onyx was the colour of the holy and almighty Fra’anior himself, and so it would be regarded with favour by most Dragons. She and Flicker had been rather less sure about the gold detail, however. That was unparalleled in draconic lore, to their best knowledge. 
 
    Just one problem, which Flicker spelled out for him now. 
 
    “So, you measure twenty-nine feet from muzzle to tail, which isn’t saying a great deal in Dragon terms. You’ll be out-muscled by any half-grown youngster out there, never mind a fully grown adult. You’re less than a third of the size and a fifth of the body mass of that null-fires, slap-pawed, spavined son of Dramagon who calls himself Excorion, for example. In close combat you’ll be eaten alive. So, don’t!” 
 
    There it was. That little problem. 
 
    If he intended to save Tytiana, then it was clear that some fighting would be involved. Obviously. Good thing then that he was totally equipped for the task. 
 
    “Ha, what are these?” he asked, pointing to his primary and secondary wing joints. Each joint had two hook-like bony structures protruding forwards from them, about five inches long. 
 
    “Wing hooks,” said the dragonet. “Some Dragons believe those are vestigial talons. I have seen them used successfully in battle to hook and disable another Dragon’s wings.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    Flicker said, “What you do have to your advantage, is your Nikuko martial arts skills. I suggest that you apply them to your Dragon form. As in, I can only think of one other Nikuko-skilled Dragon in history – Jinichi. He was an able Dragon warrior. To other Dragons, physical size and age is everything and those together determine one’s position in the age-dominance hierarchy. However, respect can also be earned. Aranya was never the biggest, but she excelled in paw-to-paw combat against some mighty foes – Tahootax the Terrible, for example, a two-headed monster out of Herimor. They had to pick up the pieces after she was through with him.” 
 
    “She was amazing,” he said evenly, astonished at the detail of how his jaw worked. Wow. 
 
    “Aye, she is,” Flicker said, growing dewy-eyed. 
 
    Sound advice, though. If one sifted through the blather and the pretence that Flicker had personally attended to the key historical events of the last heavens only knew how many centuries, the dragonet truly had a depth of wisdom to offer. A Nikuko Dragon. Who would have thought? Could he wield two Dragon-sized swords in battle? Did he even need those? His body did look tough, lean and fast. With the superior Dragon reaction speed and strength he would enjoy in this form, he bet he could do some real damage – right before the part where they ate him live. 
 
    Flick. Unsheathe retractable talons. This is ridiculous. I have twenty swords all of my own. 
 
    So you do, youngling, said Flicker. Now if we can just train your recalcitrant brain to act like an actual Dragon, you might even become moderately impressive after I am done with you. 
 
    He borrowed a tactic out of Shalanya’s ‘how to handle Flicker’ scrolleaf. Ah, noble Flicker, I am so fortunate to stand in the presence of true greatness as I enter into the marvellous life of a Shapeshifter Dragon. I shall drink from the font of your – 
 
    The dragonet eyed him frostily. Compliments, I enjoy. Base fawning is plain disgusting. 
 
    Uh … 
 
    Giving him a sly nudge, the dragonet said, Can’t teach an old dragonet new tricks, can you? 
 
    Want to bet on that, noble Flicker? 
 
    Indeed. To his surprise, his companion seemed openly pleased by his brash response. We need to work out how to save your Tytiana. And, I need a favour from you. 
 
    Me? 
 
    Aye. That poor Albino Shapeshifter is crying out to see her Island-World. Short of drugging her and dragging her along, I’m at a loss as to how to defeat her phobia. But she might just listen to a young man she finds toothsome – if you can bring yourself to engage in such subterfuge, all in the cause of rescuing your beloved? 
 
    Jakani found himself nodding slowly. Frankly, I’d move the very stars for Tytiana, noble Flicker. Actually, I have an idea which might work, grounded in the Nikuko arts I’ve been studying. 
 
    Good. I was rather hoping you’d be a hopeless romantic like me. Remind me to tell you about Sapphire, Aranya’s dragonet companion. Now, she’s a feisty, many-fanged beauty who never succumbed to my evident charms – can’t imagine why … 
 
    Laughing together, they walked up to the higher castle levels to find the Princess and her Commander of the Immadian Armed Forces. It was time to hatch a plan. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Around mid-afternoon, when she hoped the Dragons might be tired and sleepy, Tytiana pressed her hands to the forty-foot stone wall of the slaver pit and ignited her flame. This part she had right. In an instant, her nude body was engulfed in a living inferno of crimson, gold and orange, including her prosthesis, just as Jakani had pointed out. The wood did not even smoulder. Now for the difficult bit. Rising with control. She already sported a fine lump upon her forehead resulting from a previous botched attempt, and she had no desire to repeat thumping her head against a rock wall. Settle the orientation in her mind. Dampen, keep control! Regulate the output! 
 
    She lurched a foot upward. Got it. 
 
    Wobble! Skanky larvae, there it went. She scrabbled ten feet sideways, running her hands along the wall for balance, lurched back in the opposite direction again, and fell over onto her side. A whisper, “Ouch. That went well.” 
 
    Hmm. Stretch out upon her back. The Choice demanded her fiery featherbed. If only she could control the directional output, but it kept spurting this way and that, acting every bit as unruly as she expected her natural flame to be. Come on, Tytiana. Concentrate. Make this happen. 
 
    She levitated. 
 
    Wasn’t that in itself a victory? 
 
    Only, Jakani’s maxim to not overthink her abilities kept returning to the forefront of her mind. Aye. A good way to break her very expensive neck, mister! 
 
    There must be some way to get this right. Tytiana turned over on her personal bed of fire. Lazing on pure flame that somehow defied any law physics she knew of to provide a certain sense of solidity, as if it provided additional surface tension to air that was now behaving like an extremely buoyant liquid. When she was close to the ground and everything was safe, she could manage. It was only when the panic set in that she overreacted and suddenly it would all end up with a large bruise on her forehead. 
 
    The egg! That little scamp. There it was, resting with all innocence and an endearing wriggle atop Jakani’s discarded grey tunic shirt. She shook her head slowly. As a scientist, that made no common Isles sense whatsoever. As a person, she felt inordinately comforted by the fact that it had popped out of nothingness, because now the hope of expectation swelled in her breast. When the egg arrived, extraordinary things happened. 
 
    Shutter the eyes. Just relax, relax, relax … and drift. 
 
    Suddenly, she was eye level with the top of the cliff. Peering at Excorion’s shell-brother Brown snoozing beside a doorway perhaps three hundred feet distant. Vile cannibal. The cavern was huge! Suns-light filtered down through those holes way, way above her head. She saw that the pit stood right in the centre of this perfectly circular cavern, and then her brain remembered where she was and what she was doing. Tytiana stifled a scream as she plummeted, caught herself an inch from the floor by some miracle, and then shot backward so hard that her legs crumpled against the far wall. She heard and felt a dull crack emanating from her left knee. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Lie still. Pretend nothing had happened. Hope the Dragon would not stir. Hope her magic would take care of the pain that had jolted through her thighs and hips. Great. Skanky plague rats, the impact had cracked the cup into which her stump fitted, supporting the connection between her foreshortened leg and the artificial calf and foot. That would need replacing. 
 
    Not a murmur up there. No. The inkling of regular draconic breathing strengthened in her awareness now to a regular soughing as she turned her attention to this detail, and then she heard his slumberous hearts-beat, the scratching of a cockroach or other insect over by the ablutions area, and a tiny scuffle behind the grating. The deaf girl was there, watching her with huge eyes. Tytiana extinguished her flame with a thought. 
 
    Sorry, she signed. I was trying to escape. Badly. 
 
    The girl’s eyes seemed moist with tears. 
 
    How could she understand what passed between them now? She could learn to fly, she knew. Her hearing was sharper than it had a right to be, when she focused her magic right. But she had zero mastery of whatever Shapeshifters were supposed to do, and here was – the hateful description slipped into her mind, cattle – a girl whose peril was greater than her own. Juicy cattle. Her body ignited again, unbidden. Her long titian hair swirled behind her like a flaming cloak as she stalked across the pit, wobbling a little at the unfamiliar looseness in her artificial limb. 
 
    White knuckles gripped the bars. 
 
    Don’t be afraid. This is me. Tytiana. Extinguish herself? This time, the flame refused. It remained in her hair and flickered along her limbs as she signed, I have magic. But I’m just a girl like you. How old are you? 
 
    Thirteen. 
 
    I am sixteen. What’s your name? 
 
    C-Y-A-N-K-U. 
 
    “Cyanku?” The girl nodded, watching her lips. It’s a pretty name – exactly the colour of your eyes. Cyanku, how many are you? 
 
    Me? No, my people? Ah … she indicated, very many. Then, she built a little Island with her deft hands and showed Tytiana she meant just this one. Two hundred, maybe? 
 
    “Two hundred?” she gasped aloud. Cover the mouth. Two hundred? On this Island? How many Islands? 
 
    The girl shrugged, made a few tens with her hands, and shrugged again. Suddenly she was speaking in fast, swirling motions, and Tytiana caught something about living permanently underground – the men working deep in mines – the sicknesses – how they were prisoners – the Dragons bullying and preying upon people and stealing children away … 
 
    Crying again; shedding hot tears that carried her fire in glistening droplets that splashed and steamed around her feet, she reached through and drew the girl into her embrace, as best she could with the bars between them. 
 
    She caught Cyanku’s attention, and signed ineptly, I won’t leave without you. I promise. 
 
    You are that powerful? 
 
    If only. She would find a way. Move the Island-World, recruit the Star Dragoness herself, somehow she would find a way to make this right. She signed, No, on my own I am not. But … her sign language was not able to express her feelings. She touched the girl’s fingers to her lips. “I will not rest until I find a way to help, Cyanku. Even if I have to petition Fra’anior himself.” 
 
    Who could make such a vow? Yet, she felt at once more grounded and purposeful, as though her life had taken an unexpected bent that perfectly matched the tenor of the fires that animated her soul as she considered these people’s fate. This cause was just, her wrath a pure and righteous inferno. 
 
    Then, a rising commotion at the cave’s entrance alerted her. A familiar voice boomed, “So, this is where you’ve been keeping my runaway daughter? Lead on, noble Dragon!” 
 
    Tytiana blenched. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When the Princess of Immadia lifted her dinky littlest finger, the Island-World leaped. That was Jakani’s impression, anyhow. With the decision made to fly to Tytiana’s aid, the Princess and her Commander initiated an incredibly rapid military deployment. Dragonships popped miraculously out of caverns. Hordes of purple-clad soldiers poured out of barracks, including Immadian ‘specialists’ who, he was assured, were very much like Nikuko warriors. Engineers, saboteurs, and infiltration experts. Harried Store Masters opened their warehouses and rooms to virtual plunder as the preparations reached a frenzied pitch, that despite its clamour and bustle, had a certain well-oiled military feel to it. They had apparently done this ten thousand times before. 
 
    Playing his part to the hilt, Flicker settled in for a well-deserved snooze. 
 
    Jakani went to convince Shalanya that she should be drugged up to the eyeballs and taken along. Her response was typically pithy. A dimpling of the cheeks, and a musical, “No way under the suns.” 
 
    How did Immadians do all that with their vowels? It was like listening to a songbird tootling a masterpiece. 
 
    “But we need you,” he protested. “I need you.” 
 
    “You’ll have Flicker.” 
 
    “But Shalanya –” 
 
    “Don’t you understand what a phobia is, noble Jakani? You’re very sweet, standing there giving me that soulful look with your gorgeous eyes, but it isn’t going to change the fact of who I am. Put me out there ’neath the open skies and I literally freeze up and wish to die. I can’t control the reaction. I’ve never actually flown … not far, as a Dragoness. Around the castle is the most I’ve ever managed and that landed me in bed for three days.” 
 
    “Haven’t you tried to hypnotise yourself with your psychic powers?” 
 
    “And how would I undo that?” 
 
    “Maybe I should kidnap you after all,” he snorted. “Manacles, chains, the whole fandangle. Apparently it runs in your family. Then I’d sell you to the first Prince I’d find and make me a fortune.” He rubbed his hands with a piratical air. “How much do you think a Princess of Immadia is worth? A couple of brass drals?” 
 
    “Shoo. Can’t you see I’m working here?” 
 
    “Working on what?” Jakani stepped around her desk, and before she could answer, touched and tapped several pressure points in rapid succession. He caught Shalanya’s head before it thumped upon her desk. “Alright, now listen to me. It’s too complicated to explain all at once, but I really need you to understand that what I’m going to try to do is provide you a key to help you overcome your agoraphobia. It will be subliminal at first so that your conscious mind, especially given your psychic skills, does not inadvertently hijack the process and return you to where you started. I also give you my oath that should this not work I will remove every last trace of what I have done from your mind. I apologise for taking advantage in this way, but I’d rather not fight the Dragoness who thumped me black and blue yesterday.” 
 
    Then, he worked over her for nearly an hour using Nikuko techniques that Hanzaki had told him were thousands of years old. The basal part of the mind, where fears and phobias lived, was difficult and intractable territory. When roused, one could find a powerful enemy or an astounding ally. So now, could he draw the fangs of this Dragoness? 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    With the same well-oiled efficiency, the Immadian forces loaded up, fifty men to a Dragonship. The fleet would be fourteen strong – six hundred soldiers occupying twelve Dragonships, two supply vessels, and two Dragons – neither of which had ever actually fought in a battle. One would be incapacitated by his fear of heights, the other by any space other than a cave or a cosy house. 
 
    Jakani winced. What could possibly go wrong in this scenario? 
 
    But he had the Princess of his heart to win. Tytiana the Radiant. If he could only work out a way to scribe a ballad with a happy ending for them both … 
 
    With a barely perceptible lurch, his Dragonship was underway, rising into an Immadian noon sky as its nose turned toward the southeast together with the other vessels of their flotilla. The turbines thrummed busily, while the muffled burbling of the meriatite stills was like the small ornamental waterfall he remembered at the Gatehouse. 
 
    Jakani stood with a couple of guards at the rear gantry to enjoy the receding view of Immadia City, with its sloping slate rooftops and neat grid roads all covered in pristine snow, and the awe-inspiring white mountains behind. His fingers gripped the railing nervously. Too right his last flight had not ended well. One great big flop into a snow drift some thirty feet deep, spitting himself like a meat kebab on five small palikar pine trees. Thankfully a villager had seen his crash-landing and alerted the castle so that the army could come and cut him loose. He wished he had thought to go thank that person. Next time he visited Immadia. 
 
    Who was he to try to teach Shalanya how to overcome her fears? 
 
    O Fra’anior, be with Tytiana. Let her know that Jakani the unflappable Dragon is coming with a small army. Unflappable? Non-flapping? Either way described his abilities with uncomfortable accuracy! Even at the speed of draconic healing he had a day or two to wait before he could test his arms – the equivalent of his Shapeshifter wings – in any kind of flight. 
 
    Then, he would have to face his fears too. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Daddy Dearest 
 
      
 
    CLAD IN HIS usual unrelenting crimson, High Master Juzzakarr took a legs-akimbo stance above the slaver pit as if he owned everything in sight, including the pit’s one and only denizen. Tytiana suppressed a shudder as she gazed up at him. His thoughts were plain. Errant daughter wearing lamko tunic shirt. She had to admit, she could imagine few situations guaranteed to arouse his ire more certainly than this. 
 
    The protuberant toad eyes bulged as Juzzakarr glowered down at her. At length, he said, “I understand that the monkey is dead?” 
 
    Not, ‘Are you well?’ nor, ‘How glad I am to see you alive, daughter.’ 
 
    “Island’s greetings, father,” she responded blandly. “Aye, the Dirt Picker is no longer with us.” 
 
    “Good. And you appear well.” He sounded personally affronted at her sound state of health. “Negotiations proceed with the Dragonkind, but I am here to be assured that you are thus far unharmed. Is that the case?” 
 
    “That is the case.” 
 
    “Good. Because I have received urgent report from Immadia that a disturbance has taken place. The spy was not able to determine its source, but it appears to coincide with the probable hour of your arrival there.” 
 
    Tytiana kept her face utterly stoic, but fire pulsing up her arms betrayed her feelings. Jakani! Could it be? Calling the report ‘a disturbance’ was a word choice unusual enough to pique her suspicions. Father was tugging at his web once again. 
 
    “A further report is due by tomorrow at dawn. It would be highly inconvenient for some if a boy who is able to walk through fire were to return to the scene of his crimes.” Juzzakarr laughed heartily. “You see, this is the story. We know the lamko set you up. They organised your abduction as payback for my punishing them, didn’t they? Lit a fire under your pretty backside, ha ha! A true shame the festering monkeys failed in their blatant attempt to avenge themselves upon the House by murdering her favourite daughter. But having caught wind of the plot, this lamko rat and my impressionable, hot-headed sixteen year-old decided to organise a little rescue – or shall I say, elopement – of their own. Thankfully the brave Heavy Dragonwing of Merxx was able to track the miscreants to their eventual destination and retrieve the Choice, but sadly, the boy did not survive. The daughter was returned in disgrace.” 
 
    If he expected her to rise to his bait, Juzzakarr was to be disappointed yet again. 
 
    Tytiana said, “If you want to be rid of me, father, then why not finish the deed right here? I did not meet your expectations at the Ball.” 
 
    Juzzakarr stroked his white-blonde beard with a calculating air. “I’m glad you brought that up. Aye, you failed to obey my explicit instructions. That is one reason you will be remaining right here enjoying this fine accommodation. Dealing with all these treacherous and changeable alliances amongst the Dragons does pose a challenge to my plans for the whole of Helyon.” 
 
    The slight stress on the word ‘whole’ suddenly brought her father’s position into focus for Tytiana. Juzzakarr had a maddeningly oblique way of communicating sometimes, but if one knew how to look for clues, they would be present – but could as likely be false statements as true. She sensed this was true. In High Master speak, Juzzakarr had just declared his ambition to rule over the whole of Helyon Island with draconic aid! No wonder these pirates were keen to help! There would be a fat slice of profit from the ever-vibrant silk trade in it for them, a whiff of gold almost irresistible to these greedy, ignoble pirates. Her mind whirled. That meant the cabals were jostling scaly elbows to fight their way to the front of the line. Was this what father had been angling for all along? And by interfering – or perhaps by her escaping immolation in the tower – she and Jakani had inadvertently threatened his whole scheme. Perhaps Zihaeri too. Maybe he knew about all the notes and probing. Maybe it was his plot to remove her and blame either the lamko or the Dragons, or both, in one fell stroke? Or to engineer a situation so perilous that the High Masters would be begging him for protection and gratefully install Juzzakarr upon a throne, saviour of Helyon? 
 
    Suffering caroli, this scenario smacked of her father through and through! How he would revel in their grovelling like a porker wallowing in its mud pit! 
 
    So, that meant Juzzakarr was tying up the loose ends of his plan, and his redhead daughter was one of those irksome details. Should she be surprised? Saddened? She said, “So, Tytiana is to smile sweetly and act as Dragon bait?” 
 
    He sneered, “So much of your mother in you, Tytiana. Never content to be merely biddable. Please don’t worry your pretty little head over complexities that you can’t possibly understand. When the Immadian standpoint is eventually understood, much will fall into place. There is a longstanding enmity between the House of Immadia and these cabals. If they choose to move in power, as I believe they must given the intelligence they will by now have received, the cabals will draw together and much will necessarily be shaken out. Immadia will act as my tool. You are another. Leverage, Tytiana.” His fists clenched so tightly, she heard his knuckles crack. “Never underestimate the power of the perfect application of leverage.” 
 
    She bowed slightly, then raised her chin. “Stay safe, father.” 
 
    You play a dangerous game. Let’s see who the winner shall be. 
 
    Might he have killed her mother over a suspected affair with Na’axion? Or might that have formed the basis of a different form of leverage, as he so callously styled it? Everything for Juzzakarr’s personal gain. He would use and discard lives with barely a second thought. 
 
    He chose a mocking bow for his response. “Don’t fret, sweet pea. Ten Dragons are stationed inside and around this cavern to protect you from any possible harm. Once this is all settled, Daddy dearest will be back for you.” 
 
    Ten Dragons lay in wait for whoever might attempt a rescue. 
 
    How she shuddered! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As the air vents above the cavern brightened with the onset of dawn, Cyanku arrived with Tytiana’s meal. She showed her the babe, who was starting to do better and even cooed at a tickle beneath the chin. Her intervention had been far from complete, but there was clear evidence of accelerated healing taking place, and if nothing else, the infant’s good cheer spoke volumes. As she accepted the tray, the pale girl tapped her hand purposefully. 
 
    Down between them, in the shadows cast by the narrow tunnel mouth and their bodies obscuring it either side, her fingers flickered. Message. The royal purple rises. 
 
    Huh? Tytiana’s shock must have been plain, because the girl repeated the signs more slowly, then asked if she had understood. 
 
    Yes, she signed the affirmative. No. Royal purple? That could not be any of the Houses of Helyon. Sylakia was crimson. Who … inanely, her mind had chosen this moment to start drawing blanks. Royal? That was not a reference to deep amethyst silk colour, was it? No. 
 
    Immadia! 
 
    Her jaw dropped. Urgently, the girl tapped, Silence! Touch my sister, please? 
 
    Tytiana reached for the babe, having to quell both the quivering of her hands and the blade-like fires that shot out of them as she thought upon the need to protect herself if a battle developed between all these different powers. Pirate cabals, mercenaries, Helyon, now royal Immadia was here! Or at least, was already on the move. Her father had been twisting the truth! Why else would they come, if not … work over the infant, Tytiana. Keep calm. Focus on what she could do here, as unwilling bait in a pit, to protect herself as well as these slaves. She must stay. 
 
    A promise was a promise. 
 
    When Cyanku had departed, her thoughts returned to her hands. Once, she had condescended to think Jakani must make more of himself to ever be with her. To some degree that was true. They would both have to learn and adapt to bridge the divide between culture and station. But she needed to learn to make more of herself, too. Jakani had started to teach her a few fighting moves. She stiffened her fingers. Amorphous fire spurted from them all the way to the stone floor, then coalesced and grew whiter as she brought all of her concentration to bear upon the task. 
 
    Hotter. Stronger. Sharper. Be blades. Be … more! 
 
    She would not be content with being mere bait. She would be the trap. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Princess Shalanya sat up with a horrified shriek. “Where – I’m on a – a Dragonship …” 
 
    Strength will rise, Jakani said quickly. 
 
    “Ah, must be a beautiful morning out there,” the Princess said, dimpling. “My my my, a handsome boy in my cabin. What a way to wake up.” 
 
    Jakani bit the inside of his lip. “Welcome to Gemalka, Princess.” 
 
    “Gemalka? Why, I haven’t been here before. How did we come –” her eyes bulged. One hand fluttered to her throat as she wheezed asthmatically, “Oh no! I can’t breathe – no – what have you done …” 
 
    Strength will rise. 
 
    He said, “The lakes are reputed to be radiant at this hour, Princess, truly a sight to behold. Would you like to come outside to take in the view? We are flying at a low altitude. Perhaps your Dragoness would like to go fishing? Flicker assures me that Immadia has a longstanding contract for trout taken from the lakes.” 
 
    The Princess looked pallid but preternaturally calm. She primped her white hair and drew her blankets up to her breast. “Aye. That sounds like a …” The pink eyes blinked in confusion. Clearly some calculations were taking place in her mind, but she had not yet been able to draw firm conclusions. “How did I –” 
 
    “You slept peacefully during the voyage,” he said truthfully. 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice. How strange. I could have sworn I agreed to stay in Immadia.” 
 
    With his developing senses, Jakani realised he could see, hear and even smell the waves of panic as they washed over her. He spoke a third time, and the Princess appeared to calm down. Good. His trickery was working, thus far. This could have gone very badly indeed. 
 
    He said, “You are as kind as you are brave, o Princess of Immadia. Given my need, you graciously agreed to direct the resources of royal Immadia to Tytiana’s aid, even stating that you would attempt this voyage so as to broaden your horizons. You have been working very hard on maintaining a calm and dignified mental state, and Flicker has been helping you with magic he learned from the Star Dragoness herself. You are making excellent progress, he informs me.” 
 
    Shalanya peered very strangely at him indeed, then leaned forward to deposit a peck on his cheek. “Your gifts are wasted on that Tytiana, Shapeshifter Jakani. Give me a moment. I will dress and join you shortly in the navigation cabin.” 
 
    Flicker met him beside the helm. Excellent work, Jakani.  
 
    He met the dragonet’s upraised paw with a firm slap. Aye. Feeling good! She seems to be taking it well. 
 
    More than. 
 
    Jakani glowed at the praise. Aye, he was getting better at doing good, wasn’t he? Tytiana wasn’t the only one with healing capabilities! He felt even better when the diminutive Princess joined them forward. She was able to gaze out over the lakes with ease, without even the slightest discomfort, she declared. They walked out to the railing forward of the navigation cabin to enjoy the fresh breeze causing the famous trout lakes to shimmer all around them. Truly, the morn was glorious. Nary a cloud in the white-azure sky, reflected by the turquoise lake waters. 
 
    They were barely a hundred feet above the lake, which stretched ahead of them for over a mile, and the edge of the terrace lake at this level was a quarter-mile behind the Dragonship. Thick greenery grew almost all around the lake shore. To their left, two further levels of lower, smaller terrace lakes could be seen. Jakani understood that the enterprising Islanders had connected all of the many lakes and fisheries by a system of tunnels, spillways and large manual pumps which could operate without destroying the valuable trout harvest. 
 
    Perhaps since the breezes were blowing favourably in so many aspects, he should try flying himself? Even a botched landing in water could not be too terrible. 
 
    Just then, with a tinkling laugh, the girl grabbed him by the shirt and tipped them both over the side! Come fly with me, Jakani! 
 
    She transformed with great skill and timing, catching them mere feet above the surface. Delicately stippled pink wings whisked them at speed across the waters almost to the looming terrace lake walls, fifty feet tall directly ahead, and then Shalanya shot into the sky with a wild, skirling laugh of triumph. I CAN FLY! O sweet Fra’anior, thou my soul’s song, I CAN FLY! 
 
    Jakani began to laugh, too. Her response was just so wild and liberating, the laughter bubbling crazily from her chest as she looped and flitted about in increasingly crazed aerial twists and barrel-twirls and somersaults, and then the tenor of her laughter changed and she began to thunder in a frenzy of fear and bewilderment. What? How … 
 
    Strength will rise, o Shalanya, he called. 
 
    The Dragoness began to laugh again, but then she switched to the crazed sound even more quickly than before. Her paw gripped Jakani powerfully. How is this possible? I … I sense inimical wards in my mind! 
 
    Strength will rise! 
 
    Aloud, he cried, “Fly with the dawn, o Princess of Immadia! Revel with the wind beneath your wings.” 
 
    If only she could see and taste and feel how wonderful this freedom was, Jakani knew she would be free of her phobia forever. The Dragoness began to gambol about the skies for a few seconds before the pattern repeated again, her discovering the wards and then suddenly there was peril and she flung him high and far, with a roar and a thunder that completely drowned out his attempt to reset her mental state. Now the Albino Shapeshifter swooped for him with baleful crimson swirls igniting her eyes, and he had to abandon his attempted dive. 
 
    No, transform! 
 
    Onyx-Gold plunged deep into the lake. 
 
    Pleased to discover that his Dragon form swam very respectably indeed, Jakani instinctively darted away from a quintet of talons that attempted to swipe his head off his shoulders. He surfaced rapidly, roaring, Strength will rise! 
 
    No, it will not, she riposted. What did you plant in my mind, you vile backstabber? After I placed my trust in you – how dare you? 
 
    Just a little something to quell your agoraphobia! 
 
    YOU MEDDLED IN MY PSYCHE? 
 
    Jakani back-winged, keeping clear of the suddenly perilous Princess. Are you afraid? Is not the beauty of the open skies yours to relish? Stalling as his wings tangled, he blurted out, What’s a ward? 
 
    BACKSTABBER! CRETIN! 
 
    Strength will rise! 
 
    She blinked, gazed about with patent wonder, and then rounded upon him again. Release me this instant, or I shall k – huh? I SHALL K – UNH! GRAARRRGGHH!! 
 
    You can’t kill me. 
 
    Watch me try! 
 
    As the furious Dragoness pursued him across the lake with rapid fluttering movements of her pretty but not very efficient butterfly wings, Jakani corkscrewed ineptly away. He managed to dodge a couple of swipes before Shalanya grabbed one of his wings, put her paw to his throat, and singularly failed to do any damage to him at all. She could not bring herself to clench her talons, nor to sink her fangs into his neck. Twisting out of her grip with a subtle Nikuko manoeuvre, Jakani swirled past the Dragonship with the huffing pink monster in hot pursuit, bellowing about perfidious betrayers and sneaky Eastern mind-bending tricks. Although he could no longer calm her, the all-important main effect remained stable. The skies were hers; only, Shalanya was begging Fra’anior to dispatch lightning to smite him from the face of the Island-World. She looked more than prepared to do the same. 
 
    “Flicker! Flicker! What do I do?” he yelled in passing. To his intense annoyance, the soldiers manning the flotilla of Dragonships looked decidedly unconcerned by his troubles. 
 
    “This is good training, boy,” called the dragonet. 
 
    Jakani dodged a swingeing punch. “What?” 
 
    “Training! Fly, you draggle-tailed fool! Fly … like a Dragon!” 
 
    He shot by again, beneath the Dragonship this time in an attempt to throw off the very determined beauty. “She’s trying to kill me!” 
 
    “You said she can’t!” 
 
    “I’m a Dragoness! I’ll find a way!” roared Shalanya. 
 
    “Flicker!” 
 
    “Use your noodle, you piebald moron!” floated back to him on the breeze. 
 
    Suffering spiders – or dragonets, for that matter –Flicker was no help at all! Dodging Shalanya’s vexed paw-slap, he dived again. This time she anticipated the manoeuvre, cutting far closer in her pursuit. She was frighteningly determined. He, however, was equally determined to behave like a Dragon and fight his own battles for a change – besides, what harm could she actually do to him? 
 
    “Think you can evade certain death?” thundered the Princess. 
 
    “You can’t kill me!” 
 
    He flitted away across the lake, thinking that somehow Flicker was right – he was too terrified to be terrified about actually flying, or something illogically logical like that. His brain was doing the right things instinctively because he had no time to think about the mechanics. 
 
    Any second now, the Princess might snap his implanted controls, and then … 
 
    “How’s about a nice friendly drowning? Your stupid ward didn’t specify what sorts of killing weren’t allowed, did it?” Shalanya panted. Heavens, could a Dragoness be unfit? Maybe. He guessed a ward must be the magical result of what he had imbedded in her mind. “Given a few minutes I’ll work this thing out and then – keep still, would you? Imbecile! I want to try slitting your belly!” 
 
    “Can’t do that either.” He twirled a paw cheekily. “Isn’t flying wonderful?” 
 
    “Flying fruitcake! Stop that, or I’ll – I’ll whatever – you!” 
 
    Completing a somersault over her head, Jakani unleashed a scornful blast of laughter. “What? You’ll hose me down with pink sparkles? I tremble at your wrath.” 
 
    Sucking in his scrawny belly, he dodged yet another hapless swipe by the Princess, who was beyond provoked now. Puffing like a misfiring Dragonship, she chased him up to the northern end of the lake, having to endure a few crass insults thrown over his shoulder comparing her flying prowess to that of a weary trout, while Jakani grew in strength and confidence. He could do this! He was flying! Actually flying reasonably effectively, without tying himself into complete knots. Unfamiliar storms of emotion boiled inside of him; his hearts were a thundering chorus, driving this complex physiological marvel called Dragon flight, with a song of overwhelming, intoxicating liberation. What joy! What freedom! 
 
    “Can’t catch me, slow-slug,” he taunted. 
 
    “I will!” 
 
    He chortled again. “Faster, Princess. Almost had me that time.” 
 
    “Stop laughing at me!” 
 
    “You’re just so cute, you’re – whoa!” No! A terrace wall! 
 
    Kerump! 
 
    His attempted jink succumbed to the laws of gravity. Winded and wheezing, bruised again in his already sensitive chest and suitably chastened, Jakani tumbled back toward the rippling waters. Shalanya shrieked in rage, spewing her mesmeric pink sparkles across his path as he slapped down in a huge explosion of spray, crying, I’d banish you back to Immadia if I could! 
 
    The Island-World shivered all around him. Jakani felt himself shrink, and then the lake vanished. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    SPLOT!! 
 
    The fledgling Shapeshifter Dragon landed with all the grace of a flying trout in a great crash of spray and yet another bruise applied to his tender sternum. Remind him never to use that insult again. 
 
    Remind him to look where he was going when he was flying! 
 
    Arrrggh, he moaned. Hurts … 
 
    Ha. What was this? Flagstones under his paws? Sheeting white water off his sinuous body, Jakani broached the surface of this new, surprisingly shallow lake, and stared about in stupefaction. Together with an untold tonnage of water and a dozen or more understandably confused rainbow trout, he had landed … impossible! He glanced about himself a third time just to be sure. Aye. Slap bang in the middle of the courtyard of Immadia Castle. Unmistakably. Water was thundering down the stairs into the underground basement, flooding Flicker’s buffing room. He snapped up a wandering trout absently. Yum. Three feet long, it disappeared down his long, long gullet with aplomb and a ticklish wriggle as it entered his stomach. 
 
    How … 
 
    The Onyx-Gold Dragon stiffened. Hold those Dragons! 
 
    Result of the century! He pumped a paw with a mighty roar of delight. By complete and utter fluke, he had just helped Princess Shalanya discover the true nature of her pink-sparkle power! Aye!  
 
    Now, surely that was a service to royal Immadia of which any Dragon could be proud? 
 
    Better still, the Albino Shapeshifter might decide not to perform extreme surgery on his guts after all. He must still be a few Islands off earning the moniker ‘noble Dragon,’ but – how’s about you go help clean up the mess you just created? And, his capacious Dragon stomach apparently agreed most earnestly with the notion of downing another trout. Delicious! 
 
    About two hours later, give or take, and three more trout put to their eternal rest – the remainder of the displaced fish, he magnanimously decided to leave for the staff – he heard the dulcet tones of the Princess echoing throughout the watery basement, “Oh, Shapeshifter Jakani, do come out and face your fate.” 
 
    He swore beneath his breath. Alright. Time to be a man. A Dragon. 
 
    There she was, standing Dragoness-resplendent in the damp courtyard, her neck proudly arched and her wings settled back in a position of rest. Jakani slunk up the steps. ‘Come on, son. Straight spine, full of honour and integrity,’ his father would have said. Please let him be able to fly back to Helyon soon and set his family’s worries to rest. Isimi must be beside herself. 
 
    Pausing upon the top step, he genuflected as Flicker had taught him, wings outspread and respectfully lowered. “O Princess Shalanya, most sorely have I wronged thee,” he heard himself say. Somewhere inside of him, a Dirt Picker was wondering at his Dragon’s formality. “Yet not all was for ill. How may I make restitution?” 
 
    Fierce and bold she stared him down, but it was only for a moment. Even as his head began to dip, he heard the Princess of Immadia break into piping, undraconic peals of merriment. “O Jakani, you are a treasure!” she cried. “Out of foolery and sheer wilfulness, you have granted me a gift beyond imagination and I simply have no words to express my gratitude. I have release! The freedom of flying amongst rainbows! I have a Dragon power no-one has ever heard of, not even Flicker, and to see that poor old dragonet’s stupefaction when we worked out where you had gone –” she switched to the Dragonish tongue to fully express her gladness – oh, noble Jakani, my heart sings for the beauty of life unfolded before me! 
 
    Well! One Jakani, speechless. 
 
    Unfurling her wingtip, she reached out to caress his muzzle. “If ever you tire of this troublesome Tytiana, may I be first in line?” 
 
    “Princess!” he choked out. 
 
    Even her Dragoness managed to dimple at his expression. “I know true-fires love when I see it. But I will have my one kiss from the devious yet gallant Dragon, who will evermore be my hero.” 
 
    Stepping forward, the Princess of Immadia lowered her muzzle and kissed him upon the cheek. Softly, as if speaking to the glory of the rising suns, she added, “The ancient blessings of Fra’anior the Ineffable Onyx be ever thine, o Jakani the Onyx-Gold, the suns unfailingly gladden to behold thy draconic splendour, and the melody of love fill thine days with rapture sweet.” 
 
    He bowed as deeply as he could and came within a whisker of toppling upon his nose. “Likewise, o Princess.” 
 
    “Now, let’s go rescue your beloved, this maiden of living fires.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There was thunder in the distance. A storm brewing. Tytiana grimaced as she practised flying low, finally having discovered a way of extending herself to include simple dragonfly-like wings sprouting between her shoulders that finally brought some stability to her hitherto less than impressive efforts. Could she fit out of those vents, she wondered? She must not clue these Dragons in to her burgeoning skills. Always the fire. Everything about her abilities and skills seemed to be keyed in to fire – quite unlike what Adazara had given her to expect. She herself was malleable fire. 
 
    What crazy kind of Dragon magic was this? 
 
    Whoever had first nicknamed her Tytiana the Red must surely in that instant have been touched by prophetic foresight … 
 
    The thunder growled again. With it, she heard the Dragons concealed within the cavern stir restively, and one called out a sharp command, “Hold! The battle is not yet at paw.” 
 
    A battle! Did the pirate cabals now gather? 
 
    Bringing herself to a skimming halt, Tytiana paused beside her garment and then quickly gathered up the egg and cloth with a nervous swoop. That was not thunder, it was the sound of Dragons bellowing at each other followed now by a series of faint, faraway detonations that she imagined must be fireballs striking the Islands or their fortifications. Palming the egg, she deftly tugged the garment over her head. Maybe she’d burn it to cinders in the first rush of fire, but at least the Choice of House Cyraxana would face the enemy with an appearance of decency. 
 
    To the egg, she said, This time I’ll be ready, little one. Are you with me? 
 
    A delicate, muffled sneeze trembled the ovoid in her palm. 
 
    I’ll take that for aye. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: Heavens Weeping Fireballs 
 
      
 
    SHALANYA STARED DAGGERS at Flicker, clearly unable or unwilling to voice her thoughts. The white dragonet drew himself up self-importantly. “Why, I took your grandmother into battle, I did,” he announced. “I think I can handle this little aerial squabble.” 
 
    Jakani winced. Flicker had more snark in him than twenty Dragons. Was this plain arrogance, or was the whole persona just for show? 
 
    Pla’arna Cluster, which had just come into sight after the crossing from Gemalka at which they had rejoined the Immadian forces, was crawling with Dragons. Bronzed peaks jutted strangely out of the Cloudlands out there; his Human eyes struggled to resolve details through a dark-bronze patina that seemed to hang over the area. Pollution? No, volcanic smoke and dust, more likely. He saw several conical peaks billowing briskly over in the north-east quarter. Steadily, Immadian Dragonships swept toward a scattered jumble of toothy peaks and brooding, shattered crevasses. Foreboding tightened his chest. The dark Cluster was about to convulse with the battle he sensed brewing here. 
 
    “A little squabble?” the Princess echoed faintly. “This has to be every Dragon north of Yorbik, noble Flicker.” 
 
    “Picayune pipsqueaks prancing about their playpen,” he snorted. Jakani looked at Shalanya. She mouthed, ‘fancy word for small.’ Oh. Flicker continued, “Exactly. So be at peace, my shimmering star of the Northern skies. Not one of them wants to tangle with these lovely purple banners we’re flying. We are royal Immadia, save one grubby stowaway from Helyon.” 
 
    “Don’t the pirates hate Immadia?” Jakani asked. 
 
    “They’re worried we’re packing a Star Dragoness who will blow them all into stardust.” 
 
    “Well, won’t they scoff when they see me?” Shalanya said bitterly. “Maybe I’ll just teleport them all to the bottom of the Cloudlands. Fly well!” 
 
    “That, or flirt violently with them,” Flicker advised sagely. “You’re not half bad-looking as a Dragoness, Princess. Any of those bruisers out there would take you for a stunning catch.” 
 
    “I’ll stun them alright! Gnarrr …” 
 
    While his companions debated a flirtation-based battle strategy, Jakani gazed out through the forward crysglass windows and scratched the unfamiliar material of his black Specialist uniform. He sensed her. Even in his Human form, he sensed those matchless fires not far from his grasp, but it was as if Tytiana were a scent wafting upon the breeze, impossible to pinpoint, fascinating and fey and all too fleeting. Somewhere amidst these thousands of broken Islands there must be a clue as to her whereabouts. 
 
    He eyed the disposition of the enemy forces. Even with his untrained eye, the main groups were obvious. A towering fleet of Helyon Dragonships kept to a tight formation above a cluster of Islands perhaps two miles ahead of him, while members of their Human forces appeared to have fortified a number of those tall, bleak-looking peaks poking out of the Cloudlands like a copse of petrified trees. The rock formations certainly were peculiar, reaching and twisting upwards and sideways like gnarled roots of granite. With a storm looming in the East and Dragons circling every which way, the even the weather seemed to be conspiring to encourage the inevitable conflict. 
 
    He had struggled to tell the Dragonkind apart at first, until Flicker had pointed out the Merxxian Heavy Dragonwing with their distinctive silver-linked metal Dragon armour making them fly more slowly, as they supported the Helyon forces mainly to the south. Their superior discipline showed in the dense, inch-perfect formations they flew. Some of their bigger beasts wore complicated harnesses that sprouted diverse catapults manned by Human crews, capable of firing disabling shrapnel or firing six-foot steel quarrels great distances. Shiver! Arrayed before them – between the fourteen Immadian Dragonships and the Helyon forces – were four distinct Dragonwings, the pirate cabals. Centre-east and centre-west were the Morazi and Death cabals, while farther around to the southwest the dangerous Talix lurked; opposite them to the southeast were the ragtag ranks of the Crimson Talons. 
 
    Aerial combat looked far more technical and hazardous than he had imagined. 
 
    Just now Morazi and Death were ‘flexing their muscles’ as Flicker politely put it, essentially arguing over which of their evenly matched forces would take on the might of Helyon. Smoke already drifted upon the wind as the massive Dragons thundered and clashed with each other in a loose, rolling rumpus, soon drawing blood but not doing each other lethal damage. Not just yet. 
 
    Jakani totted up estimated numbers, helping one of the Immadian Specialists as she jotted down tactical notes on a scrap of scrolleaf. The Merxxian force was seventy Dragons strong. Morazi and Death each fielded perhaps eighty battle-ready Dragons, the Talix but three dozen, and the Crimson Talons, upward of a hundred beasts. Shifty movement here and there upon and between the Islands betrayed other Dragons watching and waiting; perhaps those of no allegiance or additional concealed forces that might rise to sway the course of a developing battle. As for Helyon, they flew no identifying colours, but he assumed their thirty-four armoured and fortified Dragonships, stationed at altitudes of up to three miles above the Cloudlands to provide heavy covering fire from their powerful multi-firing catapult and net-casting slingshot emplacements, must somehow belong to High Master Juzzakarr – at least, that was the rumour on the winds. 
 
    Juzzakarr was here to set the Dragons at each other’s throats. 
 
    Lowering of suns, the late afternoon seemed bronze-etched, casting the Islands of Pla’arna into this baleful metallic cast that so unaccountably disturbed him. Jakani could not make sense of his feelings. Perhaps it was the scent of smoke or the anticipation of his first battle. Perhaps it was the high stakes. Why could he not locate Tytiana? Was she being hidden aboard a Dragonship or down on one of those Islands? Was she being kept prisoner? What was the High Master’s strategy? 
 
    The Dragons were mostly Reds, Yellows and Greens, with a smattering of Blues and Browns. Jakani eventually picked out the heavily armoured Adazara the Teal amongst the Dragons of Merxx, but of Excorion, there was no sign. Why? He was about to point this out to his companions when Flicker elbowed him sharply in the ribs and exclaimed: 
 
    “Watch the Talons, boy!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’re drifting. Watch and learn. It’s all calculated to look random.” Flicker had ordered him to remain behind the crysglass so that he could be less easily identified. Now his hoary white paw tapped upon the armoured sheet glass excitedly. “We’re about to see some action.” 
 
    True. Now that Flicker mentioned it, the ragtag cloud of Dragons slowly circling a position he had picked out above an Island that looked like a twisted claw canted at fifty degrees from the vertical, was slowly drifting toward the Morazi flank. Ever so casual. 
 
    Suddenly, the very wrath of the heavens lit up the Morazi Dragons. Jakani gasped, “How?” 
 
    A hundred strong, the Talons manoeuvred like a flock of sparrows startled by a hawk, hammering single Dragons they had somehow picked out of the masses in teams of three or four. Crimson fireballs streaked the afternoon skies as the thunderous rumbling generated by the conflict reached his ears. The Reds and Oranges attacked with their powerful fiery breath that majored on signature fireballs, fire spears, molten lava and even blazing lassoes that tangled up wings or tightened around bodies, inflicting terrible wounds as they persisted for several tens of seconds. Several stricken Dragons immediately tumbled out of the sky; one pair was tangled up and still scrapping as they fell into the grey Cloudlands and vanished from sight. He saw the shimmering of Blue Dragon shields like waves of heat rising from a stony, exposed road, and a devastating ice attack that stitched a Green’s flank with spears of ice so large, his Human eyes could perceive them from this distance. 
 
    Flame rose behind his dry-socketed eyes and seared his throat. Unnh, I – 
 
    Peace, Jakani, Shalanya said, reaching up to grip his shoulder with a surprisingly strong hand. Dragoness. Of course. You are experiencing the battle-readiness of draconic emotions. Do not deny what you feel. Rather, channel your rage, readiness and rising potentials into your senses, and search again for Tytiana. Flicker, what say you we wing over at a suitable juncture and speak with this High Master Juzzakarr? 
 
    One thing, Jakani remembered abruptly. Odd. How had this remembrance slipped into his mind, if not from the very emotions that were sharpening his senses right now? Juzzakarr always wears a strange, and I have to say, really creepy red ruby upon his chest. 
 
    Indeed? said Flicker. 
 
    One word was all that was required in Dragonish to express a wide range of connotations, and so Jakani knew at once that the dragonet’s interest was piqued, that this intelligence may well be vital, and that Flicker suspected the High Master of foul play. Tytiana had mentioned the same sensation, he remembered, while they had been travelling North with Excorion. 
 
    After describing the gem as best he could, he said, “When I noticed it, I had a really weird sensation right in here.” He touched his chest. “Tytiana also stressed that when Juzzakarr handled the gemstone, it made her feel vulnerable. Like a soul’s chill, she said. That’s what I sensed just now.” 
 
    Flicker reached up, and then said crossly, “Kneel, you grubby wretch. I can’t reach. We need to check if there’s any influence on you right now.” 
 
    “What … kind of influence?” Jakani asked. 
 
    Shalanya said, “Without an inordinate amount of explanation for which we don’t have time right now, noble Jakani, suffice it to say that Dramagon the Red liked to leave fragments of his evil power lying about the Island-World as nasty surprises to lure in the unwary, particularly the unwary possessed of magical power or eager to gain it for themselves, and to turn them to his purposes – spiritually, mentally, emotionally and most of all, magically speaking. The nastiest gifts, he liked to pass on to his favourite servants. Rings, brooches, enchanted weapons, scrolls of profane lore, and suchlike. Keepsakes.” 
 
    “So, that gem – Juzzakarr isn’t …” 
 
    “We don’t know,” said the Princess. “He might be a Shapeshifter himself. He might wield great power, say, over those mercenaries by virtue of some bequest of Dramagon’s, or the gemstone might have been passed down through the family without particular knowledge of its powers, for generations.” 
 
    “Tytiana did call him strangely ambitious. Also, Adazara didn’t think he was a Dragon.” 
 
    Shalanya said, “You mean the same Adazara who works for him?” 
 
    Tiny and cute she might be, with her baby-pink eyes and sweetly rounded features, but sometimes she seemed as old as the foundations of the very Islands. 
 
    Jakani cleared his throat. “Alright. I feel foolish now.” 
 
    “Very good. Despite the granite cranium, this pitiful wretch might actually be teachable,” Flicker complimented him in his typically back-handed, or was that back-pawed, way. “Turn around and watch the battle, noble Jakani. Learn.” 
 
    Truth be told, he had been watching out of the corner of his eye all along. At first the Morazi had seemed surprised and about to be rolled up, chewed thoroughly and spat out, being quickly struck in the rear by the Dragons of the Death cabal, but on that battlefront there seemed to be far less damage. As the minutes ticked by, punctuated by immense battle roars, the detonations of exploding fireballs and the sharp skiss! of lightning attacks that left jagged streaks across his vision, he began to see a pattern developing. The great beasts tangled in a mêlée that had to span two vertical miles, and approximately one mile in diameter. Now and again scuffles spun off this seething mass of bodies. He saw wings ripped and fangs champing bloody holes into supposedly armoured Dragon hide, fireballs blasted into faces and deft ambushes sprung from dark holes amidst those rat-chewed Islands. But on the whole, the Talons appeared to be having the worst of it from both sets of foes. 
 
    Meantime, he felt a whisper against his mind. Don’t … he began. 
 
    Don’t you trust me to meddle with your mind? Shalanya said archly. Ouch. I’ll be just as careful as you were with me. By the way, remind me to teach you how ward constructs actually work. I find it incredible that you achieved what you did hacking around with an antiquated and largely discredited technique. 
 
    Maybe that’s why it worked on your sophisticated brain? he suggested. 
 
    Oh Jakani, how you make me blush. 
 
    Suffering caroli, one comment like that and Tytiana would attack this tiny Princess like a feral Askarmyn Tiger rending her dinner. 
 
    That image was rather more pleasing than it ought to have been. 
 
    Without warning, the whole battle seemed to implode and then reconfigure itself. Suddenly it was the Crimson Talons under huge pressure as Death and Morazi both rounded upon them with terrible savagery. Jakani’s heart stood in his throat as the carnage unfolded. Trapped! Suckered! The largely Red Dragonwings fragmented as two, three and four attackers pounded individuals simultaneously, and suddenly there were stricken Dragons plummeting from the skies and attempting to limp off, heavily injured but pursued to the death. He saw a Dragon with one wing bitten off at the root, golden blood visibly spurting from the major arteries which would have fed the thousands of ancillary wing muscles, being attacked even when grounded. Three burly Browns destroyed the enemy creature. 
 
    “Bah, no honour among pirates,” Flicker snorted. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shalanya asked absently. Jakani realised that she must have closed her eyes, the better to stir the insides of his brain like a stewpot. Perhaps his interference had been an example better not set. 
 
    “Morazi and Death betrayed the Crimson Talons – drew them in, then slaughtered them like ralti sheep,” said the dragonet. “Report?” 
 
    “I do sense some kind of past taint, but the rest of his cranial cesspit seems to be presently unaffected,” the Princess said, deathly serious despite her joke. “It’s not a type of magic with which I am familiar, and it … disturbs me.” 
 
    Flicker said, “Is now when we wish we had been less stroppy during our history lessons and listened better to granny Aranya’s wisdom?” 
 
    “Shut it, you toothless old rat bag,” she said, fondly scratching him behind the skull spikes. 
 
    “Obstreperous, Dragon-stubborn teenagers! On that note, do keep scratching the encasement of my gargantuan intellect whilst we watch the very interesting developments out there. Looks like the cabals are about to parley with Juzzakarr and his mercenaries. Want to go join in the fun, Shalanya?” 
 
    “Ouch! What was that for?” Jakani glared as the Princess smacked the back of his head unexpectedly. 
 
    She said, “I thought I was the one with the inbuilt, virtually impenetrable psychic bastion-ward until you came along, Mister Mud-Splotter.” 
 
    “That’s Dirt Picker to you, Your Flit-a-Bit Majesty.” 
 
    Shalanya put her hands on her hips. “How long have you been planning to use that charming title?” 
 
    “I’m a disarming sort of fellow.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is, ‘infuriating.’ ” She sighed. “Never mind. I suppose I ought to flip over there, shocking the living fires out of all those nice pirate Dragons, flirt, dribble fire left and right, and try to work out what’s going on with my supposedly superior psychic skills and enormous experience in negotiating with other Dragons. For which, I shall need to be warded up to the eyeballs. Will you help, Flicker?” 
 
    “Dabble in your mind too, o Princess? With pleasure.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Excorion had a way of moving so silently, he was like a forty-tonne zephyr barely caressing a stone. Tytiana jolted in shock as she saw him already inside her pit, within one step of looming right over her. Thankfully she had been doing … well, nothing. Cooling her expensive heels. Feeling as useful as a frog afloat in a puddle of lava. His stealth of movement was all the more remarkable because of the silence without the cave. She had not been entirely paying attention, nor was she asleep either. How did he mask his presence so completely? 
 
    “Choice Tytiana,” he said heavily. 
 
    “Noble Excorion.” 
 
    “You are well?” 
 
    “Bored.” 
 
    “In a most peculiar and wing-shivering turn of events, the famously reclusive Princess Shalanya of Immadia has this hour arrived with a not inconsiderable force at her back. What do you know of this development?” 
 
    “As much as you just told me,” Tytiana returned truthfully. 
 
    “Huh!” he snorted, blowing her hair back with the force of his discontent. She coughed. Sulphur breath! “When a reputedly powerful and visibly rare Shapeshifter Dragoness who has never before left – nor been able to leave – her Island, arrives precisely at the moment a battle between the cabals is about to break loose, one’s fires do darken with suspicion.” 
 
    “Ah, the greedy cabals.” His fires were impossible to fathom. What game was this Brown Dragon playing this time? On an impulse, she said, “Is she pretty? This Dragoness?” 
 
    “Peculiar, aye, by my wings, but as pretty as a grossly overgrown butterfly.” Excorion first appeared to make his disgust plain, but then he added with as close to a draconic fire-sigh as she had ever heard, “Fey is she, but a rarity beyond description – a white and pink Dragoness, this Albino Shapeshifter of moderate size but immoderate beauty. Ah, how the fools sniff about her scales, and me too at first, until I realised she was playing us with a glamour-magic like unto the fabled draconic powers of Herimor, and even your father’s –” 
 
    He pulled up suddenly. Tytiana raised an eyebrow. 
 
    GNARR!! “Now you cause even this Dragon to speak too freely!” 
 
    The stone. He’s talking about the Nestrakil, that weird stone father never lets off his neck, always stroking it like a pet feline … as if it’s alive … 
 
    When his snarling had abated somewhat, she said with a gesture toward the air vents, “Night falls, o Excorion. Wherefore do we tarry?” 
 
    The Dragon’s blazing orbs narrowed as he stared down at her with a terrible expression. “Why do you speak like a Dragoness?” 
 
    Tytiana winced, clutching her head. Scorching pincers seemed to squeeze her temples from without and within all at once. “Don’t. What … are you …” 
 
    “You do not speak Dragonish?” 
 
    “No. Jakani always –” 
 
    She snapped her teeth shut in fury. Her turn to spout dangerous mysteries! 
 
    “Ah, by my fires!” Excorion hissed. “So, the boy was concealing a secret all along, a secret masked by your capricious fires!” His enormous right fore-talon aimed directly at her breast. “Admit it! He’s a Shapeshifter! Look into my eyes and deny this truth!” 
 
    She had to. Somehow, he compelled her and Tytiana did not understand, but when she replied, it was with a measure of calm unimaginable to her just moments before. “You know what I do, Excorion. Aye, he ran through an inferno to my rescue in that tower, and he was not incinerated. He was barely hurt. But he never changed into a Dragon, which is what I believe Shapeshifters are supposed to do. Neither do I. It is a great mystery.” 
 
    Simultaneously, her heart leaped and wept at the Dragon’s use of the present tense to describe Jakani. She knew; he knew that she knew, but belief never followed so easily. She was meant to be the Shapeshifter! Could Adazara have been sorely mistaken? Could her fires have been veiling – or kindling – the quintessential mystery of Jakani’s nature all along? His inordinate strength and speed? Mister fireproof kisses. Jakani of the beautiful gold-touched eyes. Was that glorious ember of eternity – had the spark always been his? 
 
    Tytiana reeled at the implications. 
 
    She knew this Brown had powers beyond those ordinarily ascribed to his colour. Could prescience be his gift? 
 
    Excorion’s fore-talon rasped at the armoured scales beneath his chin as he continued to stare down at her with the air of a doctor wishing to saw open her skull with his fore-talon. “Once more you speak truth. Yet why would these feckless Immadians be meddling in the affairs of Helyon and the cabals, were there not some sound reason? Princess Shalanya speaks of being en route to a wedding, but if it is to the reported match of this Prince Joi’izzion of Fra’anior, she is far too late. What force or mystery brings a reported hopeless agoraphobic out of seclusion? What is her agenda, the paw sinister in all this? Too much is herein hidden and the truth … that remains as fleeting as rainbows after storms. Is she working paw-in-hand with Juzzakarr himself? Seeking to influence the balance of this conflict, but to what end? Ah, but what a prize she would be …” 
 
    Tytiana really was not desperately interested in Excorion’s panting after this unusual foreign Dragoness, although the detail about agoraphobia did make her heart turn over. Imagine being a Dragon unable to fly? It was indeed a puzzling set of circumstances, but she was no closer to discovering a solution that could spring her from captivity than anything that had passed before. At her prompt, the Brown absently told her that the cabals had retired to consider a counter-proposal of Juzzakarr’s, and that the noises she had heard were two pirate Dragon groups wiping out a third – settling a long-held grudge with a payment of blood and splintered bone, as he called it. Delightful. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I hate it that you’re telling the truth. It is a most aggravating habit.” 
 
    “With respect, noble Excorion, I rather enjoy being aggravating in just this way. It does seem strange to me that everything sounds so muffled in here, however. I’d really prefer to know what’s going on outside.” 
 
    “Magical shielding,” he noted. Ah! So, if there was help at hand … “Wouldn’t want you to feel poorly looked after,” added the Dragon. “Any attempt to infiltrate this cavern will go very badly indeed, trust me, so stop looking so hopeful. It’s a disgusting Human trait.” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    Stepping up over the rim of the pit, he called back over his shoulder with a gleaming, toothy sneer, “Keeping up hope in the face of overwhelming odds. It’s a puerile affectation of lesser creatures.” 
 
    Why did she sense Excorion was spouting mantras he himself did not hold to? Or were his words calculated to reach ears listening in and around this cave, ears that might burn at different, less draconic sentiments? So many agendas playing out on so many levels! 
 
    And if she did attempt to call upon Jakani, might he not leap into the jaws of this trap, and die? 
 
    What to do, Tytiana? What to do? 
 
    She stroked the egg softly, and on an impulse snuggled it in the crook of her neck. How would you proceed given this impasse, little one? 
 
    Snuggling fresh air. Her eyes popped wide open. What was it with this egg and its constant shenanigans? Even so, she felt sorely abandoned. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At the onset of nightfall, the pirate Dragons withdrew several leagues to the North to continue their belligerent discussions. When Jakani wondered aloud at how they could not work together against Juzzakarr, Shalanya explained that due to their honour-dominance hierarchical society, such a concept was foreign to draconic thinking. One party had to be the recognised ascendant. One was top Dragon. In the gloaming eighteen of the Helyon Dragonships descended to Island level, while a dozen vessels plus many of the armoured mercenaries clearly remained on high alert. 
 
    He worked with Flicker and Shalanya, trying to puzzle out where on the Islands Tytiana might be. Magically concealed was the obvious conclusion. The Princess’ major flirtations had resulted only, she claimed, in a Dragonflight of broken hearts and confirmation of the power of the High Master’s sinister gem. With it he was definitely manipulating the Dragonkind, possibly even going so far as to control their thoughts and actions. Jakani eyed her warily in case she had changed into a Juzzakarr-serving sycophant. For her part, Shalanya was positively glowing after her exploits that evening, revelling in the attention she had enjoyed from so many burly brutes. Flicker had sourly reminded her they were a coven of spavined, null-fires murderers. Apparently, so much greater the thrill. 
 
    Girls! Girl Dragons, more like. 
 
    This was an aspect of femininity with which Tytiana had bamboozled him; now he was beginning to grasp further layers of connotations. He could only imagine how moody a teenage Dragoness might be! Nor would there be much mileage left for patriarchal societies. Say a man attempted to molest a girl. She turned into a Dragoness and ripped his head off. That was some kind of effective dissuasion, besides being well deserved – a far cry from ballads that enshrined romance as strong men wooing weaker women. Ha. Clearly those balladeers had never met the likes of a Shalanya or a Tytiana. They would have run off screaming, never to be seen upon the Isles again. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged in the navigation cabin of one of the Island-tethered Dragonships, perhaps a mile northeast of the Helyon forces, Jakani developed another almighty headache as they attempted, for two hours unceasing, to augment his desire to find Tytiana with Shalanya’s mental powers and thereby pinpoint her location. They failed. 
 
    “Obviously, not rainbows over Islands enough,” the Princess needled. 
 
    “Oh, he’s got the love-bite alright,” Flicker snorted. “Ugh. Boys and their nasty emotions. Give me true white fires love any ninth day of the week.” 
 
    Jakani sighed and opened his eyes. “Well, I think – ouch!” One hand rose to rub his bruised noggin, while the other snapped out automatically to catch the tiny white egg as it tumbled toward his lap. “Eh?” 
 
    Oh, my darling fire love, my tiny sparkling gemstone! the dragonet crooned unashamedly. Ignore thou this stone-tongued bumpkin, this blot upon Fra’anior’s most peerless – oh? This crass dirt-born son is of noble fires? Fie, what nonsense – thou sayest what? Indeed. Thou wilt – how, by the Onyx’s own beard, do you propose … well, that is novel. Excuse me! I shall not be edified by thee. I am thy sire! The cheek of a tiny unborn eggling to backchat thy illustrious progenitor, the eminent scion of – alright, alright, thou beauteous daughter of dawn’s verimost fires, keep your scales on. We shall proceed as you instruct. 
 
    Fascinating conversation, said Shalanya, all agog. 
 
    Aye, I understood perfectly, too, Jakani agreed drolly. 
 
    Flicker’s eyes showed the softest shades of yellows and apricots as he regarded his egg with enormous fondness. Quite the little tyrant, she is! Come on. Hop, skip and leap over the Isles, younglings. 
 
    You wouldn’t mind explaining what we’re actually doing? asked the Princess. 
 
    She will show us the way to the one she calls ‘the fire-head’ by highlighting the yearning inclination of your soul’s fires toward your beloved, noble Jakani, said the dragonet. Attend. 
 
    And before Jakani could quite catch his breath or vocalise the disbelief churning in his heart, a soft white flame-breath wafted out of his mouth, like a radiant spider’s web touched by dawn’s dew, wavered for a few long seconds, and then wandered gently away a few inches adrift of his left clavicle. 
 
    He let out a long, long gust of air. All … right? 
 
    That’s your left, Flicker snorted. Gaah, so much work to do with this one. Ignorant as your average granite boulder. 
 
    Where did you go to school? Shalanya teased. 
 
    I didn’t, actually. We lamko – whom you call Dirt Pickers – have no right to education. Nor any other rights whatsoever. Don’t know what that makes me now. One mostly illiterate Dragon? 
 
    The Princess’ jaw dangled, and stayed that way. Still speechless, she turned to Flicker and gave him a long, unreadable stare. 
 
    Aye. He riffled his wings self-consciously. Some parts of this Island-World are still lamentably backward, Your Highness – and I am not referring to your people, Jakani. I am referring to the masters, the oppressors, the tyrants and warlords, and yea, the Dragonkind who perpetrate these unjust systems in their respective societies. 
 
    It’s organised slavery! Shalanya growled. 
 
    Welcome to the world beyond Immadia, Flicker said, but the depth of his sympathy caused the Princess to dab at her suddenly glistening eyes. This is the field of labour of the Star Dragons and the Dragon Riders. One injustice at a time, Princess. First, we rescue this fine young Shapeshifter’s blazing beloved. Then – 
 
    We go kick Juzzakarr and his ilk past the Mystic Moon! Shalanya thundered, every inch the Dragoness she was. Jakani almost jumped out of his skin. Heavens weeping fireballs, Flicker! 
 
    The dragonet said, In my eight centuries, younglings, I have seen more of this Island-World’s manifold majesty than ever I could recount, and wonders beyond imagination or description. I have seen, in our time, the very essence of starlight incarnate bestriding these Isles. Yet also, I have witnessed atrocities and unfairness, wrongs and … even genocide. I have seen the hunting of my kind for sport, and Dragonkind cannibalising Humans. Heavy grows the burden upon my aged heart, little ones, to consider these matters. On many an occasion I have wondered at the virulence of evil, its corrupting and self-sustaining power and its allure for those inclined to its treacherous whispers, and I remind myself how thin is the line that separates us all from the abyss. 
 
    Now, the dragonet was regal in mien, and the depths of his gaze upon Shalanya and Jakani, unfathomable. He added, But I assure you there are those who will not stand for evil, nor rest idly whilst injustice blights the Isles. This is the tradition and the draconic heritage into which you were born, o Jewel of Immadia, but it is a mantle never cast upon an unwilling wearer. This would be your choice. And you, noble Jakani – you re-enter your world as a rare and powerful Shapeshifter Dragon. What will you do with that power? What will you do with your power, Shalanya? WHAT WILL YOU DO? 
 
    He found a roar ready upon his tongue. I will fight! 
 
    And I! Shalanya cried, no less vehemently. 
 
    They glanced at each other, somewhat embarrassed. 
 
    Flicker chuckled, Very good. No need to break the crysglass windows, mind. Expensive to replace when Dragons start thundering like that. Right, Princess. It is time to put these Specialists of yours to good use. Follow me. 
 
    A half-hour later, with the darkness having deepened to full night, and the clouds driving in ahead of the storm front expected from the East, the Specialist forces deployed from a Dragonship together with Flicker, Shalanya and Jakani. They drifted across several Islands using a combination of lightweight deployable gliders and the merest curl of magic from the Princess, while Flicker apparently shielded their progress and cast a few ‘psychic phantoms’ about to throw any lurking Dragonkind off the scent. Suspecting that Tytiana was being held underground in a slaver lair or cavern, the better to restrict the chance of any Dragon detecting her, the black-clad Specialists carried a startling array of equipment along with them. 
 
    They followed the bent of Jakani’s fires. Island-hopping in long, gliding bounds. Scaling cliffs with special attachments to their boots and lightweight picks in hand. Leaping across the fantastically broken terrain, they traversed jagged, sloping bands of rock suggesting a long-ago blast which had frozen midway, leaving these steeply angled black volcanic edges frozen in time. Now and again, Flicker would prod the egg with a soft request, and Jakani’s white fires exhaled each time. 
 
    Shalanya’s eyes were as round as fenturi fruit. When he inquired, she said, “I believe those are your soul-fires, Jakani. The essence of what makes you a Dragon. I’m not sure anyone has ever seen them before, nor am I comfortable with the metaphysical implications of what that egg is doing. It means –” she sighed dramatically “– that the bond between you and Tytiana is real and true, and deeper-founded than you perhaps imagine, like Aranya’s famous soul connection with the Shadow Dragon.” 
 
    He wanted to ask for details, but for the first time now, as they climbed a jagged slope above a depthless ravine, the white fires emanating from his mouth began to waver downward. 
 
    “Cave,” Flicker said. 
 
    The Specialists deployed echo-sounding equipment and took a couple of readings. “Not on this side,” they reported back to Flicker. 
 
    Black bodies drifted through the night. The dragonet explained the need for the utmost stealth now – and sure enough, a couple of minutes later as they ghosted along the edge of the ravine, Shalanya detected several Dragonkind lurking in the darkness below. Again there was a brief conference. Backtracking through the jumbled boulders, which were oftentimes bound or hedged by spiteful brambles, the Immadian force found a good place to make a crossing, and whispered across with their light wings despite the rising winds and a faraway grumbling of real thunder. Jakani realised that the combination of skills and limited use of magic was calculated to make their infiltration as undetectable as possible. Twice, they hid as Dragons glided by not far overhead. Despite appearances, this location was being guarded very well indeed. 
 
    His hopes ticked upward. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Revelations 
 
      
 
    A TINY, REPEATED scraping noise overhead in one of the air vents piqued Tytiana’s interest. Odd. If those ducts were as smooth as the surfaces of this pit, rats could not possibly climb them. There wasn’t so much as a hairsbreadth of a crack or a toenail hold anywhere. She had not seen any bats. Dragons probably fried bats and windrocs for target practice. Anyways, how could anyone possibly hope to attack or infiltrate from above? 
 
    Wandering over to the ablutions area in the pretence of needing to relieve herself, Tytiana craned her neck to peer as best she could up into the gloom. A snake? No, what she could make out was the glinting end of a metallic pipe, or so she surmised, but before she could do more than imagine she had seen something, her follow-up glance showed empty darkness. Squatting over the grating that remained delightfully fragrant despite generous washing, she reviewed options and her situation. Wait? Break out? Try for one of those air vents? They did not look wide enough to accommodate anyone called Tytiana. Besides, there was a ring of magical protection drawn all around this cavern. 
 
    Did you live, my Jakani? How can I believe? 
 
    Her fires flared at her surging sadness. She made a few ‘effort’ noises in a bid to distract the waiting Dragons from the glow radiating against the wooden partition and the wall behind her. How low she had sunk. Pretending constipation for the cause was not anything the Choice of House Cyraxana had ever imagined doing, but here she was. One more upward glance, as she tugged down the shirt upon rising. 
 
    She gasped. A hooded head had emerged upside down from inside one of the vents! 
 
    Without warning, ropes snaked down into the cavern and two black-clad figures rappelled downward with amazing speed and skill, almost seeming to skim down toward the cavern floor. GRRARRGH! GRROARRGH! Moving so fast they were blurred streaks, the waiting Dragons hurtled into the fray, smashing into those people before they had a chance to touch the cavern floor. Crunch! Crack! Crimson splattered the wall above her head. 
 
    “Blood! More blood!” thundered one of the Dragons. 
 
    Tytiana ducked behind the partition. Her hands! Her fires! Crazy, jagged flashes of crimson erupted all over her exposed flesh; ducking, scuttling, moving, she peered around the edge of the partition. It was all the cover she had. 
 
    Across the pit from her, one of the Reds spat and thundered, “Dummies! It’s a trick!” 
 
    “Dummies?” His brother Dragon pierced a pile of black cloth with his fore-talon. “Aye! And fake blood, by my talons!” 
 
    Whatever was going on? Why was her fire sparking so frantically? 
 
    Immediately, the air above the centre of her pit shimmered and a small – very small – black Dragon winked into existence as if conjured from nothingness. Unholy caroli, was that even possible? Compact. Gleaming. Neat musculature that looked petite and boyish in comparison to the hulking Reds. Four wings flaring as he braked into a deft landing on all four paws, and the expression of his fire-eyes directed toward her was more searingly sweet, earnest and arresting than she had ever seen in a Dragon. 
 
    The gilded black Dragon whispered, “O Tytiana, how I missed –” 
 
    He knew her – 
 
    “Beware, Dragon!” she screeched. “Behind you!” 
 
    Two of the huge bruisers Excorion had assigned to the cavern poured over the edges of the pit; two more were already within, turning from the fake invaders with low snarls of fury. All were various shades of Red; hulking adult male Dragons at the height of their growth and powers, monstrously strong-looking, and confident enough to strut and arch their wings proudly as they surrounded the overmatched yet apparently unabashed youngster. 
 
    Still seemingly unable to tear his eyes off her, the young Dragon called, “Do not be afraid, o Tytiana the Radiant. I am –” 
 
    “ABOUT TO DIE, HATCHLING!” thundered two of the Reds. 
 
    “Face us, will you?” roared another. 
 
    “I’ll tie your fancy wings into knots, you snivelling pygmy,” blustered the fourth. 
 
    And before she could even yell again in warning, one pair sprang into the attack as though released by crossbows. Leaping into the air in a flash of gleaming black and golden scales, the youngster spun sharply into a soaring high-kick manoeuvre she recognised with painful immediacy. Her heart exploded with fiery paroxysms of joy as the tremendous, tightly focussed centrifugal energy he generated spawned such a swift flurry of paws, tail and jaw, that the blows landed far too fast for her Human gaze to distinguish one from another. She heard, Whadda-da-da-BLAM! The sound was like sledgehammers striking wood, perhaps seven or eight individual strikes blurring into one multi-part report that echoed throughout the cavern. Golden blood and bits of fangs splattered across the pit; a white splinter embedded itself in her wooden calf. 
 
    She blinked. One Red collapsed flat on his nose and stayed that way. The other staggered drunkenly, reeling against the pit wall in a futile attempt to keep his balance. 
 
    Moving like a flash of oleaginous liquid, the dark Dragon pursued and delivered a shattering straight-right punch to the dazed Red, striking the chest in the region just behind his right foreleg. KRACK! Bone shattered audibly. He collapsed. 
 
    The black Dragon began to form his limbs into a self-assured pose, when the other two Reds pounced upon him and hammered the youngster across the pit with an unending sequence of thundering snarls and shattering cuffs. Snap the fangs! Slam the tails! But the slippery youngster twisted away, causing the two attackers to tangle themselves up before he pounced in turn. Side-thrust kick to the knee! Uppercut into the base of the throat! He scrambled up over his far larger opponent’s shoulder, raking repeatedly with his talons but doing no visible damage. 
 
    Obviously! They were three times his size and their scale armour had to be diamond-hard. 
 
    Then, the Dragon’s introduction finally percolated her consciousness and sparked inside of her in a second geyser of crimson flame. The Radiant! Only one person in the Island-World had ever dared address her by that nickname. 
 
    It was proof enough even for her mistrustful heart. 
 
    “Jakani? Jakani!” she wailed. 
 
    Distracted, the Dragon peered across at her hiding place. “Tytiana! Aye, it is – ugh!” 
 
    The fourth Red seized him by the throat with his left paw and smashed his right fist atop the young Dragon’s head with a force fit to crush boulders. The youngster’s eye-fires seemed to whirl in opposite directions as his body momentarily went limp. Tytiana went crazy. 
 
    Jakani! This time, it was he who needed her. 
 
    Exploding out from behind the partition in a stream of fire, Tytiana shot directly at the Red’s hindquarters. A flaming comet. Uncontrolled and uncontrollable. Hands extended into four-foot crimson blades that burned white-hot with the lethal force of her wrath. Quick and unexpected as her ambush was, the other Red who was still standing, saw her coming and whirled, the massively thick, long wedge of his tail swinging toward her so rapidly that the wicked spikes that extended all the way down to the tip made a moaning sound in the air. Duck! Skidding across the slick floor, Tytiana shot beneath the hurtling tail. How she was not trampled to death was a miracle, but she ended up somehow beneath that armoured belly as the Dragon completed his whirling motion. Hind paw incoming! Helplessly skidding along, she raised her hands instinctively and hacked two searing, blackened trenches right through a part of him so tender, the huge Dragon shrieked like a terrified child. 
 
    Forty tonnes of Dragon squealed and danced an agonised jig, clutching his nether regions, before he collapsed in a writhing heap – right on top of her. 
 
    “Tytiana!” Jakani howled. 
 
    “Jakani!” Fluid as he, now, she squeezed out from beneath the stricken, gulping Red in a pulsating dash of flame that promptly reformed into … well, her normal, no longer inch-thin self. Huh? 
 
    Result! 
 
    She laugh-cried, “Jakani, it’s really –” 
 
    “Aye! It’s me, and I didn’t die! Isn’t it great?” 
 
    “You’re a Dragon now?” As if she had not guessed, but it seemed imperative that at least one of them yell about how impossible and amazing and magical this all was. “It’s you – with wings?” 
 
    “One Dirt Picker – former Dirt Picker – at your service.” He gave her a perfectly dreadful salute of sorts with his one free paw, and a grin that was all wicked white daggers for teeth. When she recoiled, he added in a rather more pleading tone, “I can change back. Promise!” 
 
    The remaining Red was still holding Jakani aloft, clearly somewhat unnerved by his companion’s howling and writhing. “Touching as this reunion is,” the Dragon snarled, recovering his wits, “time to die!” With that, he gripped Jakani’s head with his free forepaw and twisted with all of his monstrous, muscle-mountain strength. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, all that happened was that a muffled complaint emerged from his paw, “Get off, you colossal oaf!” 
 
    The little black Dragon levered his paws apart and extracted his jaw and skull spikes. No stopping that. The giant Red’s muscles popped with effort, but he could not stop the movement, and then quite suddenly Jakani gripped one opposing red thumb in both of his paws and executed a cunning twist. 
 
    Flame exploded from the Red’s mouth. GNAA-AARRGH! 
 
    Jakani twisted harder. 
 
    GNNNOOOO-ARROARRGH!!! 
 
    It was like watching a fantastical stage play as by degrees, by that apparently unbreakable grip on the Dragon’s thumb alone, Jakani somehow wangled and forced an incredibly painful nerve-compressing leverage to develop until the Red, dribbling fire from the corner of his mouth and howling in ear-splitting anguish, was forced first to his knees, and then over onto his side. 
 
    Tytiana had a mental image of a toddler forcing an adult man to submit. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He could not believe it. Here she was, on the cusp of deliverance, and Tytiana loathed his Dragon form. Her expression clearly conveyed fear, antipathy and dismay. If ever he had done anything to drive this girl away from his side, he knew that this was the critical moment – even as he executed a nerve-lock submission technique Flicker had taught him, he was watching that girl of flame, and nothing in her seemed to soften at the knowledge that this beast was him. 
 
    If ever a Dragon wished to weep tears of translucent fire … 
 
    Movement! Massive movement inside the cavern! 
 
    His neck twizzled with that unfamiliar, long sensation as though his head were like a snail’s eye swinging about upon a stalk. Jingling armour. Dragons snarling, arguing, debating as first an array of metal armour-adorned heads loomed over the pit, and then High Master Juzzakarr himself appeared at their head, garbed in gold-chased plate armour and clutching his precious gemstone in his left hand. A sheen of sweat glistened upon his forehead despite that the evening was not warm, and the cavern was much cooler still. 
 
    Jakani released the Red. 
 
    “So, the foul schemers are unmasked at last,” Juzzakarr boomed, taking his customary dominant stance a foot from the pit’s lip. “My own daughter is a fire-wielding enchantress, and here we have the Shapeshifter Dragon previously disguised as a Dirt Picker. These are the quislings, noble Dragons, who have brought us all to this dread strait. These foul-tongued, devious creatures devised a network of conspirators that covered all of Helyon, tricking good and noble Dragons to their doom – is that not your sworn word, o Adazara the Teal?” 
 
    Jakani recognised her beneath the sleek silver armour. The play of her eye-fires seemed unnaturally sluggish to him, however, in his limited experience of the Dragonkind, as she shook her head slowly and gritted out, “Thus it was, Juzzakarr. Thus it was. My forces were lured away from the Isle under false pretences, before those who remained behind were cravenly slain.” 
 
    “And what better tool than this lying, sneaking Shapeshifter?” Juzzakarr pointed dramatically at Jakani. “Who has seen his like? What do you Dragons even call his colouration?” 
 
    From the other side of the pit, Excorion fluted softly, “He is onyx and gold, a colour most rare.” 
 
    “Jakani the Onyx-Gold,” Juzzakarr intoned, as if this were a judge’s pronouncement of guilt. 
 
    Rather than stand about trying not to appear guilty by reason of his fundamental nature or origins, he glanced across at Tytiana. Her fires had not diminished; her womanly figure was clearly distinguishable down to her artificial limb, but all was robed in seething crimson and gold. 
 
    Gold. 
 
    His signature colour. 
 
    Hanzaki’s dry voice echoed in his mind. ‘Better like this, or worse?’ 
 
    Better with her. Better together. Forever! Something in them melded at the deepest level of soul or spirit or magic – how could she not see it? Yet Tytiana was fully focused upon her father. Aye. If any clinching proof was needed, it was that Jakani could merely gaze upon her incandescent beauty, and her fires burned more golden for his scrutiny. Yet the High Master was ascendant now, with his two dozen heavily armoured mercenaries lined up to one side of the pit and upon the other, Excorion and but two allied Dragons. The Immadians had expected his two Brown shell-brothers to be present or close by. Where were they? 
 
    “And tell me, Adazara, how rare is it that a fledgling Dragon should be able to best four fine, noble Reds in open combat?” Juzzakarr pressed. 
 
    “Rare? It is impossible,” she grated. 
 
    “It’s merely technique, nothing sinister,” he asserted at once. 
 
    “Sinister! Now, there’s an apt description,” Juzzakarr boomed heartily. “But, not to worry. Everything can be taken care of. You see, noble Dragons, most Shapeshifters are no real threat to the peace and security of home and hearth, or roost and egg. I have no dispute with ordinary Shapeshifters. But some are more special than others. They have powers both fey and perverse. They are not to be trusted, nor is he whom they serve, not so?” 
 
    As he spoke, he stroked the stone and the Dragons appeared to be lapping up his every word. 
 
    “Some organise the craven slaughter of noble Dragons. Some seek to turn Dragons against each other, whispering words foul and dark into eager ear canals, until true fires darken and little is known on the winds but hatred for one another and the wasteful destruction of fire-life such as what we have already seen and grieved this day. This is dishonourable behaviour. It is not draconic.” 
 
    Jakani felt a tickle inside one of his own ear canals. As if she were standing atop his head and not perched inside one of those ducts way above together with Flicker and his egg, the Princess of Immadia said, Jakani. Morazi and Death are approaching the area in full force. They hold Excorion’s shell-brothers captive. I’ve ordered the Specialists to find cover. 
 
    He thought carefully, Stay concealed until Juzzakarr reveals his hand. 
 
    Who gives the orders around here, boy? 
 
    Tytiana, he chuckled back. 
 
    She is incredible. Shalanya’s thought conveyed various parts of jealousy, admiration and annoyance. 
 
    Hush. Stop mooning over her beauty and win the girl, noble Jakani, or you truly are a fool. That was Flicker’s contribution. Pithy and encouraging, as always. 
 
    So, a draconic plot to double-cross the High Master – or was it the mercenaries, or Excorion, who would be betrayed? Jakani opened his mouth to speak, when Tytiana clapped her hands loudly, startling him into silence. “Oh, fine speech, father!” she called. “Fine speech indeed.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Juzzakarr glared down at his errant daughter. “Is sarcasm all the response you have, daughter?” 
 
    “True, your lousy speech-making barely even deserves sarcasm,” she shot back. “I could ride ten strong Dragons through the holes in your alleged plot.” 
 
    Tytiana’s heart thundered in her ears, along with the unceasing crackling of her flame, yet she seemed perfectly able to hear and converse despite that distraction. Aye, supposed father, confidently arched eyebrow and all. She levitated a few feet into the air, finding actual control for a change. Phew. Now her powers decided to behave? 
 
    He twitched, but did not step back. “Dragons, alert.” 
 
    She forced out a fine, Juzzakarr-worthy chuckle, which made her fires crackle and churn about her in a way that she recognised betrayed her feelings. “What? Do you think I’m going to attack these noble Dragons whom you have twisted to begging and fawning around your ankles, father? Fie! I can see how much control you have over them. Do they pant like hounds when you tickle them behind their ears?” 
 
    “She mocks us!” snarled a Dragoness to Adazara’s right paw. 
 
    ‘Come on. Hear what I’m saying and know how you have been hoodwinked by that abominable jewel he carries,’ Tytiana thought at the Dragoness, who blinked slowly, but made no other response. Obviously, Dragons did not read minds. That would have been far too easy. 
 
    Ha. She had thought Dragons were always quick to take offence, that she could anger them out of the hold Juzzakarr clearly exerted over the fires of their minds. Not so. 
 
    Jakani seemed unaffected. Unbidden, as though drawn by strings deeper and more visceral than she knew, her thoughts bent to him. That … Dragon. Jakani in stance, but not. Jakani in speech patterns and accent, yet more. Striking of colouration. Not actually unhandsome, if one chose to ignore the lizard scales, the fangs, and the fires clearly pulsating behind gaze, chest wall and breath. Could she ever become used to … that? As opposed to her predilection for turning into a living pillar of fire? 
 
    Right, Tytiana. That put the boot on the other foot. 
 
    Could she ever learn to celebrate him being one of the Dragonkind, and her being less? 
 
    “Do you have something to say, daughter?” came the sneer from above. 
 
    “Am I your daughter?” 
 
    Across from her, Jakani audibly caught his breath. But the High Master merely chuckled indulgently. “Think you otherwise, Tytiana? Have you cause?” 
 
    “I just wonder where my magic comes from. I mean, it is draconic in nature, yet different. Is it like the power of that jewel, the Nestrakil, with which you summon Dragons to your bidding, father, or is your power innate?” 
 
    The low rumbling in Excorion’s chest gathered volume. 
 
    “Magic? What magic?” he sneered. “Come now, daughter, this is hardly about lineage. This is about your base treachery from the first, disrupting my plans and slaying good Dragons without cause. For that matter, noble Excorion, when did you learn of this hatchling’s capabilities and why did you keep these deathly secrets concealed from the rest of us?” 
 
    “I did no such thing!” the huge Brown blustered. 
 
    “Indeed? Peculiar how you knew exactly where Tytiana would be that hour she stood imperilled in a burning tower, and then you snatched her away together with the young Shapeshifter – care to share the reasons for your treachery with us? Or, what did you seek to gain?” An accusing finger pointed across the pit as the Merxxian Dragons shuffled restlessly behind him, like a terrible phalanx primed with fire and brimstone. She sensed their escalating vehemence. “Whom do you serve, Brown?” 
 
    To her surprise, however, the ordinarily crafty Brown shook his head and made no reply. Tytiana flicked her eyes to Juzzakarr. The stone? 
 
    “Perhaps you serve Immadia?” he suggested. “Perhaps that is why they arrived with such suspiciously excellent timing.” 
 
    Again, the Brown seemed unable to speak. 
 
    Conversationally, the High Master said, “Join your comrades in the pit, o Excorion the two-faced. I think it is time to excise this nasty little problem once and for all. Or, you can swear fealty to me forever after.” 
 
    Excorion growled, “No. I will never serve you, Juzzakarr.” 
 
    “Disobey, and I will have your shell-brothers executed, too,” the High Master said smoothly. The Brown’s stare could only be interpreted one way. Lethality. “Adazara, have your team encourage Excorion in the ways of obedience, would you?” 
 
    As the Brown made a threatening step forward, Tytiana saw Jakani beckon very slightly. To him? Aye. She wanted nothing more in the universe. For she knew what her father intended now, and this ballad did not end well for a Choice and her forbidden lamko love. Juzzakarr’s chosen style was epic tragedy. 
 
    She took a step. Krack. The cup finally snapped, leaving her artificial foot dangling only by its leather harness. 
 
    The world lurched around her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Down!” Adazara’s roar thundered in the cavern as she flicked her wings outward. 
 
    Before Tytiana could fall or Jakani could reach her with a diving catch, he saw the heiress swept away by an overriding yet invisible force. The same force slapped against his nose and shovelled him across the pit in the opposite direction. One second later, the fiery girl was plastered against one wall and he against the other, and while he seemed to be clamped in place with barely a wingtip’s quiver by way of movement, she was oozing upward like a lava flow flouting the laws of gravity. Now that was truly peculiar. Useful trick! 
 
    Meantime, Adazara’s heavies spread out, surrounding the pit and Excorion, who growled, “You can’t bury a Brown Dragon, Juzzakarr.” 
 
    “You can if he’s dead.” 
 
    Excorion launched himself across the pit, but Adazara met him halfway with four of her Heavy mercenaries in close array. Despite that the Brown hammered one senseless and sent another hurtling over his head with a brutal, eviscerating blow, he was tackled and taken down hard, and left stunned at the base of the pit. Jakani winced at the backlash. A psychic blow? It was too much for Excorion, who apparently lost consciousness. 
 
    Tytiana was still oozing along in an attempt to escape from whatever force was holding them fast, but the Teal Dragoness and her cronies now exited the pit; Excorion’s supposed backup pair had not moved a muscle. 
 
    Juzzakarr said, “Good. All the riffraff together in one place.” 
 
    The Teal said, “What will you do with them, Juzzakarr?” 
 
    “No less and no more than traitors deserve,” the High Master said. “I wouldn’t give that Brown a chance by allowing him to burrow out. No, instead, I have offered a prize to the Morazi and Death cabals. First one to bring me the Dirt Picker’s ugly head wins.” 
 
    “And me?” Tytiana somehow managed to call out. 
 
    “You? You’re the lamko’s booty – if you’ll pardon the use of that most appropriate expression,” he smirked. “The instructions are that if you escape alive, the whole deal is off. No Dragon gets anything at all. You’re less than worthless, Tytiana. You’re the penalty prize.” 
 
    Jakani’s jaw would have dropped to his knees if he could have managed as much. 
 
    “Fly well, daughter.” 
 
    “Daughter?” she said bitterly. Even her flame seemed to weeping now, hanging lacklustre from “You’re no father to me. You never were.” 
 
    He just quirked an eyebrow. “So?” 
 
    Tytiana stiffened. Suddenly the flames raged and poured upward, until Adazara was forced to react and cast up some kind of additional barrier to prevent her progress; but the effort it cost her was clear and dear. Hotter. Yellower. Whiter now, burned her fires, and Jakani knew something terrible was about to erupt, and he cried, No, no, NO! TYTIANA! 
 
    The High Master deliberately turned his back. 
 
    “NA’AXION!” thundered the flame. 
 
    She could not more effectively have run a sword through his spine, so hard did Juzzakarr jerk; a strange, spasmodic movement that betrayed his shock all too clearly. When he swung back to the pyre his daughter had become, disregarding the frantic efforts of Adazara and two fellow-Blues to contain the phenomenon she was becoming, bending and shimmering the air about her with the force of her distress, his face was as grey as a storm cloud. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said ‘Na’axion,’ father. Do you perchance know the name?” 
 
    Now it was Juzzakarr’s turn to be struck speechless, but his expression was terrible to behold, a frenzy of indignation and purpling rage that bordered upon insanity. Jakani imagined he might just expire upon the spot, so gelid and throbbing were the veins in his neck and forehead, and so ghastly the sweat that erupted from his brow, as thick as half-frozen blood. 
 
    At last he spat, “You had better not be saying what I think you’re saying, Tytiana!” 
 
    “Had he red hair, much like mine?” 
 
    She spoke as if this were a mortal threat and accusation, and in his listening ear, as he called it, Jakani heard twin gasps. The High Master flinched as though she had slapped him soundly across the cheek. Throat trembling. His fist had clenched so tight upon the ruby he wore upon his chest, Jakani saw blood seeping between his knuckles and trickling down his wrist. 
 
    “Better – you – die! Come on!” Juzzakarr turned jerkily, as if something within him were broken. “I am done here.” 
 
    “No, you are not.” 
 
    In a flash of – sigh, pink sparkle-dust – the Princess of Immadia dropped from the air vent in the ceiling, jolting every Dragon present as she switched into her butterfly-Dragoness form. Bits of shredded dress ripped away from her Dragoness; she casually puffed the remnants of her under-slip away from her delicate nostrils. 
 
    “Na’axion is my uncle!” Shalanya cried. The pink Dragoness dimpled sweetly as she drifted down toward Tytiana. “If so, well met, noble cousin!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Double-Flame Dragon 
 
      
 
    IT WAS ONE thing being accused of familial ties. It was quite another to be named cousin by a pink, effervescent, flitting … well, something or other. Tytiana was not quite sure that was a Dragoness in the strictest sense of the word, but the frilly, cutesy, really far too unrelentingly pink creature clearly possessed snark by the Island-full, and she was not afraid to riffle her pretty wings and deploy her charms to maximum effect. 
 
    There was actually something perversely admirable about a girl who was comfortable with that much pink in her life. It was either going to be love or hate, she knew that full well. 
 
    The remarkable Dragoness had with her a dragonet too large, by any measure she had heard of in any ballad, to actually be a dragonet, besides that his colouration was pure white. The creature perched upon the pink-and-white Dragoness’ shoulder and glowered at Juzzakarr as if he had just discovered a walking pile of ralti droppings. 
 
    That made them the best of friends, she decided. 
 
    Besides which, he was holding that mischievous little egg in a proprietary way that assured her she had finally found the baby’s actual sire. Maybe it would soon hatch? 
 
    Now, that horrible lamko rat had better not be ogling – he was not. Lucky boy. He was staring at her, and moving his Dragon-lips as though he was saying something she really ought to understand. Unfortunately, Mister Dirt-for-Brains had not yet worked out she was not well-versed in lip reading the Dragonish language, nor would staring at her with that doleful look in his scrumptious … oh-so-fiery – sigh – eyes … do more for her than ignite her inmost fires in ways that were frankly less than appropriate for their perilous situation. Great leaping Islands! If she had not been afire already, she would have spontaneously combusted from just that one look. 
 
    Aye, Mister Sexy, I demand a kiss. Right now! 
 
    His eyes popped wide open as if he had eavesdropped perfectly upon her thoughts, and the luxuriant, ever-swirling colours of his eyes deepened to a zesty vermilion that caused even missing toes to imagine curling with pleasure. Oh! 
 
    Whomp! said her fires. 
 
    “Aargh, she’s escaping,” Adazara bellowed. “Back, High Master! Back!” 
 
    The awful pressure suddenly lifted. Tytiana rose above the rim of the pit, while Jakani, after flopping forward into a near-collision with the floor, deftly pretended that he was actually launching himself into a run and flitted up in completely the wrong direction, before he changed course abruptly. 
 
    They landed together above the pit – sparkles, fire, a white dragonet and the Onyx-Gold, and faced off against the High Master, who seemed pleasingly displeased by this development. When Tytiana stumbled because her fires misbehaved and would not compensate for her wobbling foot, a black paw from one side and a pink one from the other were quick to steady her. 
 
    “Ouch!” said the owner of the pink paw, snatching her talons back. 
 
    “Yeow,” Jakani grinned as she jolted him with their familiar spark. “She’s hot stuff.” 
 
    Nothing had changed about his brashness, clearly! That remark was pure-silk Jakani, right down to the overstated connotations. She loved that he was acting a touch possessive around her, but that smirk could definitely do with a good, hard slap. 
 
    The Merxxian force had formed up and were backing away across the gloomy cavern in a solid, clearly rehearsed phalanx, protecting the High Master in their midst. The air shimmered between the two groups as Adazara and the other two Blues of the mercenary group deployed protective shielding – calm, unhurried, completely professional. It seemed that their loyalty would not be shaken by anything that occurred here, and that the hold Juzzakarr exerted over them was complete. 
 
    Speaking to Tytiana, the pink Dragoness said, “I am Shalanya the Albino Shapeshifter Dragoness, and I also happen to be a Princess of Immadia. Flicker, the noble companion of the Star Dragoness herself, stands upon my shoulder. We are taking you under our protection, the protection of Immadia. High Master Juzzakarr, I have heard enough. More than enough. No potential relative of mine will be executed here without there being severe repercussions from all the powers of Immadia.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Emerging again from amidst his draconic escort, the High Master seemed to have recovered his poise and indeed, a measure of swagger. 
 
    “That is so.” Shalanya’s chin lifted. 
 
    “Dead Dragons sing no ballads,” he stated flatly. 
 
    “Nor do dead tyrants,” Tytiana put in. “You just can’t stand losing, can you, Juzzakarr?” 
 
    “It’ll be such a shame for your half-sisters,” the High Master threatened scornfully. “Just imagine how they will fare without their precious flame-haired guardian! Did Ahlyaza put you up to this, I wonder? Never mind. Adazara, it is time to put all this nastiness behind us. Shovel these traitors into the pit where they belong, and let’s let the cabals squabble over the scraps.” 
 
    For the first time, Tytiana saw Adazara baulk. “But High Master, this Dragoness is of royal Immadia.” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “She is star-kin. Oath-bound to the Great Onyx, Fra’anior himself.” 
 
    Juzzakarr frowned, touching the gem. “What’s stopping you from doing exactly as I order?” 
 
    “This … negates the white-fires … of a Dragoness,” Adazara stumbled. A couple of her fellows jostled her angrily, urging her to obey. She said, “It is said that Aranya of Immadia is Fra’anior’s own kin, his –” 
 
    “I care spider droppings for Immadia!” roared the High Master. 
 
    Tytiana found herself gaping at Shalanya in a way that not too long ago, she would scornfully have ascribed to a lamko serf. This petite pink Princess was somehow related to the legendary Onyx of Fra’anior, only the greatest Dragon in history? Oof. Maybe respect was the least she could do. Maybe calling her names was … unwise. Maybe calling an Onyx-Gold Dragon various testy, zesty monikers was not exactly the height of wisdom, either! 
 
    Adazara the Teal shook her head, groaning, “No. No, this is Fra’anior the Onyx. He is first and highest. Higher than your orders, Juzzakarr, is the service of the mighty progenitor of all Dragons. I cannot …” 
 
    “OBEY!” he roared. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Shalanya cried out, “Fight him, Adazara! Fight! He is using you, controlling your inmost fires with that profane stone he wears, that remnant of Dramagon’s power!” 
 
    Suddenly she was roaring and Juzzakarr was holding out his stone and thundering commands too, and Adazara broke out of her mercenary formation, clutching her head as if the fires of a volcanic hell had broken loose inside of her skull. That accursed jewel! Shalanya and Flicker broke to their right, while Jakani suddenly had her in paw and sprang to his left. The Teal Dragoness ran blindly between them and pitched into the pit, right on top of Excorion. The mercenaries closed ranks around the High Master, who with one final shriek, tore somehow from the Nestrakil the power to buffet the Princess with an unseen strike that clearly staggered her. As Shalanya dropped to one knee and then slumped backward into the pit, the man who was not her father back-peddled quickly toward the entrance. 
 
    Over his shoulder, he called, “Unleash the Dragons!” 
 
    At his command, several broad section of stone either side of the cavern’s entrance crumbled away, revealing the toothy grins of untold pirate Dragons. The cavern had been larger than they had ever imagined! The ranks of leering pirate Dragons, dozens and dozens strong, started forward with low growls like the rolling groan of an earthquake developing inside of their chests. 
 
    “Slay them all!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Seizing Tytiana by the waist, Jakani dodged the Teal Dragoness as she hurled herself headlong into the pit. Kaboom! Flame seemed to explode inside his mind; far worse, the blow that Juzzakarr dealt to Flicker and Shalanya. His idea of escaping through the air vents, or better still using her unique teleportation gift, had just evaporated. Then, the High Master unleashed his forces, the Morazi and the cabal of Death. These were no beasts of nobility; no Dragons of the white-fires purity Adazara the Teal had recognised at last, before Juzzakarr struck her down. 
 
    How much would she hate herself after this? 
 
    If they survived. 
 
    Hold her more gently, you fool, he told himself, smiling at Tytiana. “Hey,” he said. “Any clever ideas, Miss Fire-for-Brains?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not exactly running anywhere without you, am I?” 
 
    And that was the moment something very unfamiliar and purely draconic, he realised, an emotion native to his new form, sprang to the fore. Thick-throated and throbbing of heart, he declared, “No, you are not – for thou art Tytiana the Radiant, mine eternal beloved!” 
 
    Whose tongue was it, exactly, that spoke in the language of ancient ballads? Her smile just widened until it dazzled more than all the fire wreathing her form. 
 
    “We’ll face this fate together,” she said. 
 
    “Together,” he echoed. 
 
    “For I love thee, Jakani the Onyx-Gold, secret warrior or no, Dirt Picker or no, lamko or no, with all that is woman and fire within me, and I love all that you are.” Tytiana’s voice cracked four times as she spoke, which he adored. “I am thine, forever.” 
 
    He crooned, “And I – watch out!” 
 
    The pirate cabals cared not a brass dral for declarations of love in the face of inconceivable odds. They swept across the chamber in a single, snarling mass of draconic fury, every beast for himself or herself, every one vying to be the one to win the honour and the bragging rights of bringing back one small black head, and to stamp out the fires of the girl he held in paw. They charged with a thunder that shook the Island to its roots. Even as they came they were already jostling and snapping and clawing at each other, like a living landslide that threatened to consume everything in its path. 
 
    “On your back!” she gasped, even as Jakani rose onto his hind legs, turning to dive into the pit. 
 
    “Can you fit?” 
 
    “Now’s when you choose to argue, you thick-brained lizard?” snarled the prize in his paw. 
 
    Jakani was too busy making sure they didn’t get eaten alive, to care. “Fine!” he snapped, slapping her ineptly against his shoulder. Gaah, his sternum ached … “Find a spot and cling tight. We have to protect that lot.” 
 
    His fore-talon waved generally at their slew of comatose allies. Not a great deal of aid incoming. 
 
    Her throaty chuckle near his ear canals caused a shiver to run down his spine. “Alright. You protect the sleepers. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Like this!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana knew she would always wonder how this incredible inspiration struck. Jakani’s order to cling tightly to him. The realisation that she could not fit between his spine-spikes to take a seat, without impaling herself. A desperate need to do more; to be more. To not be the worthless daughter she clearly was in her ex-father’s sight. To embody the very protective love that surged in billows of melancholy rage within her as she realised that what they had just declared for each other might last but a fleeting moment this side of eternity. 
 
    She was not losing him again. 
 
    Flame enwrapped the Dragon. She flowed along his spine and poured down his lean, muscled flanks. She caressed his scales and whispered along his wings. Up over his skull, encasing his jaunty ruff of skull-spikes, she breathed in the bold, brassy scent of a young male Dragon. She didn’t need to ride her Dragon when she could be this close. No danger of falling off because of her missing lower leg. Stretching downward, she safeguarded his strong chest and stone-muscled belly with her fire. Intimate as thought itself. Rippling now with readiness as he briefly touched their fallen allies – or erstwhile captors – before he turned to face the wave of bodies pouring over the rim of the pit. Jakani sank into his ready stance. 
 
    Then, the peal of his thunder was, FRA’ANIOR!! 
 
    From his throat rose a song like a volcano’s bubbling laughter. The Onyx-Gold flared incandescent as they leaped to meet the incoming avalanche, together. 
 
    Tytiana felt her being stretching in the unfamiliar patterns of the dance she had once accused Jakani of; the spinning, swirling, flowing art that she now recognised as battle-craft, and he struck out with talon and fang, wingtip and tail, and even the hooks upon his wings became weapons. Everything they touched, they burned. His fluttering wings cut like knives, edged with the white-gold of her fires; the white of her fury and the gold of her love somehow intertwined. His breathing came in sharp spurts. Dragon hearts thundering in his chest, describing the rhythm of her own fire-life. They were struck and wounded, torn and bitten more times than she could count, but her healing magic drew deep and somehow in this new togetherness, its immediate effects and endurance seemed multiplied. Meantime his paws struck out to all sides, leaving a trail of blazing wounds in their wake, yet inexorably, by sheer tonnage and determination and numbers, they were driven back toward Adazara’s flank, where the Teal Dragoness lay slumped atop Excorion. 
 
    Jakani somersaulted over Flicker to divert an attack aimed at the fallen Princess, but at the cost of a grievous blow that jarred right to the bone of the upper right shoulder. Stretch over him! Draw the wound closed; pour relief in to muscles already tiring due to the inordinate demands placed upon them both! The assault was relentless. The Onyx-Gold shuddered beneath a bite that shovelled his entire head and upper torso down a Blue Dragon’s throat, and for the first time his fire billowed forth, spurting down the ridged inside of a throat and gullet in waves of gold-chased crimson – and Tytiana wondered how under the suns she was seeing anything in this form, and was his fire somehow onyx as well? 
 
    The Dragon who had tried to swallow them, convulsed and fell away in a smoking heap. 
 
    As the pit turned into a charnel-house, the stench of scorched flesh pervaded all. Again and again the incensed pirates tried to pin them down, but every time a talon touched or a jaw champed, there was a ghastly crackle of her flame that even leaped across gaps now, spitting and spurting and flailing like a living thing. At one point Jakani was buried beneath a pile of bodies, only for their combined heat to burn right through a Dragon’s tail and up into the body above them. The howling and bellowing of injured Dragons filled the cavern, reverberating back and forth above the bedlam of battle. 
 
    Strange how tides turned. Even in the furious clash of battle, there was a moment almost like a collective inhalation, when even the most aggressive, fire-crazed creatures had an inkling of mortality, and perhaps took stock of the carnage they beheld all around. When they saw a double-fire Dragon rising, shaking ashes off his blazing back to leap once again upon a beast three times his size and burn patches of scales right off of her, exposing the gleaming blue bones of a ribcage – that was when they took stock, and perhaps wondered if all the treasure in the Island-World were worth this price. 
 
    Suddenly it was Jakani, stuttering and stumbling, who was driving the pirate Dragons backward, his full-throated bellowing crackling about the cave like thunder. 
 
    Tytiana yelled, “Excorion! Come on, wake up!” 
 
    The huge Brown was stirring, blinking, then suddenly squirming and trying to throw Adazara off of him. That woke the Teal. In a fury! 
 
    “Enemy!” she roared, snapping at his left hind paw. 
 
    “Get off me, you slack-jawed fool!” came the inevitable response. Excorion shoved her away. 
 
    To her own shock, Tytiana formed her fires into a rumbling roar as she yelled, “You’re allies! Now start fighting!” 
 
    Two pairs of fire-eyes gawped at her, perhaps because crimson-gold flame was speaking from the region of Jakani’s upper hindquarters, or maybe the Dragons were more dazed than they had thought. Above the pit and around its edges the pirate Dragons massed, licking their wounds, eyeing the purported victims with hungry and confused eyes. 
 
    Adazara squirmed to her feet. Princess! Princess, wake up! 
 
    Tytiana felt that! Startlement rippled through her fires, causing Jakani’s entire body to pulsate visibly; the crimson-gold radiance lit the faces of the watching Dragons as if a bonfire had flared up. They baulked collectively. Much muttering and discomfited wing-ruffling afflicted the pirates. Meantime, prodded or perhaps aided by Adazara’s adroit mental touch, the Immadian Dragoness and her mysterious cohort also squirmed to their paws. 
 
    For her part, the sensation was as if something unlocked within her mind; had Adazara’s touch changed her, too? Suddenly some of the sounds began to resolve in her awareness as speech, and she became conscious of a mental babble like a great crowd speaking all at once. The Dragons? What was this? 
 
    Excorion touched Adazara with his wingtip. Allies? 
 
    For now, said she. 
 
    We were both duped by that festering Dramagon’s-lackey, he added. What manner of magic so twists and debases a Dragon’s true fires? 
 
    Adazara hissed fire between her fangs. Bitter the aftertaste of betrayal! 
 
    The Princess said, Save your rancour for that lot. We’re about to get overrun, if I’m not mistaken. 
 
    She was right. Despite the many injured, well over a hundred enemy Dragons still surrounded the pit and many of them were smarting – badly. The notes of their sonorous growls deepened and increased in volume, filling the cavern with a sound like an incipient earthquake. Aggressive. Inflaming. Heightening of rage and malice, inciting one another on as if by standing shoulder to shoulder, the crowding Dragons drew together into a single, savage organism. They began to bell out their battle-roars, beast after beast after beast, until she could barely hear herself think. 
 
    Jakani? she said. 
 
    I’m alright. Sort of. About to keel over, he admitted at last. His chest and ribcage ached abominably. Any – hey! You’re speaking Dragonish too? 
 
    Ummm … she chuckled softly. Now there’s a droll outcome. 
 
    Despite the thundering, when the white dragonet turned to the Princess to speak, she heard his voice as clear as a bell. Say, sparkly-lips, I have a most excellent idea! Shall we break the power of these pirate cabals – forever? 
 
    AYE!! Tytiana thundered, and her fires exploded toward the cavern roof. Huh? Was that me? What’s going on? 
 
    You’re a Dragoness, Jakani laughed. Tytiana the Radiant, in the flesh! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker made a circling gesture of his paw. Jakani plus the extra … phenomenon … you’re wearing, would you care to hold them all off for a moment whilst Shalanya and I make some arrangements over here? 
 
    Hold off a paltry hundred Dragons? No problem, he returned wryly. 
 
    What of me? Excorion asked suspiciously. 
 
    You’re coming with us. We’ll need your especial expertise, and yours likewise, Adazara the Teal, the dragonet stated flatly. 
 
    We’re taking orders from dragonets now? Adazara sniffed incredulously. 
 
    Flicker drew himself up. Silence, whippersnapper! I am none other than the famous Flicker, and tales of my mighty deeds do fill many a scroll – 
 
    Flicker who? she asked. 
 
    Companion to Hualiama Dragonfriend, that’s who! At the speed of thought, this mental exchange took a mere fraction of a second. Adazara narrowed her eyes. Flicker said, Want to stay alive? Listen to me. Jakani! Hop it! 
 
    Hop it? Well then. Extending his wings, he took off inexpertly, slewing toward a few of the pirate Dragons clustered together at the side of the pit nearest the ablutions area. They held their ground, but he noticed not one paw rose to try to stop him. Ha. Apparently they valued their hides. 
 
    He flicked his wings dismissively. So, who wants to be the first to die? 
 
    Scary insults, Tytiana whispered in his mind. 
 
    True. 
 
    Skimming around in an inept and lopsided circle, he flew as close to the array of muzzles and bared fangs as he dared. This could be bad. If they decided to just shoot him and Tytiana down, he was not sure they would survive. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt a shiver in his bones. Then, Flicker cried from outside the cavern, Jakani, the portal, now! 
 
    Whirling at once, he dived without looking toward where he knew it must be. Gone! All four of their companions had vanished, leaving only a puff of pink sparkle-magic produced by Shalanya, and he and Tytiana were mere feet away when a massive, lava-infused fireball detonated against his flank and smashed them sideways. They missed the dissipating magic by a paw’s width. Skidding along in a shower of sparks thrown up by his hide and spine-spikes, they smashed through the ablutions partition and sizzled against the paws of a Morazi Brown. 
 
    “Suffering caroli!” he groaned. 
 
    The Brown reared, and stamped. Roll! Rock shovelled him sideways as the Brown tore up the cavern floor in his rage; dimly, close by, he heard a different commotion – was that at the doorway to the cavern? Still rolling, he flicked upward to avoid a barely-seen bolt of lightning, but a sharp pain scored deep across his belly. What were their allies doing? Where were they? 
 
    Shalanya – can’t hold much longer … 
 
    The Princess cried in his mind, The door! Quick! And whatever you do, don’t hit my sparkle-trail! 
 
    Go, Jakani! Tytiana cried. 
 
    Dragons swarmed toward him from every quarter, even hacking at each other in a bid to reach the flying Onyx-Gold, and he heard Tytiana cry out in pain rather than fury, but he held on, barrel-rolling and jinking and dodging with every instinct at his disposal. Fireballs whistled past. One detonated against his throat, another spun him about as he tried for the doorway. Again! Fight harder! Three times he angled for the door and was rebuffed or dragged down, and by the time he gathered himself for a fourth attempt, he saw Shalanya’s pink mist spraying into the cavern in a long, thin stream, and he roused himself to a last, despairing effort. Pumping his wings hard, he rebounded off two clashing Reds as they tried to grab him, slapped one in the face with a flaming wing, and then shot upward to run along the ceiling, using his wings for balance and his lithe reactions to avoid several chasing fireballs. Unholy caroli, those Reds could spout fire like living volcanoes, and the flaming noose that slipped over his neck now was another matter altogether. He cut it loose frantically with his talons, slicing his own flesh in the process. 
 
    Tytiana was guttering. Rallying. Come on, Jakani! Faster! she cried. Flinging herself in the way of a raking orange paw. They dropped dangerously, but she flicked out ethereal wings to stabilise the flight as he corkscrewed up and over that long stream of shimmering pink, past Excorion’s startled muzzle, over Adazara crouching next to Shalanya as they worked together to direct her special magic inside the cavern, and landed in a heap behind them all, right where the narrow cavern entrance let in the starlight. Three pirate Dragons lay here, unmoving. 
 
    Good boy, Flicker growled. Boy? Ha ha. Take this and guard it with your life. 
 
    Jakani caught the egg with a gasp of surprise. He swung about. Excorion was closing the entrance by degrees, rumbling low in his chest as he manipulated the grey rock portals. Trapping the pirates! Wow, now there was a tactic … except one could not bury a live Brown, could they? 
 
    The dragonet stalked up to Shalanya, clearly livid. Right, Princess. Ready to receive my mental image? 
 
    Aye. 
 
    Now he understood! 
 
    Beyond them, through the narrowing entrance, he saw the pirates charging them; a few were laughing cruelly, clearly having worked out that the Albino Shapeshifter’s unique power apparently could do no harm. He begged to differ. Suddenly the thundering of Dragons was being cut off mid-bellow; roars of disbelief resounded from those further back as the cavern filled steadily and Dragon, he saw in his mind’s eye, vanished into thin air. Shalanya groaned and slumped onto her belly, but Adazara, Excorion and Flicker were all around her, lending their strength to the effort. She gritted her fangs and held on. 
 
    More wind, the dragonet ordered. 
 
    Adazara gestured with her paw. Jakani could see that she was just as exhausted as he. Did wielding magic cost that much? 
 
    A minute later, there was silence inside the cavern. 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    Shalanya sighed softly. A terrible but necessary deed, Flicker. I never – she sobbed softly – I hate my power. I never want to use it like that again. 
 
    Peace, he said, touching her cheek near her left eye most tenderly. It was my decision. I sorrow with thee at this loss of fire-life. Three cabals have been destroyed, and this is a great and worthy deed. A mighty good has been done. 
 
    At what cost? The Princess seemed stricken. 
 
    Jakani felt Tytiana sliding off his scales. A different kind of loss. He understood Shalanya, but had no words to express his feelings. He said, Where did you send them, Flicker? 
 
    “Send them?” his girl asked, clutching his wing for support. Wow. She had reformed herself into Human guise. She was nude – gloriously so. Oh dear. Don’t look! 
 
    He had never been very good at not looking. In fact, he was terrible at it. One lingering glance … 
 
    Tytiana elbowed him sharply. “Dirt Picker!” 
 
    “Temptress,” he snorted. 
 
    “You could try to peel your eyes off me, Mister Lecherous Dragon.” 
 
    “O Choice Tytiana, I am but a weak-willed mortal.” 
 
    “You two are so cute together,” Shalanya said, twizzling her neck to kiss Jakani’s knee. “Nice work rescuing your girl, noble Jakani – and might I be the first to say what a fine catch you have made? So, Shapeshifter Tytiana –” 
 
    “Shapeshifter? As if!” Her glare at Shalanya threatened imminent destruction. Most probably that was due to the kiss. 
 
    Flicker hustled his way between them. “Tytiana – Shapeshifter, Choice of the House, potential royal of Immadia – whatever you think you are or are not, please shut your immoderately pretty mouth before it fills with flies.” Jakani had never quite seen Tytiana silenced like that before. “Let me explain. I despatched the pirate cabals to a delightful location I first visited many years ago. It’s deep in Herimor, and it’s called the Suald-dak-Doon, the scene of one of Aranya’s great triumphs. Basically, it’s a bottomless pit beneath the Cloudlands, which I felt would be a perfect resting place for the bones of murderous pirates.” He pretended to dust his paws. “So done. Deposited seven leagues deep. Any complaints?” 
 
    Jakani let out a slow breath. Wow. Justice served Dragon-swift. 
 
    Excorion said, “Aye, I have one complaint, noble Flicker. Juzzakarr is getting away.” 
 
    Turning along with the rest of them to gaze out into the night, Adazara narrowed her eyes. “Wrong, noble Brown. I do believe he’s readying the Helyon fleet to come back and attack us. Not a man to give up easily, or that stone is driving him past the point of reason.” 
 
    “I can’t lift a paw,” Shalanya groaned. “Jakani, you’re bleeding everywhere, and Tytiana –” 
 
    “Oh. So I am.” 
 
    Flicker said, “Have your Specialists check the cavern for survivors but be sure only to use the pipe-scopes, Shalanya. Alert our Dragonships. Adazara, do you think that between Shalanya, you and I, we can combat the influence of that stone?” 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded slowly. “Maybe.” 
 
    Shalanya said, “One thing’s for sure, I can’t shift anyone anywhere else today. I’m depleted.” 
 
    “You are woefully unfit,” Flicker growled. “I’ve been lax in your training. Jakani, don’t you dare try to transform back to Human form until you’re bleeding less. It’s dangerous; I’ll explain later. Tytiana. Can you walk? Or will you ride, rather? With Shalanya.” 
 
    Tap-tap-tap, went the egg. 
 
    The large dragonet’s eyes whirled with curiosity. “Well, someone over here refuses to be left out of this battle. What shall we do with you, my darling eggling? Throw you at Juzzakarr? Ouch!” 
 
    “What was that?” asked Jakani. 
 
    “Apparently, she has mastered the psychic slap. Typical fem – ow! Honestly?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: A Dragon’s Revenge 
 
      
 
    WHAT BOTANIST HAD ever imagined dragging herself into battle in this kind of shape? Tytiana barely had strength left to haul herself up onto the Princess’ back. Never mind that she actually had to ride Miss Sparkles. She would much rather be kicking her past the ninth day of the week! Kissing Jakani. The incredible nerve of this entitled royal brat! 
 
    Entitled, Tytiana? She knew someone else to whom that word could apply rather too aptly. 
 
    Shalanya seemed convinced she was a Shapeshifter after all. How exactly did that work? Wouldn’t she just start burning everything the minute an aerial battle started? 
 
    Night lay deep over the Islands, as if innocent of all knowledge of what had transpired inside the cavern. She shuddered to think of so many Dragonkind suffocating and dying beneath the Cloudlands. Flicker had muttered that their deeds judged them, but even he sounded heartsick of the whole affair. Now, not far away, the heavily armoured Dragonships manoeuvred into a lower, tighter grouping and the mercenary Dragons formed up around them in dense wedges. The high White Moon and Yellow looming half-full on the Eastern horizon, covering a goodly third of the night sky, cast plenty of light for them to track enemy movements. Or not enemy, she hoped, if the Dragons could be turned from that dreadful stone’s influence. That was what her companions intended. 
 
    Right, mental links, Flicker said inside of her mind. We have maybe five minutes to master this before they’re upon us. Essentially, Tytiana and Jakani, we’re going to all link our mental strength and use that to strike at Juzzakarr. If we can strike cleanly enough, we should be able to sever his power over the mercenary Dragons. 
 
    Ugh, I can barely fly, Jakani complained. 
 
    Shalanya made a derisive noise in her throat. You’re alive, aren’t you? 
 
    Aye? 
 
    So quit your bellyaching and fly, noble Jakani. 
 
    Tytiana grinned to herself. Shalanya sounded young, but she certainly had her qualities. Had she a scrap of magical energy left she would have gone over to heal him, but Flicker seemed convinced it would take more than a few gushing wounds to make a Dragon fall out of the sky – and Jakani’s innate draconic healing magic was already kicking in, slowing the blood flow. Good. She still had a few kisses to demand from that runaway Dirt Picker. 
 
    Mister Fireproof. Mister rare Dragon – holy Fra’anior! 
 
    Here was a twist of fate she could never have imagined. A winged Nikuko warrior. 
 
    They rose slowly, with Shalanya and Jakani both labouring as if their wings weighed tonnes, while Excorion and Adazara seemed indomitable. The storm she had heard was a mere few Islands away, she saw by a silvery curtain of rain sweeping toward them on the brisk wind, and the smaller, lighter Immadian force angled closer on a near-direct southerly bearing. Clouds obscured the stars overhead, but toward the West the sky was still pristine, with strings and bracelets of stars soaring high and bright until the gleam of White or Yellow made them appear hazy toward the edges of the Moons. Beaming from behind the approaching Dragonships, the steady moons-light lent them silvery edges, while the mercenary Dragon armour, great flexible chain-mail suits worn primarily to protect the neck, lower chest and flanks, she understood, gleamed like refulgent, silvery silken skirts. An odd image for battle armour! 
 
    She focussed inwardly on Flicker’s instructions. It was crucial that they worked together both for assault and mutual protection. 
 
    Strangely silent compared to before, the two forces approached each other. The mercenaries spread out in dense, compact formation, despite the apparent disparity between the two forces. They were not taking any chances. 
 
    “There’s Juzzakarr,” Flicker said, pointing at the Dragonship formation. 
 
    “Where?” Tytiana asked. 
 
    “Four up and two from the left. Standing on the gantry in front of the navigation cabin,” he said. Right. Her father’s hair looked like a white dot from this distance, but she could imagine his dominant stance, chest thrown out and one hand upon the ill-starred jewel. If they could best Juzzakarr, they must find a way to destroy that artefact before it found home with another ambitious person or Dragon, and dragged them to their doom. 
 
    Shalanya, she thought. Na’axion. Is he – 
 
    I’ve never met him, came the burbling reply. He’s a … well, let me be honest. He’s a bit infamous in the family for being a player upon ladies’ affections. He was nicknamed ‘naughty Na’axion.’ She cleared her throat awkwardly. I don’t mean to prejudice you against him, Tytiana. Now, he heads up the Dragon Rider Academy at Jeradia. That is a fine and responsible position. So I assume – I hope – he must have reformed his ways or he would never have been entrusted with that post. 
 
    And his hair, and looks? 
 
    I know little, sorry, save the detail of his red hair. And that the mention of him made several of my tutors blush. I was quite young then, so I didn’t understand the interplay. 
 
    She shut her eyes. Great. A cad with a reputation. Pick that one, or the one who wanted to set himself up as tyrant over Helyon? Thanks, o Fra’anior. Fine choice in fathers you left me. 
 
    The Onyx-Gold sighed to her left flank. 
 
    Ahem, said Flicker. May I teach you how to shield your private thoughts, o bright fire who is the object of the Great Onyx’s most tender regard? 
 
    She made a small noise of humiliation, but for Flicker, she knew only admiration and gratitude for the affectionate note in his voice. That dragonet! Strut he might, and put Dragons twenty times his size firmly in their place, but he reminded her somehow of a hoary grandfather figure, one who assumed great latitude with his ways due to his age and station, but unaffected by the many cares of younger creatures, spoke his own heart with breathtaking frankness. 
 
    She said, Thou art the jewel of Fra’anior’s own fire-eye, noble Flicker. 
 
    Ah … he spluttered, and ground a knuckle into his eye. Don’t you do that to my poor old heart, you beautiful rascal! 
 
    A moment later, Excorion and Adazara surged into the lead. 
 
    What? Wait! Shalanya cried. 
 
    Excorion snarled over his shoulder, We were betrayed! This fight is ours! 
 
    Dragons! Flicker laughed crossly. Never change, do they? It’s all about the honour. Well, come on, younglings! Our job is to rescue them without looking too obvious about it. 
 
    Picking up speed, Jakani and Shalanya raced across the night sky with the wind in their wings and the wild hymn of battle in their hearts. Tytiana leaned in closer to the Albino Dragoness, wishing she had a weapon to wield in the cause. Strange that her once-father was now the enemy. How long had she been blind to that fact? Clearly, that night in the tower, she had been nothing but a pawn in his plotting to divide and discredit the Dragonkind. All the different power-plays. It was almost dizzying the way he worked at so many levels all at once. Stirring up the lamko. Importuning the High Masters. Setting Dragon against Dragon, corrupting, conniving, concealing. Ever the cunning spider. 
 
    Then came a Dirt Picker of gold-flecked eyes to ignite her intrinsic flame. 
 
    Jakani purred, You’re still broadcasting, beloved. 
 
    Heat burst into her cheeks. Oops. 
 
    I don’t mind, said he, archly. I’m learning all sorts of things these days. 
 
    The Dragoness beneath her chuckled, but grimly. School’s out. Battle’s on, fledglings. Tytiana, try not to burn me too badly, alright? I like my scales the way they are. 
 
    Before she could reply, battle-thunder resounded ahead of them as Excorion and Adazara accelerated to full battle velocity, outstripping the fatigued youngsters by a quarter-mile or more as they closed with the mercenary force. Metallic glints arched away from the Dragonships as the catapults fired shrapnel, bolts and even flaming balls, but the Teal Dragoness was equal to the task, shielding both herself and her companion as they arrowed directly for the High Master. Dragons closed in from either side, and above. Close, but not close enough … Flicker was counting down their strike. 
 
    Four … three … two … 
 
    Jakani jerked horribly to their right flank. Ah – he’s got – the Dragon’s eyes darkened. 
 
    JAKANI! Tytiana howled. Pain lanced through her mind as he seemed to be fighting back, and Shalanya and Flicker threw strength into them both; suddenly she was aware of a pressure like a crevasse grinding closed around her brain, and a gargantuan presence that compelled her to obey, obey, OBEY! 
 
    GRAAABOOM!! 
 
    Adazara and Excorion struck as one, enveloping the High Master’s Dragonship in flame, but he too was protected by his Dragon forces. Crossbow bolts hurtled through the air, striking the attacking Dragons point-blank, and they could not all be avoided this time. Too close. Too intense. Through the grinding pain in her mind, Tytiana realised that they too were coming into range now; Shalanya somehow had the presence of mind yet to deflect a spray of deathly shrapnel, while Flicker rode her shoulder with perfect aplomb, waving his paws as he apparently swatted crossbow bolts buzzing toward them from either flank and above. The Merxxian Dragons swung across their path in a silvery screen, physically protecting the High Master with their powerful armoured bodies. 
 
    Juzzakarr’s hand rose in a mocking beckon. ‘To me,’ it seemed to say. 
 
    The Onyx-Gold stiffened again, under gruelling, direct attack by a dark power that seemed to ooze into his mind. Tytiana shrieked as she fought it, cracking a chink of light open into him, and through that link, she heard him laugh to someone or something and say, Very well. 
 
    Jakani! Noooo … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana’s scream loomed as close as his own soul, yet there was a peculiar stretching sensation inside of him as the Island-World shifted. One moment he was inside a place of cascading white-fires, as though the very soul’s breath of every scrap of life in all the world were his to behold, and then Juzzakarr’s face was blurring toward him, so close! Reaching out with the egg as bidden, he slapped it into the middle of the High Master’s chest. Right against the jewel. 
 
    Then his half balled-up body hurtled past and crashed into the forward navigation cabin, shattering the armoured crysglass panels. He landed with a very rude shock. The snapped-off column of the helm was embedded in his left shoulder, but he felt no pain. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Jakani scrambled around in his prone position just in time to see a soft white light gently illuminate the High Master’s jawline. Then, Juzzakarr shrieked! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A droplet of white tumbled away from the Dragonship. It grew greater in Tytiana’s awareness the longer she stared. What had happened? Jakani had blinked away from their side, only to reappear in a shattering explosion of glass behind her father’s back. As the Albino Dragoness jinked and swerved past the staggered mercenaries, she saw the shock and anguish register on the tall, bulky man’s face. He clutched his chest in exactly that spot where the Nestrakil had always rested. 
 
    The two ends of the golden chain dangled apart, empty. 
 
    Rising awkwardly above the cutesy row of perfectly pink prickles, Tytiana tracked the falling white egg for half a second before she made her decision. Jump! 
 
    She slipped, bounced off Shalanya’s upper right flank, and fell into space, willing her magic: one more time. Be flame. Those biceps! Yummy! And with a husky chuckle she was off, developing some kind of wings and a tail of flame to aid steerage. Human dragonfly? Close enough! Tytiana hurtled between the still-stunned Merxxian Dragons in hot pursuit of the dragonet’s egg. This was fun! Could she actually learn to flap with a pair of fiery wings? Or would some handy-dandy Dragon please come catch her before she started choking on the toxic gases, or – unholy caroli – spitted herself on those jagged black rocks down there! 
 
    Could the egg not transport itself again? Too late to wonder about that. Perhaps dealing with the Nestrakil had knocked out or even killed the tiny eggling, but she was not about to leave that to chance. She could not sense it as she expected to. 
 
    Faster, Tytiana! 
 
    How she wished she knew more about what she was doing with her crazy powers. They seemed so changeable, unlike all that she expected a Shapeshifter to be. Weren’t they meant to switch between two basic, unchanging forms? 
 
    Picking up speed, she stretched out her hand and gratefully snaffled up the gleaming egg. Please be safe, little one. Please! O holy Fra’anior, she’s not moving … I beseech thee … 
 
    A sudden, vicious volley of snarls up above alerted her. Shocked, the Helyon girl pulled up suddenly, feeling her flaming hair slide up her back with the force of her turn. She had to re-trigger her levitating flame to prevent a wild lurch from turning into a fall. The Dragons! The Merxxian Heavy force had begun to react, to mill about in a thundering confusion of bodies and tangled wings, and at their head were Adazara and Excorion, speaking vociferously … no! She knew, she saw, she understood by their body language what the Dragons were doing and how they would respond! 
 
    No! Excorion, Adazara, don’t! 
 
    But it was as if the Dragons did not hear. The pair rounded upon High Master Juzzakarr with the most terrible roars she had ever heard from the Dragonkind; bestial, malicious and vengeful, the pair hurled themselves toward his Dragonship – the man’s crimson sleeves fluttering upon arms outstretched in a pleading gesture – cape billowing – Jakani peering out from the shattered cabin in patent surprise – and then the Dragons seized one arm each, and ripped Juzzakarr off that gantry – metallic talons flashing like massive butchers’ knives … 
 
    The rising of Excorion’s wings obscured what happened next, so that all Tytiana saw as her vision mercifully blurred with revulsion was a spray of red, and several bloodied objects falling away into the depths. 
 
    Shivering, she cradled the egg to the pulse at her neck. 
 
    Oh … oh no, little one … 
 
    The man she had known for most of her life as her father was gone, and the loss hurt and relieved her more than she could ever have imagined. 
 
    She would have to be the one to convey this news to her sisters. The death of their father. Aye, she could blame the Dragons, could she not – but had not part of her wished to do the same to him, once she learned his true nature and the death to which he had so callously wished to cast her? Could it be that Dramagon’s foul stone had held him captive? Or did it truly work only upon depraved emotions or ambitions that were already present? She would never know. The Dragons’ revenge was complete; justice done and executed for his treachery, as they saw fit. 
 
    Was this what it meant to be a Dragon? Was that what Jakani, drifting awkwardly and painfully down toward her now, would become? 
 
    This evening had changed everything. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Approaching Tytiana, Jakani said softly, “I’m sorry about your father.” 
 
    “He probably wasn’t.” 
 
    She looked stricken, and he did not know what to say. Her titian hair swirled restlessly but her frame, but she seemed able to levitate without conscious effort. “It was still an awful fate for anyone … to be killed like that. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “May I hold you?” 
 
    His sensitivity was almost unbearable. She said, “Do you understand that if I think about you as Jakani the Dragon, right now, that I could not … but because you are Jakani the Human, the Dirt Picker I know and love, this is possible?” 
 
    “Ah … now I understand.” 
 
    Kindly, he put his paws about her, even though the gesture clearly pained him. She said, “You’re wearing half a Dragonship in your shoulder, Jakani.” 
 
    “It’ll keep for a bit. Apparently we … uh, Dragons, are tough. Besides, I have this useful feature, a backup pair of wings that none of these other beasts appear to have. Come on. Flicker is calling everyone together for a conference, and we should –” 
 
    “Jakani.” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Can you handle the talking? I just want to be alone with my thoughts; I don’t want to be called upon to make any decisions, and … I want to see if this egg is alright. She saved us.” 
 
    Switching paws, he drew her up against his good shoulder. “Aye, she was every bit as awesome as I predicted she would be. Cheeky little mite. Come on, my favourite Choice in all the Island-World. Any wishes before we go face those freaking overzealous and probably extremely embarrassed Dragons up there?” 
 
    “Aye! One, don’t mention or even imply any shame. Bad idea.” Her finger wagged beneath his nose. “Two, there are thousands upon thousands of Human slaves hidden beneath these Islands. Jakani, do you think we could somehow arrange to save them?” 
 
    Now here were fires he could fall helplessly into forever, Jakani thought, gazing deep into Tytiana’s welling violet eyes. She was holding everything together, as she always did, but only just. So brave. So generous of spirit. Mettle of velvet steel. He said, “For thee, I should move the very Moons. Yet on this occasion perhaps not I, but I know a dragonet who can.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With Adazara returned to leadership of the mercenary troop, the Merxxian Dragons spent what Tytiana felt was an inordinate period of time beating their collective breasts and re-declaring allegiance to Fra’anior, white-fires truth, draconic nobility and various righteous causes. One thing was for certain. Creatures who could blow such volumes of hot air, could do very much the same in conversation. As they spoke, the Immadian and Helyon Dragonship fleets moored side-by-side at a larger and relatively flatter Island of the Pla’arna Cluster, allowing various military commanders and functionaries to alight and join the discussions. In the bright moons-light, men and women lined the gantries of the Dragonships and soldiers came to stand near the paws of the Dragons, who all in turn surrounded Shalanya, Flicker, Jakani and herself. 
 
    Under cover of this hubbub, Jakani finally managed to corner Shalanya and Flicker for the short conversation she had hoped they would have. The Princess started scratching her chin and explaining that inter-Island politics made such an effort more than complicated, but her heart was two hundred percent behind any cause that involved freeing slaves. Excorion and Adazara led a vocal chorus of draconic approbation-thundering. 
 
    Whereupon, Flicker drew himself up upon Shalanya’s shoulder, and declared, “My very great and venerable age, and high station in this epoch of our Island-World’s history, gives me unprecedented insight into the origins of arrangements such as these extant at Pla’arna Cluster. The pirate threat has remained remarkably virulent and long-lasting despite repeated attempts to stamp out the detestable practice. Pla’arna has always been a beacon for disaffected Dragons. Stamp them out in this generation and they rise again, as vile and conniving as before. Jakani, I wholeheartedly laud your initiative. This is a noble and wonderful proposal.” 
 
    “It is Tytiana’s idea, not mine,” he demurred. “But Flicker, what if we –” 
 
    “Hold thy tongue, brave fledgling!” Several of the Merxxian Dragons had the gall to murmur approvingly as the younger, smaller Dragon was put firmly in his place. Glancing up through her lashes, Tytiana saw Jakani smouldering. Visibly. “This is my plan. First of all, Immadia shall annex Pla’arna Cluster. Then –” 
 
    “What?” Shalanya gasped. 
 
    “You can’t do that – can you?” Excorion protested. 
 
    Adazara fluted, “Declaring annexation is a bold move, by my fires, but the problems arise directly after. Many pirate Dragons escaped. They will lurk in their lairs, licking their wounds, and –” 
 
    Apparently, Flicker was able to stare a huge, battle-hardened Dragoness down. Adazara inclined her neck proudly. Thy word, noble Flicker? 
 
    He said, “Immadia will require strong governance in this sector. Therefore, I propose to appoint two powerful, noble and above all, worthy Dragons to keep a firm paw upon matters here.” 
 
    “Who?” Excorion growled. 
 
    “You,” said the dragonet. “And you, Adazara.” 
 
    “We are enemies!” she snorted. 
 
    “Were enemies,” Flicker noted serenely. 
 
    Excorion growled, “I am no Dragon’s, nor dragonet’s lackey, to be ordered about in this fashion!” 
 
    “Oh, I thought you two might grow to enjoy working together,” the dragonet continued snidely, choosing his moment to flit into the air so that he could gather his audience’s attention. 
 
    Adazara growled grumpily, “As if!” 
 
    The Brown just looked like he had been forced to suck on a mouthful of tart limes. 
 
    “You will swear fealty to Immadia, Excorion the Brown, in return for pardon for certain, shall we say, questionable deeds regarding the kidnapping of the Choice of House Cyraxana and the noble Onyx-Gold Shapeshifter, in return for which you shall be appointed co-governor of Pla’arna Cluster reporting directly to the crown, but with wide-ranging responsibilities. I’m convinced that a reformed pirate of noble fires who already fought alongside Immadia in this battle, and who sought the right and the noble paw despite the former High Master Juzzakarr’s foul influence upon draconic minds and fires, shall be more than equal to the task.” 
 
    The Teal Dragoness drew herself up indignantly. “I am to work for him?” 
 
    “With him. You shall be co-governor with Excorion the Brown. I note the honour-restitution available in such a noble quest that shall restore strength to bowed wings and pride to a Dragoness’ heart. Together, you shall also assume command of these Helyon and Immadian forces, who will assist you in scouring each and every cranny in this Cluster until no lair is left where evil Dragons may hide undetected, nor slave be enchained with impunity. If ever I may be so bold as to speak with the voice of Fra’anior, slavery is a detestable practice which should be shunned by Human and Dragon alike. Who agrees with me?” 
 
    The Merxxian Dragons thundered their agreement, while the Human soldiers beat their breastplates in the Immadian fashion or clapped left-right in the Helyon way. 
 
    Flicker said, “In addition, I expect you to devise an excellent solution which will usher in a bright future for the former slaves of this Cluster, under the banner of royal Immadia. So let it be.” 
 
    LET IT BE! roared the Dragons, and Tytiana heard her own voice and that of Jakani’s, a little belatedly, joining them. 
 
    “But what of us?” the Onyx-Gold asked curiously. 
 
    The dragonet nodded sagely. “Noble Jakani, I believe that you, I, Tytiana and the Princess of Immadia have certain family matters to attend to. What say you we fly first to Helyon to reassure your families that you are safe and well, and also to convey news that will sadden your sisters, Tytiana?” 
 
    “Aye,” she whispered. 
 
    Jakani nodded. “I’d really appreciate that, noble Flicker.” 
 
    I shall tell you the tale of Hualiama Dragonfriend, the dragonet added – for her alone, she realised. Our parents do not necessarily define who we are. Keep telling yourself that, dear fire-heart. It is true. 
 
    She smiled wanly at him. 
 
    The dragonet brightened as if her approval shone the very suns upon his wings. “And then, after a few days’ rest, I believe we shall be wanting to make ourselves surprise guests at a royal wedding in Fra’anior Cluster.” 
 
    Na’axion will be there? Tytiana exhaled, loudly and long. Jakani’s paw tightened sympathetically upon her waist. 
 
    I believe so, said the dragonet, and Tytiana knew her Dragon – my Dragon – suspected the same as she did. Flicker knew more than he was saying, but he refrained from speaking perhaps out of fear of causing hurt, or making an unfortunate mistake. 
 
    Accept it, Tytiana. She was afraid of meeting that man. 
 
    Afraid she might cremate him in a moment of uncontainable fury. 
 
    Terrified of what he might say. 
 
    What if he was her true father but chose to reject her outright? What if he was falsely accused and it became clear that Juzzakarr … aye. Nothing would be resolved if she did not try to find him. She could not stand not knowing. Go. Observe. Deal with it. Move on. 
 
    Nor would she learn what she was. 
 
    Perhaps that was the most disquieting prospect of all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Hatching up a Storm 
 
      
 
    TWO DAYS LATER at noon, the Princess of Immadia popped into being fifty feet above the front lawn of House Cyraxana, stretched her wings, and yawned widely. “Nice cottage you have here, Tytiana. Quaint.” 
 
    Her ability to teleport between Island Clusters based on a mental image was amazing, but Flicker had also been full of stern and dire warnings. One, teleportation was a scientific impossibility that made Dragons very uncomfortable indeed. Two, unintended consequences. Travelling to a place she had been before was far safer than borrowing his or Tytiana’s mental images, he said. Three, it required huge reserves of magic. Even if she was born into an ancient line of excessively magical Shapeshifter Dragons, she must take care to husband her resources carefully. For, once known, her abilities might as well be sought out by as many for nefarious as for noble purposes. The ability to travel hundreds or even thousands of leagues instantaneously was unprecedented in history. 
 
    “I’ve seen bigger,” Flicker sniffed, evidently waking from another of his fake ‘naps.’ Jakani had folded her up laughing the day before by commenting quietly that these naps always seemed to gather urgency whenever there was real work about that the dragonet might be called upon to participate in. “Few prettier, however. Wouldn’t you like to take a few of those snowflakes home with you, Princess?” 
 
    “Indeed! My robes if you please, o Choice Tytiana.” 
 
    Once her three riders had descended to the ground, with a whoosh and a swish, the Shapeshifter transformed into her Human form that instantly filled the dress that Tytiana held up for her. Wow. That was one neat trick. She gazed at the girl, seeing her in her Human form for the first time, she realised. Platinum hair. Sassy dimples. Pink eyes! 
 
    Shalanya said, “Aye. I’m an albino. Quit staring.” 
 
    Flushing despite herself, she replied evenly, “You’re as pretty as your Dragoness.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks.” 
 
    Tytiana had to dampen her fires. “It may surprise you to discover that people around here think I’m a freak with the red hair, wildfires and violet eyes, Shalanya. Do try to be a little less sensitive. I like how you look and I myself have never received eleven proposals in the space of three hours.” The Princess scowled at the house. “Dratted suitors, eh? Wrecking our schedule.” 
 
    “I particularly enjoyed the four Dragons who started squabbling over you and didn’t even get a chance to propose,” Jakani chuckled behind them. Like Tytiana, he was garbed in Immadian purple and he looked about as comfortable as a fowl tossed into a stewpot in his soldier’s uniform. 
 
    Shalanya growled, “Well, at least I can laugh at you wearing one of my granny’s dresses, Tytiana. Anyways, enough petulance from the Princess, saith I. Far more important matters to attend to than my rampant insecurities. And … thanks.” Turning, she smiled sweetly up at the far taller girl – gracious heavens, she was tiny – and impulsively flung her arms around Tytiana’s waist. 
 
    “Oof,” she said politely. She was not much of a hugger at the best of times. 
 
    And the idea that she was wearing a Star Dragoness’ dress? Someone pinch her! Quick! 
 
    “Ugh. Like hugging a tree,” Shalanya teased. “Do you get better results, Jakani? More radiant results, say?” 
 
    He chuckled, “You are definitely out of order, Princess.” 
 
    Flicker sniffed, “Obviously, years of painstaking diplomacy training were wasted on this one! Point me to your kitchens, o maiden most fair. I require diverse victuals to sate my hunger after all this strenuous flying. It’s a labour taking care of three hot-headed youths plus an errant, unhatchable egg, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    “Eats like a dragon ten times his size,” Shalanya advised. 
 
    The dragonet flitted off with a longsuffering sigh. “Very well, I shall follow my nose to the source of sustenance.” 
 
    “Don’t scare the servants!” the Princess called after him. 
 
    “Tyti! Tyti! Hey, everyone, Tyti’s back!” came a screech from an upper floor window, followed a moment later by an aggrieved shriek, “Me first! Wait for me! Not so fast, you meanie!” 
 
    “That would be Sariaki,” she said, reaching for Shalanya’s hand. She would have to step carefully on this hastily-crafted peg leg that had replaced her more familiar foot. “Come on, she’s never met a real Princess before. She’s going to pop.” 
 
    “You might be one too, you know.” 
 
    Jakani promptly skinned his knee on the front steps. She scolded him for not taking better care of his left arm; the shoulder was heavily strapped, and his arm was clasped to his torso in a tan canvas sling. Excorion and Adazara had fared worse, he grumbled. Stitched fuller of holes than if the pair had visited a deranged tailor, but they were recovering well. 
 
    Then several pairs of slippers came skipping down the huge main staircase in the formal hallway, and Zihaeri most uncharacteristically scooted down the golden banister in an attempt to beat her two sisters to the first hug, and Saraiki flew into her arms with Quiraeli a heartbeat after, and then their big sister wrapped them all up in a huge rib-bender, and Tytiana, to her mortification, found herself starting to cry. The more they held her, the harder she cried, until little Sari started sobbing too. She apologised. This was so hard, to bear such awful news … 
 
    Zihaeri said, “Nice dress, Tytiana! A bit out of style though, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    And Qui prattled, “Who’s that? Ooh, Mister Handsome in uniform? Plus a romantic injury. Did you elope, Tyti? Where’s father?” 
 
    Sari said, “Why’s Tyti crying?” 
 
    “I’ve missed you so!” Tytiana held them all tighter. “But I have some bad news, I’m afraid. Very bad news. I’m so sorry –” 
 
    “Father … he didn’t make it?” Zihaeri guessed, turning pale. 
 
    “He isn’t coming back,” she choked out. “Oh, I’m – so sorry – the Dragons – father …” 
 
    “Daddy? Where’s my daddy gone?” Sariaki wailed. “Daddy!” 
 
    That was the hardest. It broke her, deep inside. All she could do was shake her head and say how sorry she was. She heard Shalanya step up to quietly explain to Sariaki that Juzzakarr had died in battle. Poor Sari was distraught. Zihaeri wanted all the gory details, of course, which she was not about to give out anywhere near Sari’s hearing. Qui abruptly collapsed, to be caught by Jakani’s incredibly quick reactions before her head struck the marble floor. He hurt his shoulder again, however. 
 
    She scolded him tearfully. 
 
    Many sobs and half-explanations later, and Nanny fainting at the sight of her too, just to add to the drama, Sariaki lifted her head from Tytiana’s now-wet skirts and caught sight of Shalanya. Her mouth made a little round ‘O’ of surprise, and she squealed in excitement, “Tyti! Tyti! Look! She’s crazy-pretty! Wowee! Is she a dolly? Can I play with her, pleeeeeeeese?” 
 
    For once, the Immadian Princess was speechless. 
 
    Tytiana could have kissed her sister. Then, she bent down and did just so. “Sariaki, I have a secret I’m going to whisper in your ear.” 
 
    “A secret?” 
 
    “She is a real Princess.” 
 
    “Ooh!” 
 
    “Aye, all the way from Immadia.” 
 
    Jakani put in, “And, she’s a Dragoness. Her name’s Shalanya.” 
 
    Saraiki wrinkled her nose at him. “You’re silly.” 
 
    Suddenly, there came a piercing scream from deeper in the house. “There’s a beast in my kitchen! Shoo! Bad … thing! Bad!” 
 
    “I am an intelligent creature, noble –” 
 
    “Nose out of my pantry. Out!” 
 
    “Ouch! Kindly keep your rolling pin to yourself, madam!” 
 
    The Princess rolled her eyes. “Flicker. Honestly! Can’t take him anywhere.” 
 
    Tytiana said, “Sari, could you take Princess Shalanya to the kitchens as quickly as possible, please? I fear Cook may shortly have one of her episodes, and then no-one will be eating this week.” 
 
    With that arranged, she was able to speak to Zihaeri and Quiraeli in more detail. The sisters stood with their hands pressed to their mouths as she summarised the events and what they had learned up to their father’s demise. Poor Qui! She could have easily blended with any of their bed sheets, and she was shaking uncontrollably, as if she had caught a chill. 
 
    Meantime, Nanny appeared to have staged a satisfactory recovery, judging by the volume of complaints from the next room. As soon as she tottered in, it was hot sweet drinks for everyone, and, “Islands’ sakes, an important visitor? Why does nobody tell me anything around here?” Nanny smothered Tytiana in hugs, brokenly explaining that someone had clobbered her, left her in a closet which she had kicked open when the fire started, and absconded with the priceless dress to boot. The dress had been recovered when a criminal tried to sell it at market, and the shopkeeper recognised the apparently famous garment. 
 
    For Jakani, she had a suspicious glare. “Would you be a lamko, boy?” 
 
    She saw the moment he began to cast his eyes down, as old habits bit hard. Then his back straightened and Jakani said, “Aye, lady. I am the lamko who pulled Tytiana out of that tower.” 
 
    His manner dared her to take the issue further. 
 
    Oh, he was so outrageously kissable, Tytiana wanted nothing more in the world to make Nanny faint again, but she suspected that might be a touch cruel. Instead, she said, “Nanny, you had best be the first to know. Jakani is an Onyx-Gold Shapeshifter Dragon. The proper form of address for him is ‘noble Jakani’ or ‘noble Dragon.’ ” 
 
    Nanny made a faint gasp. 
 
    Zihaeri said crossly, “Don’t tease Nanny so, Tytiana! Especially not today.” 
 
    “Nanny, we really need some sweet things. Better still, a nutritious meal,” Tytiana ordered, but gently. 
 
    “I’ll … do that.” 
 
    Poor Nanny. She sincerely hoped she had not looked as if she had enjoyed introducing Jakani in that way. Taking Zihaeri by the hand, even though her sister appeared incensed, she said quietly, “Zihaeri, this is the man I am in love with. Aye, he is a Dragon, and I’ll swear that is true on anything you wish. And the reason I am not holding his hand or kissing him right now is because you are Avowed and the last thing I’d want in the world is for you to lose your Mister Handsome right now. But I also want you to understand that some things are going to change on this estate. You can either be with me, or you can watch as a bystander from House White as I turn this entire culture upside down, starting with House Cyraxana.” 
 
    To her immense frustration, Zihaeri promptly burst out laughing! 
 
    Tytiana clenched her flaming fists. “Zihaeri!” 
 
    “Peace.” Jakani stepped between them. “Zihaeri, please don’t misunderstand –” 
 
    “Oh no, I understand perfectly. All my life I’ve been waiting for Tytiana to start some kind of revolution, and now here it is. Just … on this day, it’s a lot to take in. I’ve a few ideas about what we might do – profit sharing with all the castes and workers, for example – and eventually, doing away with the castes altogether! Plus, we’ve an unfortunately numerous coterie of relatives and business ‘acquaintances’ who will without a doubt endeavour to take advantage of this unfortunate situation to seize control of House Cyraxana.” 
 
    She suddenly sobbed against her clenched fist; Tytiana held her sister close. “Sorry. I know I’m an insensitive fire-raging clod sometimes.” 
 
    Rubbing her eyes fiercely, Zihaeri said, “Let me just get my feet under me for a minute, alright? Suffering caroli! That’s a live and kicking Princess of Immadia, Flicker is the one from the inconceivably ancient ballad of Hualiama Dragonfriend, and Mister Handsome over there who runs through blazing towers for fun is a freaking rare Shapeshifter Dragon?” 
 
    Eeee … Jakani squeaked, blushing like a firestorm. 
 
    Tytiana coloured furiously, too. “Ah, is now the moment to explain that we girls have a nickname for you?” 
 
    “Now … or, never?” he spluttered, seeming to grow more overheated by the second. She had never seen him turn quite that colour before. “I – oh – oh no!” 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    That was how Tytiana skinned her knee, and broke her temporary artificial leg in the bargain. 
 
    For the first time in their lives, Zihaeri and Quiraeli ended up in the paws of a Dragon. Jakani was slipping everywhere on the slick marble floor until he worked out how to keep his balance, dancing and skidding while spluttering apologies, and he did manage to catch two sisters out of three … but the displacement impact of his transformation had struck her across the hallway, and the temporary peg splintered against the first step of the towering main staircase. As for his clothing, well, there was not much left that was usable. 
 
    Quiraeli burst out laughing. “No lies, Tyti?” 
 
    “No lies,” she shot back, finding a seat on the steps. “So, how do you girls like my little Dragon?” 
 
    GNARRR!! 
 
    Zihaeri said, “Maybe we can use you to keep the relatives in line, noble Jakani? Or actually, I’ve a better idea. As the closest surviving relatives, we could group our shares together and sell a controlling interest in House Cyraxana to the Kingdom of Immadia for a defined period of time. That would keep the windrocs from pecking too aggressively about these parts – and meantime give us opportunity to push through some changes. Do you think your tame Princess would be game for that?” 
 
    “Tame?” said Shalanya, strolling up the hallway toward them. “Do have a care for whom you’re insulting, Choice Zihaeri. I’m nice, but I am most certainly not tame! Anyways, I do happen to represent one of the richest Islands in the Island-World. How many Houses would you like me to purchase today? And what percentage profit will I be making out of saving your pretty necks?” 
 
    Zihaeri’s eyes narrowed in a way Tytiana recognised all too well. “Zihaeri, play fair.” 
 
    Her sister pasted on the sweetest and most utterly fake smile she could manage. “Islands’ greetings, rich girl. How can I help put the glittering abundance of your treasury to good use, you ask? Let me make you a proposal.” 
 
    Jakani cleared his throat. “May I remind you, you’re bargaining with a Dragon?” 
 
    “Seems I might end up being related to one.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having no idea how he might turn up as a Dragon and introduce himself to his parents, who had only raised him from babyhood, Jakani Shifted back to his Human form, borrowed the plainest and least wealthy-looking clothing he could find, and decided to take a little run while Shalanya and the Choices put meat on the framework they had designed. Pooling their three shares, the Choices held a thirty-five percent interest in the family business, a mere fraction larger than their late father’s share, and that by legal fiat gave them a controlling vote – until someone worked out what they were doing, and formed a counter-alliance. Therefore, they had to work fast but legally to ink a binding agreement on scrolleaf before any well-meaning relatives could interfere. 
 
    Basically, sell the House out from under the relatives’ avaricious noses before they sniffed the lay of the silk, as Zihaeri put it. Then, in two years’ time, Immadia would be contractually bound to return the controlling interest for a tidy profit. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Join me later?” he asked Tytiana. 
 
    “Aye. As soon as the ink’s done sanding and we’ve sealed this beast,” she replied. Zihaeri was still writing furiously on quite the largest piece of scrolleaf he had ever seen, her quill pen scratching away industriously. Writing was another art he’d need to master one day. “Run safely.” 
 
    “I’m a Dragon.” 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    “Aargh – I’m off before you embarrass me again.” 
 
    Her laughter rang in his ears as he set off from the estate House, but Jakani did wonder if he detected a hint of ambivalence in her teasing. This Dirt Picker felt exactly the same. It was so peculiar to run the same trails he had always run, yet to know with every step that he was different. Changed. An allegedly powerful, noble and mystical creature of fire and air, who owned the very vaults of the heavens as his own. He still felt like that young man who used to run this way merely for the joy – and sometimes suffering, truth be told – of spending time in the Choice Tytiana’s company. And, she loved him? Somehow, he feared to wake up with a bruise upon his forehead, having fallen out of his bunk bed and realising this was all a crazy dream. 
 
    The running was good. 
 
    The pain in his shoulder, not so good. 
 
    Evidently Flicker had been right on the mark when he advised that a Dragon’s resources took time to recover – very rapidly in comparison to Human equivalents, but all the same, the battles and travel had made for tough going for an undersized fledgling. 
 
    Thanks, Flicker! 
 
    Yet when he thought upon his family, the miles flew joyously beneath his feet. Charging through the still, hot late afternoon, the familiar smells of rich loam and fenturi fruit and the slight acid tang of spider droppings filling his lungs. The suns-light, ruddy and comforting through the arched burgundy boughs. He was a barefoot Dirt Picker, yet not. He could fly this Isle upon a whim. His family could not. They were rooted, he was born to soar. They were poor, and he had the riches of an entire Island-World at his fingertips. 
 
    Disconcerting. Humbling. 
 
    To his surprise, the realisation brought tears to his eyes. 
 
    Coming at last to the stream at the base of his small village on the green-grassed hillside, he knew he looked at the place with new eyes, and took a moment to compose himself. No, this was no Palace of Immadia. This was no House Cyraxana. This was his home, and he would never be ashamed of who he was and where he came from, he vowed. Still, small and rudimentary as the huts seemed to him now, the simplicity of this lifestyle called to his inmost feelings. Smokey food scents – delicious. There was goodness here. Home and hearth, love and laughter, and a door that stood a little ajar as if to welcome a sojourner, or a son. 
 
    He splashed cool stream water on his face and gave his black mop a cursory run-through with his fingers. No, that would never suffice for a Princess or a Choice, but he was neither of those, was he? 
 
    He was lamko. 
 
    He was Jakani, the Nikuko warrior. 
 
    He was an Onyx-Gold Shapeshifter Dragon, who feared nothing more than his family’s reaction when they learned what he had become. 
 
    Thus it was that as he walked up to the hut, his heartbeat thundered rapidly behind his ears, and he felt faint. Still, he enjoyed surprises. That was, until he heard a woman sobbing. Mother! Oh Fra’anior, what have I done … why had he not come earlier? 
 
    Throwing caution to the windrocs, Jakani shouldered the front door open. “Mom! Dad! I’m home!” 
 
    The sobbing cut off sharply. Mayoko screamed! Sokadan, over by the hearth, knelt chisel in hand, staring past the tabletop with huge eyes. Airi, dear little Airi, came hurtling out of their parents’ bedroom like a startled dragonet, her black hair whipping about, half-braided. She ambushed his midsection with a wild sob, and then he was holding her as her little fists beat against his chest. “Jaki, Jaki, Jaki, where you been?” 
 
    “I’m back, sweet pea. Look, I’m safe and well.” 
 
    “Your arm’s in a sling,” Mayoko pointed out coolly. Jakani just beckoned to her. Her face crumpled; his so-serious little sister almost tripped over Sokadan as she rounded their table and flung herself into his arms, jolting his injured shoulder. “Brother! Dad said – bad Dragon – and a fire? You left without saying anything.” 
 
    “It’s been an adventure, baby sis.” 
 
    She held him fiercely. “No having adventures without us! It is not permitted.” 
 
    Leaning down, Jakani reached for Sokadan. “Come here, you.” 
 
    Then he saw Isimi swinging out of the bedroom on hands and knees, her face alight with hope and wonder, grimy cheeks stained with tears, and he wondered that she did not look fifty years older. So worn with care for her absent son. He lurched toward her, became tangled up in Airi’s feet, and toppled. A twist onto his right side thankfully brought them all down safely albeit with a jarring thump, and then his precious mother scrambled over to throw herself upon his neck, kissing him over and over, and sobbing even more wildly than before, only these tears were different. Joy reigned! 
 
    Then, amidst the turmoil, they heard running feet outside and the oft-abused front door slammed open a second time. Hanzaki, followed by shy Arzan. His father gasped, “The neighbour – she said – Jakani! Oh, my son, my son …” 
 
    “Hey, come pile on, Dad. Arzan! Don’t you dare – oof – just stand there.” 
 
    Crazy Sakazi family. Had anyone peered through the doorway just then, they would have seen a jumble of limbs and a tangle of laughter, and wondered what kind of family held wrestling matches on their hut’s floor. Even Hanzaki was in the thick of it all, tickling Airi’s ear and pulling Arzan deeper into the pile. Mayoko wriggled and complained, but not very much. As for Isimi, he thought she would never stop crying, but after a long, long time she rocked back onto her knees and scolded: 
 
    “So? You run off with barely a word and come back weeks later. Where have you been, son? We were beside ourselves!” 
 
    He tried his most scamp-ish grin. “To Immadia and back, just to see the sights – ouch! Mom, I’m serious. I saw the mountains of Immadia, and they were beautiful. Plus, I returned with my girl.” 
 
    Isimi’s eyes widened. “Oh? She’s your girl now?” 
 
    “Jakani’s in love? Ew,” Mayoko put in primly. “You’re a terrible fibber, Jaki.” 
 
    “Alright, Mayoko. I brought back a Princess from Immadia especially to meet you. Ouch! Mom! Suffering caroli, I’m trying to tell the truth here.” 
 
    “That’s a love-smack,” Isimi advised. “For all the worry you caused.” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly intentional. I didn’t plan on getting kidnapped by a rogue Dragon, for example, who did turn out to be good in the end – so there’s a result.” 
 
    “Jakani!” Hanzaki roared. “Right, everyone, to the table. Son, can you try, please, to tell us what happened from the beginning so that we actually understand in some kind of coherent order what happened to you? The messages from the House were more garbled than any spider’s web – you died, you lived, you ran off with the Choice, you walked through fire, you charged into the Ball like a crazy man, all afire … even that you set the fire yourself!” 
 
    He nodded. “Well, almost all of the above, give or take, Dad – ouch! When will people stop hitting me? Honestly! Anyone would think you’re my family or something.” 
 
    “What’s family for, I ask you?” Sokadan chuckled, reaching out. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Considering the twenty-odd interruptions from glad neighbours, friends and more distant relatives all coming to congratulate the Sakazi family on the safe return of their son, he had only reached the point in his story when he woke up in captivity in Immadia, when there came yet another knock upon the door, this time, rather than upon the lintel as was the lamko way. 
 
    Jakani bolted off his chair. “I’ll get this one, Dad.” 
 
    His mother looked most amused at his wasp-stung reaction, but her expression soon switched to alarmed wonder as a small procession entered her house – first Tytiana, then the Princess of Immadia, and now Flicker, Zihaeri, Quiraeli and even Sariaki. 
 
    He bowed stiffly as the girls plus dragonet lined up awkwardly just inside the doorway. The shoulder was not comfortable. War wounds were far more glamorous in the ballads than in real life. 
 
    Tytiana returned his bow graciously, the wealth of her hair sliding about her shoulders until it almost swept their dirt floor. “Family Sakazi, I am most honoured to visit your home once more. I bring with me Her Royal Highness the Princess Shalanya of Immadia, an Albino Shapeshifter Dragoness, and this is the most noble Flicker, legendary companion to Hualiama Dragonfriend, and these are my honoured sisters, the Choices Zihaeri, Quiraeli and Sariaki. We are privileged and delighted to make your acquaintance, and we hope that the friendship between our families will be a deep and long-lasting one.” 
 
    Shalanya and Flicker also greeted the stunned Sakazi family warmly, before Zihaeri stepped forward with a deep genuflection. She said, “Much has changed these last few weeks. We regret disturbing your happy family reunion like this, but we have some important matters to discuss, and I in particular will need your help, Mister and Mrs Sakazi, as we seek to chart a way forward for this estate following the lamentable death of my father, the High Master Juzzakarr.” 
 
    The family gasped. 
 
    “Jakani?” Tytiana smiled at him, which did not help his composure one bit. 
 
    “Uh, aye. Introductions. I’m sorry, we don’t have enough seats –” 
 
    “We’ve a new bench outside, brother,” said Sokadan, in a decidedly edgy voice. “I made it for another family, but I’m sure they wouldn’t mind a little royal usage. Probably make the bench famous.” 
 
    Shalanya chuckled warmly and turned the full power of her dimples upon the occupants of the table. “I hear there’s a master craftsman in the house. That must be you, Sokadan?” 
 
    “Er … umm,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Very well,” said Jakani. He introduced his family in the approved manner, before adding, “Now, if I may be so bold as to suggest seating arrangements? Sariaki, would you snug up with Airi on the bench? You are the same age, I believe.” 
 
    “Ooh, we can be friends!” Sariaki piped. 
 
    Airi patted the spot. “Come on! Isn’t your hair pretty? I like your bows.” 
 
    “Here, I brought some butterfly clips for you,” Sari said. “Qui said these would look the best in dark hair. I think she’s right. See?” 
 
    “Ooh, pretty!” 
 
    With the youngest ones already making friends, to his delight, Jakani continued, “Shalanya and Zihaeri, you’ll squeeze in beside my Mom and Dad – if you shift up one, Dad, please? Arzan, over here with me. Mayoko, will you take the seat next to the Princess? Good, that works. Quiraeli, there’s a spot open next to Sokadan.” Conveniently! “That seat, if you please. Flicker –” 
 
    “I rather fancy the warmth of this hearth fire,” he said, “but I would not wish to disturb an artist’s workspace.” 
 
    “Disturb away,” said Sokadan. 
 
    “He speaks?” Airi squeaked, then clapped her hands to her mouth. “Sorry, noble Flickery.” 
 
    Sari giggled merrily, “That’s Flicker, you silly. And, he’s super-old. Like, centuries. He’s the daddy of that egg my sister and your brother found –” 
 
    “Speaking of which, where has that rascally egg vanished to this time?” asked Tytiana, patting the pockets of her sleek, soft peach silk dress. “I could have sworn – no, not in my belt pouch either. I give up. Mrs Sakazi, how do you ever teach children to behave?” 
 
    Jakani lent her a hand as Tytiana awkwardly lowered herself onto the bench. She whispered that her backup foot wasn’t as flexible as the previous one. He hardly minded. There wasn’t much space left on the bench with a dozen people crammed around the table, so they touched at knee, hip and elbow. Hardship? What hardship? 
 
    Isimi chuckled, “I’m hardly any expert, Choice Tytiana. Please call me Isimi. And my husband is Hanzaki.” 
 
    Raising his hands, Hanzaki said formally, “O Fra’anior, we grieve the loss of a man who was father to these young women. I pray the wisdom and peace of the Ancient Onyx be accorded unto them, that they may deeply grieve their loss yet know the transcendent comfort of the eternal fire that you set alight in all of our hearts. Let it be.” 
 
    Jakani saw a glimmering tear form in Tytiana’s eye at this blessing. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    Then there was quiet, as no-one seemed to know what to say or where to start. So much brimmed between them. Uncertainty. Hope. Awkwardness. Here was his family sitting with a Princess at table, Islands’ sakes! Some sat in rags, the others were finely dressed with jewels upon brow, wrist and neck. Yet was this not a picture of what could be? 
 
    His father said, “Honoured Choice, how may we serve? What help may we provide?” 
 
    Deep in his mind, he heard Flicker say, You haven’t told them yet, have you? 
 
    No, noble Flicker. I didn’t get a chance. 
 
    Fear not, son. I’ve seen a few families in my years. This is one of, if not the finest I have ever had the privilege to sit amongst. When he snorted slightly, mentally, without meaning to, the dragonet added calmly, I am most certainly old enough and ugly enough to know exactly what I’m talking about, and far too grumpy to bother to lie to you! So shut your fangs for once, youngling. 
 
    Sorry, noble Fl –  
 
    “Ouch!” Jakani exclaimed aloud as a now-familiar, hard ovoid pinged off his head. His hand snapped out to catch the gilded egg. Exactly the same spot. Never failed. 
 
    It was wriggling! Tapping! He opened his fingers. 
 
    “Oh!” Tytiana gasped as the egg bounced off his hand and rolled toward her lap. She fumbled, caught it, and then exclaimed again, “Oh! Rainbows and – I think it’s – aye!” Come to mama, little one. 
 
    Krack. A tiny white snout with an ever-so-delicately rose tip peeked out of a crack in the eggshell. Everyone leaned forward as one, for there on the palm of her upraised hand, the eggshell split in two and now, preening and arching her back as though she had slept for the longest time, they saw a perfect white dragonet, a mere six inches long but already resplendent in her Dragonish perfection. Pinprick talons. Wings already unfurling and filling with blood, seeming to stiffen before their amazed gazes. Eyes of a delicate, chrysoprase green, filled with living fire. 
 
    Burbling a wordless song, the mite rubbed lovingly against the ball of Tytiana’s thumb. Then, she strolled up the Choice’s sleeve with utter insouciance, scrabbled a little awkwardly over the slight shoulder-ruff of her dress, brushing through the fall of crimson-gold hair, and snuggled herself against the pulse of Tytiana’s neck. 
 
    The girl’s eyes flew wide. “She says her name is Wink.” 
 
    Blessed eggling, she is born! Flicker exulted. 
 
    What a miracle of birth had just taken place on a tabletop! 
 
    Reaching out, Jakani tickled the dragonet beneath the chin. “Hey, beautiful. Welcome to the family. We’ve a great deal to thank you for.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Dragon in the Room 
 
      
 
    WITH ZIHAERI HAPPILY expounding her ideas to Jakani’s Dad and Mom, the rest of the family began to grow restless. Qui and Sokadan were obviously not looking at each other in the most hilariously uncomfortable way, Sari was dressing Airi’s hair, and the Princess appeared to be having a conversation with Flicker in her mind. At least, her face looked curiously blank and Flicker was not being his usually snarky self. That left her to cuddle the newborn Wink and to marvel at how different the vibe in the Sakazi household was to her own. They certainly seemed fine with Jakani being a Dragon! 
 
    Amazing parents. 
 
    There they were, Isimi kneeling on her chair and Hanzaki sitting bolt-upright as ever, as Shalanya joked about her new ownership of House Cyraxana. “Oh, and I annexed Pla’arna Cluster in the name of Immadia, too. Did Jakani tell you that? No? Stupidly modest, I’ll have you know. I suppose he didn’t tell you, either, that between them, he and Tytiana defeated over a hundred pirate Dragons all at once? There was this huge battle in the cavern where she was being held, and they basically just chewed up the biggest, roughest, toughest crowd of Dragons you have ever seen. It was a sight to behold, I tell you. Then, they petitioned me to free all the Human slaves up there. So far we’ve found 5,459 people who were enslaved underground. Some had lived their entire lives with barely a sight of the suns.” 
 
    “Terrible,” said Hanzaki. 
 
    “Well, Jakani didn’t get that far with his story,” Isimi put in. 
 
    Cyanku and her family had talked about coming to Helyon Island, Tytiana remembered. They still needed to work out how that could be arranged. The fresh air and suns-shine would be wonderful for them; it seemed Pla’arna had little to offer by way of arable land, but quite a number of the slaves had wanted to remain there. She must talk to Shalanya about how they could support those people in making new lives for themselves. 
 
    “I have to tell you this part! They make the most fantastic team,” Shalanya continued to expound. “Jakani has these crazy moves, like – hai! Hiiiiya! And he drops Dragons three times his size! I’ve never heard of strength like that. I mean, I’m reasonably strong in my Dragoness-form, but Jakani’s kind of insane! You should have seen what he did to my holding cell. Practically tore it to pieces.” 
 
    “You’re a real Shapeshifter?” Sokadan asked. 
 
    “Aye.” She nodded soberly. “Pink and white Dragoness, in keeping with my Human colouration. Now, noble Jakani is really cool. He’s a –” 
 
    “Hey, anyone thirsty?” Jakani said loudly. “Can I raid the water barrel?” 
 
    “Noble Jakani?” his father echoed. 
 
    A shiver ran up Tytiana’s spine. He hadn’t – no. Surely? How exactly did one break this sort of news to parents, anyways? His father’s face had gone very grim indeed. Blank. Inwardly furious. As if sensing the change in mood, Wink leaped off her shoulder and reappeared on Airi’s lap. The little girl gave a squeak of delight. Wink curled up there with a quite astonishing degree of smugness. 
 
    “Did I hear right?” Hanzaki asked. 
 
    “I’ll carry on with the tale in just a moment,” Jakani said, his desperation starting to show. Her heart throbbed for his pain. 
 
    “Hanzaki, it’s all going to be different now,” Isimi continued peaceably. “I’m sure Jakani and the Choice Tytiana – I mean – oh no. Have you – you aren’t trying to tell us in a nice way that it’s over between you?” 
 
    “Mom, no,” he spluttered. 
 
    “Definitely not that,” his father insisted. “I was quite certain I heard –” 
 
    “Well, Choice Tytiana? Were the differences just too much?” Isimi’s motherly protectiveness developed fangs across the table. “Were we not good enough for you in the final judgement?” 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “Isimi,” Hanzaki said severely, “we cannot speak to the Choice like this!” 
 
    Nor could Tytiana stand the depth of distress in Jakani’s mother’s eyes. ‘Am I too crippled for you, Choice? Is our family too raggedy and unwashed?’ All those years of pain. She must think the very worst of a wealthy heiress’ intentions. 
 
    “Mister and Mrs Sakazi, I love your son quite unreasonably – I mean, that came out so badly,” she stammered, willing her flame … begging … but it would not be stanched. Her hair came alive behind her. “I’ll never stop loving him! But, I just can’t – oh, how do I even begin …” Isimi’s expression almost screamed, ‘Prove it! Liar!’ “I want you to know that Jakani is my forever-love, and that I’d swear – oh, to hells with all these taboos! Watch this. I’ll show you exactly how I feel!” 
 
    Grabbing Jakani about the neck as he shouted in dismay, Tytiana kissed his cheek as close to his mouth as she could. Lingeringly. Thou, Jakani. Lips soft yet demanding. He could not resist. Despite all his fear and panic, his head turned unbidden to return her kiss with incandescent, explosive passion. Thou, oh, thou! Oh! 
 
    “Ew, gross,” said Mayoko. 
 
    Isimi made a soft approving noise. Hanzaki was probably imagining a lightning-bolt would flash from the heavens and immolate them all for this transgression. 
 
    This time, Tytiana felt the moment Jakani changed. The magic’s rising, ineffable and infinitely complex. He could no less have prevented Shifting than the Moons could have stopped in their orbits. But what he did do, was fling himself backward so that his Dragon-body, all twenty-nine feet of it from muzzle-tip to tail, burst into being in the space between the bench at the table and the front doorway. The wall groaned and bulged, while the bench tipped over forwards. His tail curled into his parents’ bedroom, while his head and upper torso curved around the back of Sokadan’s high seat to rest upon Flicker’s back. 
 
    There was a silence that more than defined the word. 
 
    Despite that she was squashed against the table, Tytiana groaned, “Oh Jakani, I’m sorry I’m such an impulsive idiot sometimes.” 
 
    “Suffering caroli!” he groaned back. “I guess this makes me the proverbial Dragon in the room?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Turning aside to the demure beauty seated beside him, Sokadan said drolly, “Cool! Do all your family’s kisses do that, o Choice Quiraeli?” 
 
    Flicker was the first to snort with laughter. Shalanya’s high-pitched peals of merriment followed, and then Hanzaki’s stern demeanour cracked to allow several gruff barks of disbelieving laughter to emerge. Poor Quiraeli had no idea where to look. She turned a magnificent shade of pink and started giggling nervously. Airi and Sariaki just sat there with their mouths hanging agape. As for his mother, Jakani could not even begin to imagine what she thought. He pressed his double-eyelids shut and wished this humiliation were over. 
 
    The large white dragonet pushed out from beneath his neck, shook out his wings with a dry rustle, and said, “Amongst a rare race, Jakani is a rarity indeed. His heart, his courage and his skills set him apart, and I daresay, standing here beside this hearth, I can see that the character of this family is one of the finest strengths of his heritage. I compliment you upon raising a fine son, and a very fine Shapeshifter Dragon, Mister and Mrs Sakazi.” Another rustle? Was that a wingtip-genuflection? “You see now reason for the fires and the signature strength within him; also for the fires that he and Tytiana share. I believe she is another kind of Shapeshifter, but we will not have confirmation until we travel to Fra’anior Cluster to meet the man we hope is her true father.” 
 
    How desperately he appreciated Flicker for taking command of this moment; for giving them all a second’s chance to breathe, to think, to react. 
 
    Flicker said, “I believe Jakani may not have had chance to relate how, at Immadia’s Royal Palace, we found in the downstairs a picture of a family who must have without a doubt been your long-ago ancestors. The man, Jinichi, was a famous Nikuko warrior and a Shapeshifter Dragon. The heritage of Shapeshifters can be very peculiar indeed. Their powers can repeat every generation, or skip many generations. Fires can rise spontaneously within people, as they do with some Dragons who discover the power to change into a Human form – just as the ballads teach us. And that makes Jakani a member of a noble lineage that traces its origins back to my very own Hualiama Dragonfriend. By word, deed and nature, Jakani and Tytiana are noble Dragons indeed.” 
 
    Tytiana gasped, “Flicker, you’re fading …” 
 
    Jakani’s eyes snapped open. “Flicker? What the –” 
 
    “My work here is done, and the fires call me home,” he said softly, rising into the air without the slightest movement of his wings. His body had begun to glow like the softest starlight playing upon snow. “Shalanya, it was a privilege. Jakani, Tytiana, and all your families – likewise. Wink, come with me now. I have some people I want you to meet; people I have missed for far too long.” 
 
    Shalanya cried, “Flicker, wait! What about Fra’anior Cluster?” 
 
    “I’ll pass you the image in a dream tonight,” he whispered. “I’ll return Wink to you soon, my precious ones. Fly well, fly high; fly with Fra’anior to all the Islands of your lives!” 
 
    Even as Jakani bowed, and his father stood to bow respectfully, Flicker faded from their sight. Wink stood up in Airi’s lap, gave everyone what had to be the cheekiest little chirrup in existence accompanied by a long, slow wink of her left eye, and promptly winked out of existence. 
 
    “So named, so she is,” he snorted softly. 
 
    Tytiana said, “Jakani, could you try sucking in your ribs so that I can actually move, or could we shift this table a foot or so that-a-way?” 
 
    But his attention was upon Hanzaki, who had stepped up to the hearth stones and was regarding him with one of his fatherly-inscrutable expressions. He said, “You truly are Jakani? You expect me to believe I have raised a Dragon?” 
 
    “Aye, father. I’m sorry I couldn’t … it was too hard to say,” he said, lifting his head to return his father’s scrutiny. “Is this as weird for you as it is for me?” 
 
    “Aye, more than! To hear ballads and then to experience the reality in your own flesh and blood!” He shook his head slowly. “Holy Fra’anior! I am breathless with awe. So did I understand correctly that you three, together with Flicker and his egg, rescued Tytiana, destroyed the pirate cabals, annexed an entire Cluster, freed thousands of slaves, defeated a High Master of Helyon, and return with a plan to change every social structure this Island has ever known – plus, you’re a Dragon?” 
 
    “That’s … uh, fairly … accurate. Aye.” 
 
    “I cannot imagine how hard that was – and this is,” his father said, and bowed to him. Deeply. “Hai-hakairi! Noble Jakani, my son. Hai-hakairi! Noble Tytiana. Hai-hakairi! Noble Shalanya.” 
 
    His entire draconic being jolted. Such a commendation! “I … am honoured beyond words, father.” 
 
    Isimi quavered, “Come over here, Jakani.” 
 
    “I – I’ll squash someone. I think. Would you?” He reached a paw around to her seat, and sucked in his flank at the same time. Tytiana made her escape. Isimi scrambled aboard, fitting neatly into his palm, and he drew her close. 
 
    She touched his cheek gently, near the eye where the scales were unexpectedly responsive. “Jakani?” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Aye, I see the mischief in your eyes.” 
 
    “Weirdly, it is me inside here, Mom. Just the same Jakani, but different at the same time. All my memories are intact, but it seems my thoughts and perceptions are processed through different channels and filters. Including magic. My core values and honour remain the same, but possessing this kind of power is an enormous change. I remain Jakani, your son.” 
 
    She breathed, “Alright. Forgive me – forgive us, Jakani, if this takes some getting used to. All of this!” 
 
    Shalanya said, “Airi, this means you can ask your brother for rides whenever you like. Right up into the sky.” 
 
    Airi did not look at all convinced, but Sariaki clapped her hands excitedly. 
 
    “Uh, not right now,” said the Onyx-Gold Dragon. “I’m too exhausted to shift again, and I couldn’t fit out of the doorway if I tried. Can we settle for a little storytelling – the full story, this time? With Dragons?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With the storytelling done, sleepy children having been whisked off into bed, and the Choices having departed by means of scrambling over his five-foot-tall rump, together with the Princess of Immadia, Jakani the Dragon settled down for a good snooze. At least his parents had not screamed or fainted or tried to break broomsticks over his spiky head. However, the whispering in their room did take a very long time to abate. He had to hum to himself to stop his excellent Dragon hearing from picking up every word. Airi had given him a kiss goodnight. 
 
    That made a great many things very much better indeed. 
 
    He supposed having a Dragon for a big brother could be pretty amazing for someone who was knocking on seven. Mayoko had just ordered him not to Dragon-snore. Or else. 
 
    In the morning, Airi woke him up by expedient of jumping on his nose and demanding her Dragon-ride, right now! So this was what it felt like to be a novelty. Only, he could not fit out of the front door without doing some ambitious architectural redesign, so he was forced to transform twice, and that definitely clued him in to the fact that this was not an every-hour activity. 
 
    Then, he took his little sister for her first flight. Wow! What a dawn! What fun they had together, with Airi clasped safely in his paws, and her alternatively chuckling helplessly, peppering him with questions, and commenting about all the sights as he wheeled over Helyon Island. For his part, the wonder just swelled inside his soul until he reached a state of strange fire-exultation. To fly was a freedom and a gift priceless beyond imagination. To a man steeped in a culture of honour, the implications were also immense, for he knew that power also entailed responsibility. 
 
    Later, he flew up to House Cyraxana to find ten relatives departing in various states of high dudgeon and disgust. He supposed the news would be all over Helyon Island within the hour. They certainly knew to glower at an Onyx-Gold Dragon. Jakani stared them down. Bah. Puny Humans! 
 
    Unholy caroli, where had that thought sprung from? 
 
    He strolled up the front steps, talons clicking sharply on the white stone, and poked his muzzle inside the front door. It was more than wide and tall enough for a Dragon. “Busy morning, Choice Zihaeri? All calm in House Cyraxana?” 
 
    “They were gobbling up our household budget anyways,” Zihaeri growled, in place of ‘Islands’ greetings,’ or something polite. “And take your flunkies with you!” 
 
    “More profit for me,” Shalanya said, rubbing her hands gleefully. 
 
    Jakani carefully retracted his talons to avoid scratching up their pristine white marble floors, thinking, at least no servants were fainting today. “You two are enjoying this far too much.” 
 
    “Would we?” the Princess batted her eyelashes playfully. 
 
    Zihaeri sighed. “More work for me.” 
 
    “To work, minion!” Shalanya chortled. Apparently the Choice was in no mood to find this funny. 
 
    Tytiana called from upstairs, on the first landing, “Noble Dragon, what think you of this for a casual dress to wear to the wedding?” 
 
    He raised his muzzle. Deep apricot with golden flames rising from the hem and deep-cut sleeves? He involuntarily spurted flame out of his nostrils, crisping an indoor plant, rather sadly. The rumbling of what he belatedly realised was his draconic fires reached a throbbing pitch. 
 
    She seemed suitably gratified by his reaction, whirling impetuously to address whomever she had just been speaking to. “Very good! Jakani likes this one. Tailor! I need this adjusted by this afternoon. Oh, noble Dragon? You need to come up to be measured. This is a royal wedding. No bare feet allowed.” 
 
    “Ah … I was kind of planning to slink around as a Dragon. Invisibly.” 
 
    Her effervescent laughter echoed throughout the tall main hallway, three stories high. He was so lost inside a house this size. What did one do with all these rooms? Were they just for show? She called down, “Alright, mister handsome-scales, you do look mighty fine in your native dress, but I suspect there will be occasions where Human-standard attire may be necessary. And I certainly don’t want all those Dragonesses out there panting over your gorgeous colouration and making shameless fire-eyes at my man.” 
 
    “Can I just wear you instead? Most perfect draconic raiment ever.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shalanya pretend to applaud. ‘Smooth,’ she mouthed. He started to scowl at her, then smiled. Toothily. 
 
    With a squeal of annoyance, a rather more fiery Tytiana than before vanished from sight. 
 
    “Huh. Can I handle women, or what?” he grunted. Zihaeri and Shalanya stared open-mouthed at him. “And my tongue is an instrument of equal poetry and idiocy, alright?” 
 
    Zihaeri made a ‘did I say anything?’ gesture. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remind you of that every minute for the rest of your life,” said the Immadian Princess. “Shoo, sulphur-breath, we women are busy making important plans here.” 
 
    “Like what to wear every minute of said day?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Jakani purred, “Zihaeri, remind me to make a list of every eligible Prince who will be attending the wedding, won’t you? I feel that the Princess of Extravagant Pink Sparkles has been sorely lacking entertainment in her cold, remote Northern home. On the other paw, what say you we pay someone to kidnap her?” 
 
    “Silence, thou musty yokel!” 
 
    Well, wasn’t that the problem? He had no clue how to behave at a royal wedding. Nor how to meet potential family that happened to include only the most famous clutch of Dragons in history. Feeling very much that plank-tongued peasant, Jakani sloped off to start his exercise in humiliation. Two minutes later, Sariaki collared him and demanded a flying lesson. Oh, if he had to! Tailors later. 
 
    Tytiana was not impressed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After a day in which Jakani frustrated the living spiders out of her by seeming to want to play with her sister rather than take seriously the matter of preparing for one of the most important events of her life, Tytiana slept restlessly and woke with a headache worthy of the Dragoness she seemed unable to become. This was the day. By the sounds of her rattling shutters a squall had set in, bringing soaking rain and a blustery wind that seemed the farthest weather from perking up her jittery mood. Suffering spiders! She leaped out of bed with a low yelp. Aye, the sheets were smouldering and Zihaeri would be having kittens over the cost of the damage. 
 
    Bringing a crystal jug of water from the bathroom, she made sure that the fire was completely dampened. Great start to her morning. 
 
    After a quick breakfast, Princess Shalanya joined her in the hallway and they packed a few last-minute necessities into a quartet of leather Dragon saddlebags. 
 
    “Wedding’s the day after tomorrow,” the Immadian said tersely. “Lovely weather, eh?” 
 
    “Where’s Jakani? He’s late.” 
 
    “Can’t you feel him, Tytiana?” 
 
    “Oh. Aye, I can.” She smiled thinly at the Princess. “Sorry. Bundle of nerves over here. He’s just landing outside. Come on. You get changed and we’ll load you off the first floor landing.” 
 
    “Can’t do this in my castle.” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    “Suffering spiders!” snorted Zihaeri. “It’s a touch early for this much pink Dragoness in my hallway. Oh, who’s knocking?” 
 
    “Another Dragon,” Tytiana said smugly. 
 
    Her sister gave her a longsuffering look. “No, I am not building an entire wing onto my future house just to accommodate your whims, Tytiana the Radical Red. At least this front door’s a decent size. Father’s one stipulation in the design – something suitably grand that would no doubt suit those crimson robes he always loved. Crazy man. Lug your luggage lugubriously up those stairs?” 
 
    As the doorman opened the front doors, the zesty breeze whirled inside, cool and moist. Jakani’s black and gold snout poked inside. “Room for a little one? It’s a mite damp out.” 
 
    “Ha, clean for a change, Dirt Picker?” Tytiana grinned. 
 
    “Hilarious,” he observed drolly. “And a very good morn to you all, ladies. Fetching outfit, Tytiana. I see we did not quite make it into the Dragon Rider trousers?” 
 
    “The family tailor threatened to quit. They’ve been our tailors for seven generations.” 
 
    “I see. One small revolution at a time,” said Jakani. 
 
    “You just want to see her in trousers,” Shalanya teased, rolling her eye-fires comically. 
 
    “Well, I don’t believe it’s against her religion, so aye, I do,” said he, taking all four saddlebags in one paw and bounding up to the first floor landing. “Let’s get that leather harness onto the Princess. Shame it doesn’t appear to come with a handy gag built in.” 
 
    “One Flicker in this company was quite enough,” Shalanya said crossly, waving a delicately pink but decidedly razor-sharp talon in his general direction. “Behave. I’m twice your size and ten times more beautiful.” 
 
    “Ooh, but Jakani’s soooo gorgeous,” Tytiana crooned, stroking his flank. Her Dragon promptly started steaming all over. 
 
    “Hey!” he snorted. 
 
    “Just helping you dry off.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Tytiana and Zihaeri helped Shalanya with the unfamiliar harness that buckled beneath her torso in two places, and also ratcheted tightly onto her spine-spikes above her shoulders. This secured the waterproof saddlebags a couple of feet behind the main bulk of her flight muscles in her powerful shoulders. There would normally be space for a Dragon Rider or two at most on a creature of Shalanya’s size, but Tytiana had elected to ride in Jakani’s paw. He also carried his own, very much smaller bag with a selection of outfits she knew were guaranteed to make a Dirt Picker desperately uncomfortable. 
 
    She ran over the information she had shared with the Princess last night. Right. Aranya’s family was perfectly enormous, but the people she was most interested in were Na’axion and his parents, Asturbar and Iridiana. Asturbar was a huge and powerful warrior from a tribe called the Azingloriax, while Iridiana, to Shalanya’s best knowledge, was also a Shapeshifter with ‘weird’ powers. Definitely ran in the family, she supposed. Unfortunately Shalanya was not a great source of genealogical information, by her own admission, having been a terrible recluse for more years than she cared to count, and not being interested in familial matters because it seemed that being stuck in faraway Immadia, she would never be able to meet anyone. Furthermore, many of them lived South of the Rift, in Herimor. How could they cross the uncrossable divide? Star Dragons had their ways, Tytiana was duly informed. 
 
    Aranya was married to Ardan and they had a perfectly eye-popping twenty-one children, plus a further nine who had passed on to the eternal fires. When she inquired why so many infant mortalities, Shalanya told her a harrowing tale of Herimor Shapeshifter parasites and assassins, and betrayal by one who had been a close family friend. She shared that she herself was a single egg birth, of Imanya the Silver Dragoness and Sarangatu the Grey. Imanya was Aranya’s seventh daughter; both of her shell-siblings had been lost to complex Shapeshifter poisons. 
 
    “Granny’s pregnant again, however,” she said glibly. “Clutch of six.” 
 
    “Six? At once? What do you even call that?” 
 
    “Sextuplets, or a double clutch,” the Princess had chuckled at Tytiana’s amazement. “Shifters usually give birth in triplets, but there are cases of single births or twins.” 
 
    Tytiana said, “Isn’t she a hundred years old?” 
 
    “More. Shapeshifters and Dragons live long, Tytiana.” 
 
    So much to learn about this new world she was entering, Tytiana thought, hugging Zihaeri one last time. The Albino Dragoness had already stepped out into the rain. If anything, it had intensified and was driving in diagonally on a stiff breeze. Oh well, the weather over at Fra’anior Cluster was meant to be lovely at most times of the year – hot and tropical, unless they hopped over into the middle of one of the infamous caldera storms. But the Princess said Flicker’s instructions had taken that possibility into account. 
 
    Jakani’s paw clasped her waist. “Ready?” 
 
    “Not very.” 
 
    All he did was press his hot Dragon lips against her cheek – fairly much kissing half of her face, but she did appreciate the gesture. “No need to swallow me whole.” 
 
    “Oops. Tasty titbit. Veeeerrrryyy tasty.” 
 
    “Despicable Dragon.” 
 
    “Gorgeous girl.” 
 
    “Pretty boy.” 
 
    “Fiery … um, whatever. I’m flying now. Please don’t make me burst into flame or anything.” 
 
    Walking down onto the lawn, Jakani launched into the air and joined Shalanya in the clouds. His flying in this adverse weather was not the best, but his draconic instincts did take care of most of the detail. One minute outside, and she was already soaked. Her titian braid stuck to the back of her azure riding gear, the skirts split for ease of movement and under-leggings added for reasons of padding, comfort and modesty. She had a spare foot in her bags, enough dresses for various occasions, and the hooped ball gown of her mother’s which she desperately wished to wear for Jakani. Best not to admit to anyone they planned to whisk a priceless family heirloom through a storm to faraway Fra’anior Cluster. 
 
    Tytiana swiped at the water sheeting down her face. Right. Here came the pink Dragoness from upwind, spraying her sparkle power as she focussed on sending them to Fra’anior Cluster. Two miles above the Palace and a touch offshore was the aim. Simple, right? 
 
    Just a few thousand leagues in a blink. 
 
    Then she realised from Shalanya’s expression that something was not quite right – the downpour was washing her magic out of the air – Jakani’s despairing lunge into the pink-tinged rain was probably the essence of foolishness – the Princess bellowed, STOP!! – and then she was falling free, free through the rain. Fra’anior was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Pink wings fluttered furiously against the storm as Shalanya surged to her side. “Darn – I didn’t anticipate – where’s Jakani?” 
 
    “Gone.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: Palace Raiders 
 
      
 
    BRIGHT SUNS-SHINE smote Jakani’s eyes repeatedly as he blurred and slipped through reality, like a scene viewed through rain-splattered crysglass. One moment he seemed to be slithering between raindrops as the Princess’ unique magic did something indescribably weird to his being, and the next, he remembered thinking, Pull yourself together, Jakani! He did exactly that. Having hauleed himself back from places weirder and farther than he could imagine, there was a distinct sense of pause-before-coalescing, and then he was all back in one piece again. 
 
    His Dragon hearts slammed wilfully about in his throat, deeper in his chest and somewhere near his stomach. The Onyx-Gold squeezed his eyes shut and shuddered. Close one. Teleportation held greater perils than they had ever imagined. 
 
    Skanky caroli! His paw was empty! 
 
    Tytiana! Ty … she was nowhere to be seen, but there was no profound sense of disconnection either. The inkling he had come to think of as her presence, dwelled inside of him, ineffable and serene, yet as alive as a bonfire’s shooting spark. Eternally shooting, never guttering. Curious how that sensation had become as natural to him as his own breathing. When had that happened? If she was safe, then they would come just as soon as Princess Shalanya lined up another shot of her pink sparkle power. 
 
    In that storm? Maybe not! 
 
    Opening his eyes, the small Dragon beheld Fra’anior Cluster for the very first time, and his heart vaulted back up into his throat for a completely different reason. Astonishing! Sublime! He winged above a crater of breathtaking proportions, so huge its smoking orange maw seemed more than capable of gobbling up entire Islands. From five or six miles altitude, he gazed down upon a slender coronet of verdant green Islands that curved away into the distance, lying along a rim wall which boasted secondary and even tertiary cones, most especially to his left paw. The ramparts of the Isles were sheer dark cliffs over four miles tall, all aglow in the light of an early dawn more luminous and vibrant than anything he had ever imagined. 
 
    Fra’anior’s breath! he exhaled slowly. 
 
    This was Fra’anior’s own Cluster. This caldera, the creator-Dragon was said to have inhabited in all his onyx immensity – suffering caroli, what manner of Dragon would it have taken to fill this place? 
 
    Compared to that, he must be a midget. A gadfly. 
 
    This volcano made Helyon look … well, shabby. Even Immadia, famously unique and beautiful with its white-capped mountains, would barely have occupied a corner of Fra’anior’s backyard. Beneath a shimmering dome of peach, orange and crimson dawn skies, the Isles shone like a delicate bracelet, bursting with bird and Dragon and dragonet life that he could observe in amazing detail from up here with his extraordinary Dragon sight. Ah, there would be the Human capital city, dead ahead as Flicker had predicted. The quality of the light was incredible. He could not fathom what the exact effect was – Tytiana might know, he supposed – but it made everything seem resplendent, gilded, majestic. Beauty to smite a soul with the awareness of infinitude. 
 
    Trimming his wings, Jakani settled into a comfortable glide as he goggled unashamedly. Now, Shalanya should make her appearance any moment, and – 
 
    HOLD, FOREIGN DRAGON! 
 
    The Onyx-Gold almost shed his scales in shock as a dark, sooty monster appeared right in front of him. He back-winged just in time to save himself a highly embarrassing and utterly futile collision with a humongous beast who appeared to share the Princess’ knack for appearing out of absolutely nowhere. 
 
    By Fra’anior’s own wings, where in these clear, glorious skies did one hide one of those? The new Dragon’s mouth alone was big enough to swallow Jakani whole, no exaggeration. His dark, brawny magnificence made Excorion look like a fledgling in comparison, and that Brown was no month-old stripling. 
 
    How did you come here, foreign fledgling? demanded the Black Dragon. How did you evade the Star Dragoness’ wards? What is your nefarious purpose in this subterfuge? 
 
    I … um, flew here, noble Dragon, Jakani spluttered. Are you … 
 
    He could do with a brainwave right now. All his Dragon’s mind could tell him was that this predator was lethal in a way he had never quite appreciated before, and that there were other Dragons scrambling toward them from every point of the compass, including high above. The watch on the wedding was far closer than Flicker had anticipated. And he was still floating right in front of a thicket of gleaming, four-foot fangs which looked all too recently polished for comfort. 
 
    I bid thee speak, thou stumble-tongued fool! 
 
    Well, Princess Shalanya sent me, noble – he pulled up in confusion as the huge Black Dragon started growling deep in his chest. What? Why are you – 
 
    LIAR! 
 
    Uh, no, I’m not lying, sir. Princess Shalanya, the Albino Dragoness, is just on her way here from – 
 
    HOW DARE YOU? IMPOSTOR! 
 
    An incredible peal of Dragon thunder pummelled him backward. Jakani had only just begun to realise that his ear canals had somehow pinched shut or reacted to save his sanity, when the biggest fireball he had ever seen hurtled out of that Black Dragon’s maw, all crimson and onyx-shot with malign power, a vivid and unstoppable expression of the creature’s near-feral rage. 
 
    GRABOOM!! 
 
    Despite the explosive power of a strike that swept him a half-mile backward across the sky before he was able to shake himself loose of whatever power the Black had unleashed upon him, the Onyx-Gold did not quite lose consciousness. He swirled out of the roiling flames with a furious growl of his own, bellowing, Now, listen here, you reckless savage, when I speak the truth, a Dragon of noble fires listens and does not respond with a fireball in the fangs! 
 
    The dark Dragon gaped at him. 
 
    Oh, I’m supposed to be dead right now, am I? Think again, you shrivelling little sap! 
 
    Oh … not good. There were quite possibly a million more diplomatic ways to handle this situation than insulting a Dragon who had to be ten times his tonnage, and he had chosen exactly none of them. The dark Dragon’s bristling mien made that conclusion more than clear. He was about to be served up for dinner, diced and chargrilled the with ultimate prejudice. 
 
    Mister Darkly-Furious flickered across the sky, closing the gap between them in less time than it took to blink. He could not fight that tactic! Pointing one huge talon at Jakani’s heart, the Dragon growled, Alright, youngling. You’ve gained my undivided attention. No Dragon calls me a savage and lives to tell the tale! I am Ardan the Shadow Dragon, mate of the Star Dragoness, and I have the power to rip your soul right out of your lying, craven body. Say your last words, little one. 
 
    Jakani swallowed back a lump that felt bigger than any of these Islands. Great. Inside of ten seconds spent visiting Fra’anior Cluster, and he had managed to mortally insult none other than Aranya’s own mate, the Shadow Dragon of legend. He croaked, Uh, sir, Shalanya’s right behind you? 
 
    Nice try. 
 
    The Shadow Dragon raised his right paw threateningly. Jakani saw the remaining seconds of his existence ticking away in those pitiless orbs. 
 
    SHALANYA! he wailed. 
 
    Grandfather! she trilled in delight. Hey, gramps, come over here and see! It’s me! 
 
    Ardan whirled with a wild bellow of amazement. Shalanya! Oh, sweetest of fires, thou … thou art here? I – I was just confronting this feckless Palace raider, here … 
 
    Oh, noble Jakani? The Dragoness dimpled sweetly. Such a troublemaker. Don’t let him rile you, gramps. He says the silliest things when he’s stressed. But, look! Look at me! I’m flying without fear – don’t you see? And this is all Jakani’s work! 
 
    Ardan fixed Jakani with a measured glare that suggested more than a few solutions to his alleged troublemaking, all of them savage, brief and unquestionably terminal. Then, he growled, I offer honour-restitution for my hastiness, youngling. He presented his cheek. Pointed to a spot on his jaw with one enormous talon, he said, Right here. 
 
    Ah … what does that mean? 
 
    You hit me. 
 
    I hit you? I don’t really want – 
 
    The monster’s eyes darkened. Be you a true-fires Dragon, or not? We must resolve this! Like you or none, you must deliver the buffet I am due, and I ask but one thing: do not stint! To offer less than your very best is dishonour everlasting. 
 
    A blow for the fireball? Jakani said slowly. 
 
    Your insult was grievous. If you knew me in the slightest, you would understand why. 
 
    I am sor – he stopped with the apology unspoken. Was this not the way with Dragons? Did the ballads not say that they despised apologies? He glanced over at the Albino Dragoness. Shalanya was holding a flaming Tytiana at talon-tip’s length. Poor girl. She appeared to have completely lost control. 
 
    Alright, he nodded slowly. Truly, I spoke with a fool’s tongue and desire to make restitution. Must I now strike you? 
 
    Aye. This is how Dragons settle such a matter. 
 
    Alright, noble Ardan. Uh … did you mean, as hard as I can? 
 
    You cannot hurt me, boasted the Shadow Dragon, so summon your courage, youngling, and strike as Fra’anior enables the truest fires of your Dragon hearts. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the near distance, Jakani nodded slowly, accepting the huge Dragon’s proposal. Shalanya had warned her that Dragons never stopped growing, but this Ardan – her grandfather – was built on another scale entirely. Immense. Confident. Darkly beautiful, yet different to Jakani. Her Dragon was all gleaming onyx and flashy gold, with the compactness and explosive power of a small volcano. She wondered if Ardan quite realised what he was taking on. The Shadow was a matchless smoky black colour, a male Dragon of legendary powers who was married to the very Star Dragoness herself! Shadow to her light. The darkness behind the star. That lamko certainly knew how to pick on the biggest of them all. 
 
    She saw no way out, and clearly neither did the Dirt Picker. 
 
    Honour could be so restrictive, yet she understood also that once the blow was delivered, whatever insult he must have stupidly given this legendary Dragon would be forgiven – a Dragon-promise – and so the solution was quick. Painful, but quick. 
 
    Jakani lined up the Shadow Dragon. She heard him mutter, My best. Alright. Fra’anior grant me strength. 
 
    He seemed afraid of embarrassing himself. 
 
    Yet his courage rose as always, a flash of his eyes seen through the cascading fires of her wayward magic, that signature jut of his chin, an inhalation of breath as he prepared himself. The loose readiness of the muscles. The fierce concentration. Nikuko warrior. Then, he flashed across the sky, and struck the Shadow Dragon such a monumental buffet, the nearing Dragons actually glanced about as if the crack of thunder had emanated from somewhere in the clear skies. 
 
    Ardan shuddered from head to tail. 
 
    Tytiana realised, with a sympathetic shock that quavered her own fires, that the Shadow Dragon had been struck on more levels than any of them understood, that there were perhaps sonic or physio-magical effects that amplified Jakani’s strength to an unimaginable degree. 
 
    Perhaps a seismic power? 
 
    The Shadow Dragon went limp. Wings tangling languidly above his body, he plummeted from the sky. 
 
    Every Dragon present froze as they gaped at the impossible sight of the huge Black Dragon felled by a single blow. 
 
    I … I killed him! Jakani spluttered. 
 
    No, it cannot be, she cried back. I’m coming, Jakani! 
 
    No, go to him! Quickly, beloved! 
 
    Flinging herself out of Shalanya’s paw, Tytiana ignited her flame and shot down toward the falling Shadow Dragon, matching the Onyx-Gold for pace. The other Dragons were beginning to react now; Shalanya screaming in horror and others in outrage, and then there came a cry like a faraway thunderclap over the city on the nearest Island, perhaps from where the Palace must be, and a Dragoness shot forth from that Island like a beam of light, her amethyst gemstone colours blurring with the speed of her approach. 
 
    She cried, Ardan! ARDAN, MY SOUL!! 
 
    Tytiana reached him first. Touched his paw, his belly. No hearts-beat! Reaching deep, she smashed her power into the flaccid body. BEAT! How to do this? Again and again, she shocked him with her power, until suddenly the great Dragon convulsed and she heard the welcome sound of breath rasping in his throat. She pressed her ear to his chest, despite being aware that her flame might burn his scales, and heard the faint but strengthening sound of his hearts picking up their complex rhythm. 
 
    The Amethyst Dragoness reached them ten long seconds later. Catching her mate upon what appeared to be a bed of air, she glared first at Tytiana, and then at Jakani, and raged, You two imbeciles had better have a very good explanation for this affront! First you try to kill my Ardan, then you save his life? 
 
    Releasing the Shadow Dragon, Tytiana winged over to her Dragon, who looked positively ill. She breathed, You’ve a way of creating first impressions. 
 
    I … I just didn’t – I’m a prize idiot, that much I do know. 
 
    Aranya, the illustrious Star Dragoness, fussed over Ardan for a couple of minutes while Tytiana saw the Princess of Immadia joyously slapping wingtips with two regal Dragons, a Silver and a Grey, who made a striking couple. Her parents? The teenage Shapeshifter was jabbering on at her usual high speed about how Jakani had ‘wangled her wards’ to nullify her agoraphobia – the Silver Dragoness, Imanya, began sobbing softly, and Aranya’s beautiful, sleek muzzle lifted in clear surprise to measure the tenor of her family’s reunion. Her vicious mood appeared to mellow. 
 
    Why would her benighted fires not behave? Tytiana struggled and struggled, but there seemed to be no stanching the outpouring of her crimson and gold flame; Jakani clasped her person tenderly in his paw, and whispered, Unholy caroli, I’m a fool thrice over, but I shall make this right, Tytiana. Noble Ardan invited the blow, and I struck – 
 
    I saw, Jakani.  
 
    – never realising that my best might do – that! 
 
    I understand. We’re making a decent old stew of this Shapeshifter business, aren’t we? I can’t stop burning, you punch one of the greatest Dragons in history unconscious, and I think Aranya’s going to boil us both in the caldera – oh, please … Jakani, she’s looking this way! 
 
    The reigning Queen of Immadia was a Dragoness beautiful of form and scale and immense in power, at whose gaze the young Shapeshifters trembled. Their magical fires responded instinctively to her regard, as if cognizant of her heritage, dominion and high station – she was said to be kin to the Ancient Dragon Fra’anior himself, and in the immediacy of her presence, that link seemed unquestionable. Fires burned whiter. Nobler. Spines straightened and wings arched proudly. All that Tytiana saw as potentially Dragoness within her, she felt, seemed embellished and substantiated – and aye, she feared that gaze. She feared Aranya with a pure, holy awe. 
 
    The Amethyst winged toward her and Jakani, the leisurely beats of her wings seeming to fill the sky, and behind her came Shalanya and her parents, and many other Dragons besides. She whisked the prone Shadow Dragon along behind her as if he weighed nothing at all. Yet the gleaming fire-orbs seemed fixed upon them, fearfully intent, and the Dragoness fluted in a tone that was as far from a killing rage as could be imagined: 
 
    Little ones, do I know thee? This remarkable scent upon thy magic, o Dragoness – this power of thine paw, o Dragon … 
 
    Jakani genuflected so deeply, his wings stalled and he had to rescue himself with an inelegant wriggle. Meekly, he said, O Star Dragoness, I am Jakani the Onyx-Gold, lately of Helyon. I humbly beg your forgiveness for my attack upon Ardan. He invited a blow of honour-restitution, and I just … sort of, well, obliged. 
 
    Aranya’s eyes brightened. Indeed, little one? 
 
    Uh, aye. I’m a very new Shapeshifter, o … um, o noble Queen, and I didn’t imagine I could even hurt him. I’ve a lamentably imprudent tongue and obviously, little to no grasp or control of my powers. Jakani lowered his head. I abase myself. And … enough of me. This is my beloved, Tytiana the Radiant, who – 
 
    Aranya’s rich laughter pulled him up. The Radiant? I see ample reason for this descriptor, but this is indeed a Dragon colouration I have never before encountered. Tytiana the Radiant. Art thou of Chaos born? 
 
    I … so staggered was she, Tytiana flared and then seethed all over Jakani, turning him into the crimson-gold double-flame Dragon they had been before. Sorry. I … just can’t … suffering spiders, nothing’s working right today. At all! 
 
    Dragon, beware! Aranya snorted. 
 
    As the gathering Dragons cried out in wonder, Jakani said quickly, Don’t worry, I don’t burn up. Look, I’m fine, o Queen. 
 
    Clearly, her powers and Jakani’s were strange and wonderful, Tytiana thought dazedly, judging by the bemused and delighted reactions all around. Yet, to be named a daughter of Chaos put a framework around what had always puzzled them. She was something. Her affliction had a name. Maybe she was still a freak. But this Immadian Dragoness knew something vital about her nature, and she was no longer inimical. She was receptive. Curious. Even … smiling! 
 
    Or was the flashing of those fangs prelude to her snapping Jakani in half for striking her husband with so grievous a blow? 
 
    The Queen said, Am I allowed to guess why you came to Fra’anior, o Tytiana? 
 
    Well, we brought Shalanya along, Jakani hedged. 
 
    Trespassing upon a family wedding, Ardan growled weakly from behind Aranya. You fractured my jaw, youngling – so shall we now speak of the Great Onyx’s mighty paw replicated in your life? 
 
    The Onyx-Gold shut his mouth with a snap. 
 
    Tytiana said quietly, We came seeking a man called Na’axion, o Queen. Your nephew. 
 
    I knew it! Ardan growled again, but he sounded less and less belligerent. Poor Jakani was still stiff and trembling, despite her soothing warmth percolating into his body. 
 
    Lie still, my fiery love. We must finish treating your injury, Aranya scolded with great fondness. Come. Great happiness have you brought us in the form of our granddaughter released from her condition, o noble Jakani, and noble Tytiana, and I believe – I hope – that greater happiness yet awaits us when the contingent from Jeradia arrives in a couple of hours’ time. There will be Iridiana and Asturbar, Pip and Silver, Na’axion, and many more. 
 
    Brighter and brighter burned her eyes. To them alone, Aranya said, Petal, my twin sister is a Chaos Shifter, and I believe your powers are akin to hers – perhaps for very good reason. Yet the nature of Chaos is notoriously difficult to discern. We shall understand more soon. 
 
    Meaning to bow her head, Tytiana ended up bowing her fires instead. Thank you, o Star Dragoness. 
 
    Aloud, addressing the draconic party gathered in the skies above Fra’anior Cluster, Aranya said, “We welcome Jakani the Onyx-Gold and Tytiana the Radiant to Fra’anior Cluster. I shall take them under my wing and jurisdiction until we discover more about their origins. I welcome too my granddaughter Shalanya – what a joy to have you join us, dear one!” 
 
    With that, happy chatter filled the skies as the Dragons clearly took this statement for a signal that all was well. Shalanya, positively glowing her pinkest ever, flitted over to introduce her parents, Sarangatu the Grey and Imanya the Silver Dragoness to her companions. They enthusiastically thanked Jakani and – rather fleetingly – touched wingtips with him. Tytiana winced privately. Then Jakani spoke to Ardan, who cut off his apologies with a pained laugh, saying, “Got what I deserved, didn’t I? We shall be good friends, noble Jakani. Of that I am certain.” 
 
    Strangeness. The wonder of a family she had never known she had. Her maybe-family. If she could just calm down and quench this fire enough to show them her normal Human person! 
 
    Tytiana felt as if she were floating through the skies. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    En route to the Palace, Aranya explained a little of Fra’anior Cluster’s history to her curious audience. This was one of the few places in the Island-World where Dragonkind and Humankind had managed to coexist peacefully – for the most part – for over two thousand years, and lived in close proximity to each other, cooperating and helping each other in many ways. Indeed, the current King of Fra’anior, Ta’armion, was married to Aranya’s cousin, the Shapeshifter Dragoness Lyriela. He was a sprightly one hundred and twenty-seven years old. Jakani chortled at this. Aranya herself was one hundred and nineteen. She pointed out the Island of Ha’athior, across the caldera to the Southwest, where her mother had been born. 
 
    When Jakani exclaimed at the pollens tickling his nostrils, the Star Dragoness explained that the Cluster’s weather conditions were predominantly tropical due to the year-round volcanic heat and excellent rainfall, which in turn supported an astonishing variety of plant life, flowering trees and bushes, and vibrant tropical birds. So many dragonets, too! Their scaly little bodies flitted into and out of the vegetation, which tumbled half a mile and more down the sides of these sheer cliffs. Such trees! Many boasted boughs that arched five hundred feet over the crater. Magical growth, Aranya teased, causing the botanist in Tytiana to start to ask a host of detailed questions that the Immadian could not answer. 
 
    “You’ll have to visit the Library in the Halls of the Dragons,” she said. “They’d welcome a scientist like you there, Tytiana.” 
 
    “If I don’t burn every book and scroll in sight,” she said wearily. 
 
    Jakani’s neck twisted to look at her in startlement. “Sweet pea, are you –” 
 
    Tytiana sighed, “The magic demands so much – and having to pull so deep to restart Ardan’s heart, it was like –” 
 
    Fire slumped into his ready paw. A second later, her flame guttered and it was just Tytiana who lay there, unconscious. 
 
    Aranya’s eyes grew huge. “Oh, my stars, it’s true!” 
 
    He nodded soberly, covering her torso with his other paw. “Aye. She has healing powers.” 
 
    “Aye? I sensed as much when she rescued Ardan – even so, there’s more,” Aranya gasped, and added with rising urgency, “I meant, her looks! I’ll show you when we reach the Palace. There’s a certain look we women in this family have, courtesy of our mixed Immadian and Ha’athiorian heritage … you’ll see. Come. Make haste. Follow me to the Receiving Balcony. I’ll help you with Tytiana.” 
 
    Her looks were more important than her rescue of Ardan? Puzzling over what had to be a misunderstanding, Jakani followed the Queen and her prone passenger as they winged toward the Palace building which stood just a little apart from a town of wide boulevards, shady arbours and bursting tropical vegetation. Everywhere he looked there were sprays and clusters of blossoms, mounds and beds of flowers, and great flocks of butterflies that flitted about them, creating a living, pulsating kaleidoscope of colours. Even at this early hour, the day was warmer than he was used to, yet for his Dragon the sensation was more than pleasant. He could not quite believe the level of bustling and hubbub a royal wedding apparently commanded. White tents had been erected in the Palace’s formal gardens. A queue of carts already approached along the main road from town, and were being checked by purple-liveried soldiers before they were allowed to approach the Palace grounds. There were even two Blue Dragons supervising proceedings down there – checking for magical mischief, he supposed. Or poisons. 
 
    Aranya guided him to a landing right on the Palace roof, where a pair of maidservants already awaited with a blanket and a litter for Tytiana. The Star Dragoness pointed him to a screen. “Males over there. Transform quickly and then accompany these servants to your chambers.” 
 
    “We don’t … uh, share. Formally,” he admitted. Was now the moment to explain how many times they had slept beside each other, yet were not married in the Immadian fashion? 
 
    Apparently ignoring that haphazard attempt to be honourable, she said, “Look after your girlfriend and have her rest. The contingent from Jeradia should arrive by midmorning. I’ll check in with you before we come disturb you in your chambers. You can ask the servants for whatever you need.” 
 
    “Aye. Thank you, o Queen.” 
 
    She inclined her Dragoness’ muzzle gracefully. “You’ll be most warmly welcome here, noble Jakani – as long as you don’t beat up my Ardan too often, that is.” He chuckled nervously, but the Amethyst Dragoness just gripped his shoulder with her paw and said, “I’ll also remind him to pick on Dragons more his own size in the future.” 
 
    Then, the Queen left to make her own transformation, and Jakani to pinch himself and wonder if he wasn’t dreaming. Could this kind of place be home for such as he? A barefoot Dirt Picker from Helyon, born with burgundy volcanic soil between his toes, had just spoken with the Star Dragoness herself, cracked her husband’s jaw with a blow some said would be scribed in the scrolleaves of history, and yet lived to tell a tale of walking into the most famous Palace in the Island-World with his beauteous flame? 
 
    Life could be stranger, he supposed. He just had no idea how. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: Shiftier than Thou 
 
      
 
    TYTIANA DREAMED THE dream which she had come to think of as her ‘Fra’anior dream.’ Yet this time, she was not running from him. Barely even flying. She rocked upon the gentlest of starry billows. Drifting among constellations that pulsated all around her as if she owned the very life’s blood of the Universe for her own being, Tytiana found herself approaching a creature beyond her wildest dreams, a Dragon formed of the very darkness itself, whose armoured battlements of endless coils and many heads seemed to weave among the beaded strings of stars, and whose almighty paws spun the fabric of the cosmos itself. 
 
    Yet when the coils seethed and unwound to bring a mighty, mile-long head to bear upon her path, Tytiana did not expire for fear. Instead, the ineffable gaze seemed to stir her soul in recognition. Two immense fire-eyes filled her night sky, and a voice like the fluting of a world’s foundations said: 
 
    I know thee, o Tytiana the Radiant. Know mine pleasure encompasses all thou art, o child of mine brightest fires, o Daughter of Chaos. 
 
    I thank thee, o Fra’anior. 
 
    We are one. 
 
    We are one, she echoed. 
 
    We shall speak much, anon. Then the Great Onyx threw back his many heads and laughed with a joy so ebullient, it shook the very fires of creation itself, and Tytiana found herself laughing, too, although she did not entirely understand why. 
 
    On the wings of his breath, she accelerated into a place of pure starlight. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Here she comes.” 
 
    “Dreaming.” 
 
    “Something must be funny,” said Jakani’s voice, sounding concerned. 
 
    “Surfacing.” That was the lilting Immadian voice, the one Tytiana knew. “Are you ready, sister?” 
 
    “Is one ever ready for such an occasion, Aranya?” 
 
    “Where is that errant son of yours?” 
 
    “He had a hard trip. They’re bringing him downstairs as we speak. His magic’s in a bad place at the moment. I was hoping you could help him find a better balance.” 
 
    Who was this? Strangely evocative, the accent, moving her soul in ways that frankly, alarmed her. Why could she not speak? Move? What had happened to make her feel so faint? Oh, there had been a clash between two Black Dragons, the mite and the monster, and then a dream of one mightier by far … 
 
    “Do you think?” Aranya whispered. 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    Tytiana peeled open her eyelids. She had never felt so enervated in her life. Right before her, for she lay curled up on her left side, was Jakani. He sat a mere arm’s reach away, evidently trying not to squirm, in a fancy armchair that had been pulled right up to her bedside. His expression was all over the place – wild, serene, restless, agitated – but he definitely perked up at the flicker of her eyelids, and essayed a rather desperately nervous grin that said, ‘Islands’ greetings, beautiful. I’m here for you.’ 
 
    She made a tiny kissing motion with her lips. All she could manage. 
 
    The corners of his mouth quirked upward. That, combined with his gorgeous eyes, was almost enough for a girl to swoon over. Almost. 
 
    “So, petal.” A cool hand stroked her brow. Aranya’s, judging by the play of those birdlike vowels. “How are we feeling?” 
 
    “Moderately awful?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Strength and reassurance flooded into her from that touch. She realised Aranya was healing her, doing what she tried to do instinctively, but with surpassing skill. In a moment, she felt ready to sit up, and began to wriggle up before she realised there were more than two people in the room. Wink was cocooned in her hair, for starters, a small point of heat against her neck, and here was … a man-mountain, quite gobbling up the space to Jakani’s left hand with his gargantuan muscular bulk, but his smile above that was broad and not a little uncertain. To his left again stood a slender, statuesque beauty with – she blinked twice – blue skin and sable locks, and the most familiar, anxious smile, and here hovering over her bed a woman who could only be the blue girl’s twin sister, who gazed at her with dazzling amethyst eyes set off by high cheekbones that reminded her of nothing more than – a mirror image of … 
 
    Tytiana yelped, “Oh! Oh, my … oh …” 
 
    She reeled as if she had been punched in the gut. What was this? 
 
    “Exactly what I was just saying,” Jakani deadpanned, but his voice cracked spectacularly. “Tytiana, may I present Aranya, the Star Dragoness? And here beside me are Iridiana the Chaos Shifter, and her husband Asturbar, who is an Azingloriax warrior.” 
 
    “Oh!” All she could do was raise the tiniest peep. 
 
    Chaos. Daughter of Chaos! That was exactly how Fra’anior had just addressed her in her dream! 
 
    Her eyes swung from Iridiana to Aranya and back again. Different as they all were, there were similarities far too obvious to ignore. Identical facial features and bone structures. Height, build and slenderness. Long, wavy hair of exactly the same consistency, style and length, but vastly different colouration. The magical glint in the eyes that watched her observing them. If these two women were not family, then she’d eat all the spiders in Helyon. Raw! She was scientist enough to know that she could spend hours cataloguing every aspect of these two women and come to exactly the same conclusion. 
 
    What in the Island-World could prepare one to meet two strangers who look just like me? she wondered privately. Jakani, am I just imagining … this resemblance? Can this be true … 
 
    Aye, beloved. This is real, and beautiful. 
 
    He was crying! Had she ever known him to weep before? 
 
    Tenderly, Aranya said, “Do you see something I see? Iridiana?” 
 
    “Yes, and I just …” She coloured a rosy shade of her apparently natural blue as she squeezed her husband’s enormous arm. Huge tears welled and tracked down her cheeks. “Is this how you felt when you found me?” 
 
    “Quite!” 
 
    Tytiana spluttered, “But aren’t you … old? I mean – sorry! You’re both supposed to be a hundred and something or other, and look at you! We could be sisters. Triplets, if I weren’t being unconscionably bold – unholy caroli! Am I dreaming? Jakani?” 
 
    “No, you’re quite awake,” he said, helpfully. 
 
    Tytiana did not know whether to curse or laugh. Crazy! 
 
    Iridiana said, “I’ve a few white hairs coming along, petal, but Aranya will tell you that Stars age differently to other Dragons.” 
 
    “My aging process seems to have stalled,” the amethyst-eyed grandmother of many added, “unlike everyone else around me.” And in that statement was an echo of grief Tytiana wondered at. What would it be like to remain young when all around you grew old? 
 
    Or to be pure fire, when all around her were normal Dragons? 
 
    So, should she be calling Iridiana ‘grandmother’? That certainly seemed to be the lay of the silk when it came to Dragon powers! Although, Aranya’s incredible, kaleidoscopic hair could be regarded as somewhat Chaotic, she mused, shrinking back a little against the pillow as everyone seemed to be wondering the same thing – was a huge family hug in order? 
 
    Are you my grandparents? she thought. 
 
    We hope so, Iridiana and Asturbar chorused in response. 
 
    Precious! Her eyes shone back. She knew. Softly, to Iridiana alone, she said, I dreamed of Fra’anior just now. He called me a Daughter of Chaos. 
 
    The blue-skinned woman’s fist flew to her mouth, stifling a huge sob. Oh, Tytiana! 
 
    In the exquisite silence that unfolded, they heard form down the corridor, a man’s deep voice saying, “Is this the way to my chambers?” 
 
    “No, noble Dragon. The Queen of Immadia would like a word.” 
 
    And a few moments later, right outside the door, “Thanks for your help, my good man. I’ll go face the music on my own. Huh. Are these a Queen’s chambers? Fra’anior has definitely changed.” 
 
    Tytiana began to hide her face in her hands, mostly for fear of detonating into a fiery bomb, but halted when Iridiana stepped forward and seated herself right beside the plush pillow roll – protectively, she felt, startled. Grateful. Terrified! 
 
    With the help of two canes, a man swung past the doorway in the chamber beyond her bedroom, before swivelling in patent surprise. “Mother! What a – Aunty Aranya! Quite the delegation. To what do I owe …” 
 
    Then, he fumbled the cane in his right hand as he beheld her, abed. Mouth agape. Wheezing. A crackling like fire rose from his body as his magic sparked through his clothing in tiny, jagged white bolts, playing most especially around his joints and ligaments – almost like a magical variant of arthritis, Tytiana thought inanely. Na’axion’s face was a study in astonishment. He was tall and broad of frame, like a narrower version of his father. All the muscle upon him lay corded and powerful, yet was also slightly twisted and misshapen, as if something within him were seriously out of kilter, but she could see at once where the nickname ‘naughty Na’axion’ must have come from. He was almost frightfully handsome, all rugged planes in the jaw and brilliant blue eyes, gleaming like gemstones beneath his strong brow and whimsical eyebrows, and his crimson-gold hair was casually tossed back, yet looked as if a hairstylist had laboured over it for an hour to get that wave just right. 
 
    Even as she watched, that rugged face fell in apparent devastation, and his head with it to the knob of the tall cane that remained in his left hand. When his shoulders shook, she knew that the man wept. 
 
    He said brokenly, “Ahlyaza … had a daughter?” 
 
    “Aye,” she replied. 
 
    It was Jakani who nipped off his seat to fetch the man’s cane and help him into the bedroom, for it seemed Na’axion could not manage without help. He kept stealing tiny glances as if to assure himself that somehow, aye, this apparition lived and breathed and possessed titian hair just the same as his, and indeed, she was the very image of the two women who flanked her – again, that maternal, protective instinct coming to the fore, Tytiana thought. She needed their support. Terror held her pinned against the finely carved headboard as if a spear had thrust through her gut into the wood. What would he say? How would he react? 
 
    Then, he burst out, “You were conceived of love! Think nothing else!” 
 
    “For shame, Na’axion!” Iridiana snapped. 
 
    Aranya’s brows lowered ominously. “Aye? So, you admit it? You knew about this girl – her name is Tytiana, by the way – and you never owned up to your misdeed?” 
 
    He breathed, “Tytiana? You are the very image of Ahlyaza.” 
 
    “And you,” she muttered. Doubt was no longer an option. All that remained was to understand what manner of man stood before her – ghastly, or good. 
 
    The Star Dragoness gave him a perfectly stormy glare, and Iridiana too. 
 
    Tytiana bit her lower lip. 
 
    Leaning heavily on his canes, Na’axion growled, “My deed, not misdeed – well, it was a vile misdeed in one sense, Aunt Aranya. Mom, Dad … I loved a married woman, aye, and I truly believe she loved me in return, but she was bound to the High Master Juzzakarr in ways I frankly have never understood. Please. Please, please, family, for once hear me and – girl, Tytiana, I am truly sorry that you found out this way. I beg you to forgive me for what I did, and for never … look, I only found out two years ago that Juzzakarr had a redhead daughter, through a trader that came to the Academy in Jeradia. I’ll admit, I did wonder. But I also have always speculated if Juzzakarr did not make good on his promise to curse me, for he mistrusted the relationship between Ahlyaza and me, but never a proof did he find.” 
 
    Asturbar said, “Son, was this woman, Tytiana’s mother, just another of your conquests?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Excuse us if we doubt your word!” Aranya snorted. 
 
    “Aunty Aranya, did it ever cross your mind to wonder – heavens weeping rainbows, I’m about to say this in front of my own daughter – why I never had any children in all those years? Despite all my gallivanting across the Isles?” 
 
    Lifting her hand, Tytiana found Aranya’s fingers and squeezed gently, forestalling argument. She said, “Na’axion – or, father, if that is true – tell me of my mother. What was this relationship you refer to? And how … how did I come to be? A little extracurricular gallivanting, as you so civilly put it? With my married mother?” 
 
    Suddenly, all the rage and the fire was back, and she choked out, “How dare you be so cursed flippant when this is my life, my past, that you ripped apart? How glibly you speak of love. What does that even mean to a villain like you? Just another four-letter word to lump together with the rest of your tavern-trash? Don’t you dare play this game with me, Na’axion. Don’t you dare!” 
 
    A vein pulsed in her father’s temple as he stared at her. Although the chaotic magic crackled through him again, and was clearly agonising, he forced himself to push through. 
 
    “I see that carrying a reputation is like wearing invisible manacles,” Na’axion said, with a tight, bitter smile. “No mind. It is well deserved. But you, at least, as my flesh and blood, have no right to judge me until you’ve heard my side of the story – so don’t you dare, daughter! This is no courtroom. This is life. I’m too wrecked a man to bother with lying anymore. And when I’m done you can decide to kick me out as I perhaps deserve, but until then, please do me the simple acknowledgement of a fair hearing.” 
 
    She inclined her head, trying to still her shaking. “Speak.” 
 
    Strength. I am with you, Jakani said softly in her mind. He did not otherwise move. 
 
    Aranya and Iridiana likewise said nothing, though the temptation must have been enormous, but Asturbar put in, “On my honour I swear I will hear you fairly, son.” 
 
    Tytiana reached out for Jakani’s hand. This was it. 
 
    Gripping the canes, Na’axion said, “Thank you. I suppose my tale is at one level, one of a foolish, rebellious youth with too much power and a lack of wit or courage to use it well. My parents brought me up according to strong moral values that I chose, as early as possible, to throw back in their faces. I was not a pleasant youth. I was cruel and vain, yet inside, I was always afraid. I hated who I was and was petrified of what I might become. Moreover, I feared people finding out that I really was a fraud cursed with Chaos magic – and so I chose to reinvent myself.” 
 
    “Early on, I discovered that my particular manifestation of Chaos magic changes over time. But with sufficient application of willpower, I can sometimes force the magic into preferred channels. That process carries a cost, I believe, that you see borne out in my body today. One could say I fell in with bad company, but in truth, it was bad company I sought out. I ran away from home at fifteen to become naughty Na’axion, or I’d say a more accurate descriptor would be nasty Na’axion. Mixing Herimor glamour magic with my Chaos skills, I made myself literally irresistible. I could make friends with stones, should I wish. But what I truly devoted myself to was the pastime of lifting the skirt of any and every woman I fancied upon the Isles. Desiring no consequences, I also made myself infertile.” 
 
    “Perhaps I sought solace, or escape, or power. I don’t know anymore.” He sighed heavily. “All the while I was running away from myself. From my cowardice. The more I ran, the more I wanted – a rich living, the finest of everything, any woman I wished – yet none of it satisfied. I left a trail of brokenness behind me wherever I went. Take, take, take. That was my life. I deluded myself into believing I treated people well. I made my associates rich. I believed I was the greatest wooer and lover in the Island-World, making these poor women deliriously happy. All the while the demands on my magic became greater and greater, and the cost to my soul, dearer.” 
 
    “It was not for want of love or intervention.” Na’axion’s eyes lifted, shining with tears. “You all tried – Mom, Dad … Aunty Aranya, even Ardan. You never gave up on me, and for that, I am more grateful than these poor words can express. But in my heart there was a depth of base lust, spawned of the fear that consumed my every waking minute, that could never be stanched or satiated. That was, until I met Ahlyaza. She changed me.” 
 
    When Iridiana made a soft, dissenting noise, he said, “Aye, Mom. I ran away to the North because I was afraid of you. I could not bear what you, particularly, must think of me. Your love was like acid to my evil. I was not ready to receive it.” 
 
    Tytiana found herself watching him not so much for the words that he spoke, but for the openness of the mind which spoke them. Was he deliberately opening himself to her? Or was this another facet of his magic – could it all be subterfuge? She did not sense it was so. His emotions were plain to her enhanced perception, but moreover, it was the lucidity of his thinking that convinced her that thus far, he was telling the truth and that the regret shadowing his words was genuine. 
 
    She said, “What was different about Ahlyaza?” 
 
    Na’axion nodded slowly. “Everything. I believe I had secretly come to despise womankind because of my depraved lifestyle. I held power over their weak emotions. It may surprise you all, but Ahylaza was the one woman I could never corrupt. She alone withstood all of my mutable magic, my power and unrelenting pursuit – and it was most certainly not for want of trying. The fact that she remained pure absolutely drove me off the cliff edge of sanity. I was mad for her. How old are you now, Tytiana?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “So, I met your mother twenty-four years ago now, or eight years before you were born. I had been caught, tortured and left for dead in the fenturi orchards by a vengeful husband. Ahlyaza treated my wounds – she saved my life. There was always something extraordinary about her healing touch. I opened up to her. It was she who recognised the damage I was doing to myself. We became friends. She openly told me she pitied me, loathed my lifestyle, and would have nothing to do with my so-called favours. I repaid her kindness by trying all my usual tricks – gaah! I was a ravening beast – but Ahlyaza … she was an amazing woman. I’m so sorry for your loss, Tytiana. But I truly believe her death must have been Juzzakarr’s doing. I never could stand that man.” 
 
    In a small voice, Tytiana said, “You think Juzzakarr killed her? He died just a few days ago, by the way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Torn apart by Dragons.” 
 
    Her father’s eyebrows shot toward the ceiling. “Well! Without meaning to sound crass, I can’t say I’ll be mourning his passing. My grief is for your sisters, Tytiana, and for you – you knew him as father for most of your life, I assume?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “He used to beat your mother.” 
 
    “I … could imagine.” 
 
    “She never admitted it. Never spoke a bad word against her husband, but I saw the pain in her eyes, sometimes, and the way she moved … I plotted to murder him, many times, but I could not bring myself to commit such a heinous deed.” 
 
    “No, all you had courage for was the violation and abuse of women – over and over and over again! You’re worse than slime!” Tytiana covered her face with her hands. “Unholy caroli. Sorry!” 
 
    Na’axion hissed between his teeth. “No, it is I who am sorry.” 
 
    “I hate you!” 
 
    “No more than I hate myself.” 
 
    At length, she managed to force out another question. “What changed, father? You say you are a changed man – apparently changed enough to be trusted with all those young lives there at the Academy! Or is that just another cover for Nasty Na’axion?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. Tytiana despised herself for the attack, but she just could not believe … this was her father? This unthinking, unfeeling, immoral man? 
 
    This was the hardest conversation of her life. 
 
    Even more softly than before, he said, “Your mother challenged me to reform my ways. It took me seven years of prevarication. Our friendship grew deep in that time, and Juzzakarr’s suspicions swelled accordingly, even though we did nought but share our deepest feelings with each other – and I eventually forced myself to withdraw from her company for fear that my persistence would increase that man’s hatred of me, and he would take out his anger on her and his newborn daughter, Zihaeri. I took the step of consulting with Silver – the Pygmy Dragon’s mate.” 
 
    “Silver?” Iridiana queried softly. 
 
    “That explains very many things,” Aranya put in. 
 
    Shalanya had described Silver as possessing the most powerful and nuanced psyche in the known Island-World. She could imagine what such a ‘consultation’ must have meant! 
 
    After shaking through another paroxysm of pain, Na’axion said, “Aye. I cannot describe the depths of my self-loathing at that time. Everything was tainted – I mean, I tainted everything. Even my one significant friendship in all the Island-World was spoiled by my craving for a fine woman I could never have; I knew that she was right, but I was beginning to hate her for her resistance. Love and hate seemed impossibly intertwined within me. For his part, Silver has unparalleled skills in the mental arts. Secretly, I approached him and asked him to cure me. Whatever it took. I gave him full access to my mind and magic. It took many tries and experiments, for my chaos magic is so changeable and wayward that I despaired of ever being healed, and my debased personality was even more so, but Silver succeeded in the end. I have now been celibate for – well, a little over sixteen years, to be precise.” 
 
    At last, Tytiana felt able to raise her eyes and gaze directly at this man she must call father. So many of his memories were open to her; some of what she had touched nauseated and shocked her, but there was more – especially, much of this Silver, who had seen and treated Na’axion every couple of months for the better part of two decades, keeping his Chaos magic somehow … enchained without chains? She could not pretend to understand what Silver had done, for it came parcelled in so many subtle layers it was impossible to discern without months and perhaps years of study. 
 
    She glanced at Jakani, who nodded encouragingly. So far, so much truth, I think, he communicated to her. He has been vile, but seems to be no longer. Can a Dragon change his scales? 
 
    Aye. True. Thanks for confirming my response. Did she believe in redemption? Examining her feelings, Tytiana realised that she did not trust him. Not yet. What he had revealed was odious beyond words. 
 
    Na’axion said, “It is hard to see so much of Ahlyaza in you, Tytiana. Forgive me if I stare. It brings back so many memories.” 
 
    “You loved her?” she prompted. 
 
    Please, Fra’anior, don’t let him spout some sleazy claptrap … 
 
    “Once I understood what love was, aye, I believe I realised I loved her. But by then it was too late.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So I stopped pestering. With Silver’s help, I started trying to become the man I wanted to be. Not that lost, confused, insecure wastrel I was before. His healing work was all very incomplete when I received word from a spy I had placed in House Cyraxana that Juzzakarr’s behaviour was becoming more and more erratic. This person feared for Ahlyaza’s life, her own, and that of Zihaeri. Against advice and my better judgement, I flew to Helyon to confront Juzzakarr. That was when we fought and he threatened to curse me – with a stone he kept?” 
 
    “The Nestrakil,” Tytiana noted. 
 
    “You say that as if there’s a story behind it?” Aranya questioned. “And … is that one of Flicker’s shell-daughters you have with you?” 
 
    “Aye. This is Wink. She helped Jakani and me in mysterious ways.” 
 
    The Immadian royal said, “I think she’s a Chrysolitic dragonet. Very rare. Beautiful! She is able to travel in mysterious ways, as if she passes into and out of existence, correct?” 
 
    The Helyon pair stared at each other, perhaps thinking the same thing. That explained Wink’s ability to, well, wink about as if the boundaries of time and space were her personal playthings, but not her apparent ability to sense impending danger and leap to the aid of one or the other of them – how much had she helped? That day the carriage had slipped. The time Jakani had run to Tytiana’s help as the tower blazed around her. The way he had described leaping through the defending Merxxian Dragonwing to slap her egg against Juzzakarr’s chest, and what had she done with that strange jewel anyways? 
 
    Wink was a mystery. 
 
    Jakani said, “We understand from Flicker, o Queen, that the stone was an artefact containing some remnant of Dramagon’s foul power –” 
 
    Just about everyone in the room said, ‘Ah!’ and Na’axion gasped, “He did curse me!” 
 
    “Aye, maybe so,” the Onyx-Gold said quietly. “Having seen what he could do to Dragons, o Na’axion … well, let me put it this way. You have draconic magic in you, I understand, of a Chaotic nature that you inherited from noble Iridiana. Tytiana shares your heritage, clearly. But Ahlyaza also seemed to have magic, at least, that’s my conclusion from what little I know about her. And that means Juzzakarr could have corrupted both of you without you even knowing it. Dramagon is that powerful.” 
 
    “I understand … about Dramagon,” Na’axion said levelly, but his knuckles whitened painfully upon his canes. “May I?” 
 
    Tytiana indicated the bed. “Sit.” 
 
    He sat heavily. “Well, this is instructive. I always wondered why Ahlyaza finally gave in to my demands, that one time. It was the eve of a Ball and Juzzakarr had just banished me from the House, and from Helyon too – together with his foulest curses. He said he would put a price on my head if the magic didn’t take me first. I arranged to meet Ahlyaza one last time –” 
 
    “At midnight, beneath the jinsumo?” Tytiana guessed. 
 
    “Aye! She kept that note?” 
 
    “I found it hidden in her ball gown,” she said. 
 
    Very softly, Na’axion said, “What I want you to know, Tytiana, is that what happened beneath the flowering jinsumo – that was the first and only time in my life that I have been with a woman where our desire was mutual and untainted by my meddling. I declared my love for her. She said, very gently and truthfully, that her duty was to her child and her House, and that she never wanted to see me again – but that in parting, she wanted to grant me the gift I had always prized above all others. I thought … I thought it was about the act itself, Tytiana. That is why I said you were conceived in love. A selfish view I see now, for I wonder –” 
 
    She whispered, “Don’t say it. Whatever you’re about to say –” 
 
    “I wonder if that gift wasn’t you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32: Healing Fire 
 
      
 
    ROYAL WEDDINGS HAD a way of spouting imperatives like a certain Queen of Immadia, say, hustling matters into an order she preferred. Aunt Aranya was – well, daunting, Tytiana had decided, and wonderful and great-hearted and dazzling in ways that could only be ascribed to a Star Dragoness. 
 
    She had to chuckle as Aranya wound up a tale of how she grew radiant at times of high emotion or grave danger – did that sound like anyone she could poke with a short stick, she teased, chucking Tytiana beneath the chin? 
 
    When a star delighted themselves in a long-lost great-niece, the Island-World delighted with them. 
 
    “Still, newly-minted royals require baths,” Aranya said, wrinkling her nose humorously. “It’s no great surprise, Tytiana, that your hair smells of smoke after all you’ve been through today. And, I’ve asked the servants to prepare the bathing pool with a herbal concoction of my own devising. I think you’ll feel greatly refreshed afterward – if you feel able?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Tytiana smiled. She had been smiling so much, the muscles around her mouth hurt. 
 
    In short order, there was a friendly sisterly squabble over who got to throw the chaotic flame-shifter into the bath, which Iridiana won, and then she was whisked away to a fragrant-smelling, arched chamber which housed a bath half of Jakani’s village could have used for a swimming pool. The columns supporting the domed ceiling were green marble, and the ceiling was one single, seamless artwork depicting stargazing Dragons. And the bath itself … bubble mountains! Tytiana had never seen quite so many – 
 
    “Bubbles the colours of Aranya’s hair?” she inquired of her grandmother. 
 
    Iridiana’s mouth quirked upward at the edges. “You’re observant, my sweet flame. I’d wager half of Fra’anior’s riches to a rusty dral, there’s magic in this water.” 
 
    “Must be to create that much foam,” said Tytiana, waving toward the two-foot tall billows of kaleidoscopic bubbles that filled the pool, which had to measure twenty feet across. “What’s with the size – was this built for Dragons?” 
 
    The Chaos Shifter laughed merrily. “No, just a smidgen of the fabled Fra’aniorian wealth on display.” 
 
    After wobbling one-legged down into the warm water, Tytiana chatted at length with her grandmother while she swam about very slowly, learning much about her heritage in the Kingdom of Kaolili in faraway Wyldaroon, and the extraordinary story of her birth and upbringing. The warmth of the slowly-effervescing water lulled her into a state of sleepiness. Iridiana showed her a floating harness for her head and shoulders, which promised to keep a sleeper’s head above the waterline should they do what every iota of her body yearned to, and then left her for an urgent meeting, she said. 
 
    Perhaps this is the whole point. A healing sleep is just what the Star Dragoness ordered … Tytiana drifted off into a dreamless slumber. 
 
    She awoke to a very slight change in motion. Someone had just gently pushed her away from the edge, she realised after a disoriented second, shifting carefully in the floating harness for fear of upsetting herself in the water. 
 
    “Uh, are you a servant?” she asked, failing to spy the person over the shimmering billows. “Could you kindly bring me a towel?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Feet pattered on the mosaic tiles that surrounded the bath. Bare feet. Tytiana’s brain stirred sluggishly. Ooh, she felt as if she had been punched by a hundred-foot Dragon made of pure velvet. Her muscles were all loose and unsteady. 
 
    “Uh, on second thoughts, girl, could you kindly help me rinse out my hair with clean water, minus all the lovely bubbles and soaps?” 
 
    Laughter like a bird’s trilling echoed from the vaulted ceiling. 
 
    Tytiana put her foot down, balanced herself carefully, and raised her head above the bubble-line. There was a girl holding out a white, fluffy towel to her – a child? A petite person of gleaming mahogany skin, huge dark eyes, elfin chin, and curly black hair braided into a close, intricate style she had never seen before. In fact, she had never seen skin so dark it had a sheen like obsidian, and black hair that where it escaped formed unmanageably dense curls. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Where are you … so gorgeous?” 
 
    “Careful,” said the dark girl, in her delightfully exotic voice. “Do you need a hand?” 
 
    “I can manage,” said Tytiana. “I’ve just one leg – um, I meant to ask – where are you from?” Turning rosier by the moment, she added, “I’m confused. Do you work here at the Palace?” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment,” trilled the mite, holding out her hand. 
 
    Hopping over to the side of the bath, Tytiana accepted the girl’s help in working the flotation harness free of her shoulders. She pressed the proffered towel to her face mostly to give herself space to think. Something did not feel right. Despite her diminutive size, that girl looked and acted older than her apparent age. Indeed, there was an innate sense of power about her that was starting to wake parts of her which had clearly been very much asleep. 
 
    “Uh … you don’t actually work here, do you?” 
 
    The other bowed fluidly. “Sorry, I should have introduced myself. I’m Pip of the Crescent Isles. The Pygmy Dragoness, if the title helps.” 
 
    Tytiana gasped in horror. “Oh … oh, suffering caroli, can I just sink back beneath these bubbles and never be seen again? Your – uh, Majesty, I didn’t – the insult –” 
 
    First Jakani, now her? Would they ever stop insulting legends? 
 
    Pip’s mobile mouth cracked into the broadest of grins. “Most people mistake me for ten or so, so you’re in good company. Besides, I was up to mischief sneaking in on you – Iridiana asked me to check up on you, and frankly, I was curious to meet this newcomer who has Fra’anior Cluster abuzz, almost upstaging a royal wedding!” She wagged her forefinger sternly. “No sinking away beneath bubbles allowed. Don’t look so terrified, petal. It is not generally considered polite for Shapeshifter Dragonesses to eat relatives. Mostly. How are you with nudity taboos, Tytiana? Given as you are completely clothed in fetching bubbles?” 
 
    “Oh, somebody pinch me – ouch! That wasn’t an invitation.” 
 
    “What are you going to do –” Pip reached out to punch Tytiana’s shoulder lightly “– throw a few bubbles at me?” 
 
    Perhaps the Pygmy Dragoness had forgotten her own strength, to which Jakani’s uncanny strength had been compared. Perhaps Tytiana forgot for a half-second that she was missing half a leg. Whatever the case, as she lost her balance she flung out an arm, which Pip gamely grabbed onto. However, the surge of water onto the tiling played them both false – or was it a tiny, answering streak of mischief that might have tightened her grip at the crucial second, causing Pip’s bare feet to slip? 
 
    Kersplash! 
 
    Surfacing, Tytiana spluttered, “Sorry! I’m just a clumsy –” 
 
    “No, you aren’t – on both counts,” said Pip, who now wore a helmet of bubbles upon her intricate braids. Apparently, ending up in the pool was no problem at all. “I could do with washing off a bit of the travel dust and pollen. Thanks for the subtle hint.” 
 
    Tytiana reddened again. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    “Bah. I can see I’m going to have to beat some mischief into you, like I’ve been doing to Aranya and Iridiana for years.” 
 
    Discomfited. Discombobulated. Drenched and desperate to impress – Tytiana found herself looking at her reactions from what seemed to be slightly afar, as she did sometimes, and wondering at herself. Maybe she could learn a lesson or two from Jakani. He seemed to roll so easily with the unexpected. She wished she could do the same. 
 
    Puffing a few bubbles off her arm toward the Pygmy Dragoness, she said, “So, Great-Aunt Aranya promised to explain, but I suppose I should simply extort the information out of you now that we’re both in this bubble soup together.” 
 
    “Extort?” Pip’s eyebrows peaked. “I like the sound of that!” 
 
    “So, take an Immadian from the far North, a Crescent Islander and Pygmy from the middle reaches and a blue-skinned lady from Herimor – can you explain to me exactly how we are all related?” 
 
    “That’s quite a tale.” 
 
    Finding herself beaming at Pip, Tytiana said, “If I were Iridiana I could literally become ‘all ears’, but for my part, I’ll simply say I’m burning to know. Apparently you three saved the Island-World from certain extinction. Shall we start there?” 
 
    Pip answered, “I can see that you’re following in family tradition, o Tytiana the Radiant.” 
 
    Glancing down at her glowing arms, she sighed. “I just feel so ignorant. Can you start by explaining what this … inner radiance … is all about?” 
 
    “Aye, I can. It’s simple. You see, Tytiana, when a star shines, she shines with what we call a beautiful fury. That’s what lives within you. That’s who you were born to be. You are a creature of fire and fury, of magic and mystery – and when you are truest to yourself, when you place yourself squarely in the epicentre of your destiny and pursue it with all the integrity, love and honour you can muster, that’s when all the beautiful fury within you will ignite. Then, you will illuminate everyone and everything.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jakani found a surprisingly radiant Tytiana atop the Palace that evening, gazing at the spectacular colours of a Fra’aniorian suns-set – but what was astonishing to him, was the smile with which she assaulted the constitution of his knees. Sure, the volcanic atmosphere continued to do magic with the suns’ golden radiance, the gardens were vibrant and the dragonet song trilling over the city even more so. The backdrop to Miss Radiant was only the most spectacular scene in the Island-World. She wore a formal, high-necked Fra’aniorian lace gown in pristine white that framed her slender figure like an icicle of pure fire, as if that image made any sense at all … Wink slept curled up in a hank of her hair, right there in the crook of her neck, her tiny white muzzle pressed against Tytiana’s pulse. 
 
    Right. Let’s try remembering to breathe, here, Dirt Picker. 
 
    Not easy. 
 
    “You look nice,” he offered casually. 
 
    Her smile widened. 
 
    “Uh, and it’s a nice suns-set, too. Everything’s very … nice.” 
 
    Oh? I can read your mind, Mister Nice. 
 
    No, you … can you? Please tell me you can’t read all my nasty little thoughts. 
 
    You were being very sweet, Jakani So-Handsome Sakazi, and you look rather nice yourself. She giggled sweetly, and added, But aye, I’m a bit confused – alright, a lot confused – by everything I’m reading from people around me. Even my grandmother, Iridiana. And Na’axion – which ranged between ‘ugh’ and ‘he’s actually alright.’ Sort of. How do I ever forgive him for all that he did? 
 
    Do you need to? I mean, it all happened before you were born. Jakani paused. 
 
    You mean, that’s between him and his conscience. The furrows eased from Tytiana’s brow without her fury erupting as it ordinarily would have. That in itself was a shock. He had been braced for it. You were thinking that the chaotic fire-degradation manifest in his person might as much stem from Dramagon’s accursed magic as Fra’anior’s punishment, and you felt cruel for entertaining such thoughts. He felt his jaw drop, and it stayed that way, but the tall heiress merely extended her hand to invite him into her embrace. Twining her arms about him as she gazed deep into his eyes, she said, O Jakani, thou art noble indeed. I’ll tell you who is a gift – you are, to me. 
 
    Suffering spiders, you are reading my thoughts! 
 
    I think I am. I’ll try not to. Only the sweet ones. Not, for example, what you’re contemplating doing with your hands right now. 
 
    Tytiana! 
 
    Alright, that was a teensy lie – but now you are. 
 
    Jakani burst out laughing. Guilty as charged. You made me. He caressed the small of her back with both hands. Was I thinking about this? 
 
    Close, but not quite. I believe your moral standards are somewhat lower. Say, about five inches or so? 
 
    A few minutes later, when they had not quite managed to detonate each other’s powers with a lengthy and ardent kiss, he murmured, Mmm, and slipping further into dissipation by the moment. Great leaping Islands, Tytiana, I’m going to have to use a bench if you insist upon growing so tall. Sore neck. 
 
    I’m cheating. Heels, she chortled, lifting her hemline a couple of inches to show him her very pretty three-inch red heels. 
 
    Rainbows! Those are gorgeous shoes, sweet pea. Tell me, however, don’t you just clip on a longer leg? Between you, your grandmother and great-aunt, I’m overshadowed by all the women around here. Me and Asturbar both, actually. 
 
    But never over-handsomed, are you, my – 
 
    “Kids,” said Asturbar, very drily indeed. 
 
    “Kids,” Iridiana agreed. 
 
    Tytiana and Jakani jumped apart with identical yelps. 
 
    “We kissed like that, once,” said the huge Azingloriax warrior, drawing Iridiana against his side. 
 
    “Still do. He has a terrible case of wandering hands, too,” Iridiana admitted, which was probably a little more information than Jakani felt he strictly needed to know about his flame’s grandparents. 
 
    “Decades in the making,” Asturbar agreed readily. “Runs in the family, I see? Anyways, when you’re done turning her into Tytiana the Roseate – say, Jakani, there’s a family kidnapping starting tomorrow. Why not make it a double?” 
 
    “Ever tried to kidnap a living flame?” he shot back. 
 
    “Easy,” he said. “Look, I got stuck on a desert Island with a girl of pure chaos. Married her quick as a wink.” 
 
    Wink glanced up as if someone had just mentioned her name. When she realised no-one was paying her the slightest attention, she gave a disgruntled little chirrup and blinked out of existence. 
 
    Jakani nodded. 
 
    Asturbar added, “We can talk, son, but I can tell you from experience that when a girl kisses you like that, I suggest you had better hitch up your armour and do what is right by her.” 
 
    “Uh … aye, sir.” 
 
    Iridiana ribbed her husband about embarrassing the grandchildren, whereupon he attempted to whisk her off her feet and provide even more embarrassment. Asturbar ended up kissing a small thornbush. “Ooh,” he chuckled, rubbing his bleeding upper lip. “That hasn’t happened in a while.” 
 
    The bush growled, “Tytiana, could you help me with my clothes, please?” 
 
    A short while later, with Iridiana returned to her primary Human form, Jakani asked Tytiana, “So, my sweet flame, when I came up to the rooftop, you were smiling about something. I sense you might have come to a decision?” 
 
    “Who’s reading whom now?” she complained half-heartedly. 
 
    Wink woke and chirruped. She’s hungry, they chorused, and then smiled at each other. 
 
    “Babies,” said Iridiana, with a wink at Tytiana that caused the girl to cough. 
 
    She dampened the fires in her hands. “Don’t do that. I’d hate to ruin a lovely dress – and Jakani, none of your despicable smirking. Just wait until you see me in my ball gown. You … will … die. Figuratively. Sorry. That sort of emerged with a severe dose of evil-flaming-girlfriend-chuckle thrown in for good measure.” 
 
    “Fireproof,” he said airily. “And?” 
 
    “Aye, I have indeed made a decision regarding my father.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to heal him?” 
 
    “Do I even have to speak around here?” Tytiana complained. “Aye, that is exactly what I meant. And this is for you – for the smirk.” 
 
    “Suffering spiders!” Jakani jumped nearly a foot in the air as she tweaked his bottom. 
 
    “I guess I have low standards, too.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    But when she kissed him again, Wink made a tiny growl of discontent, disappeared from existence, and evidently decided that Iridiana’s shoulder would be her new choice of perch. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Tytiana knocked politely on the door to her father’s chambers. He was apparently sharing with Ardan so that the two of them could receive the medical attention they required. The Shadow Dragon’s snarling at his enforced bed rest could be heard right down the corridor. Oh, and Na’axion had a few vociferous complaints, too. Apparently Aranya was ‘the amethyst beast’ and Iridiana ‘the most inflexible mother in the Island-World.’ 
 
    Men! 
 
    I’m not like that, Jakani protested. 
 
    Better not be, grimy-toes Sakazi. You’ll get even less sympathy from me. 
 
    Now Na’axion apparently had the gall to mock Ardan’s fractured jaw. The volume of grumbling and cursing reached a pitch that rattled the chamber’s wooden door and dislodged a painting off the wall – but Jakani, as ever, was more than equal to any task requiring excessive speed. Silence within. Here came Aranya from the other direction, approaching at a harried-looking clip. 
 
    Ardan called, “Do come inside, all.” 
 
    Reaching out, Asturbar pressed the door open. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Jakani scowled at him. 
 
    The Azingloriax said, “I heard you’ve skills in arm-wrestling, you scrawny excuse for a Shapeshifter?” 
 
    Jakani, to his credit, looked the massive warrior up and down and drawled, “I’ll take you on any day, you poor, underfed street urchin.” 
 
    With a huge guffaw, Asturbar clapped him soundly upon the shoulder. Jakani refused to flinch. 
 
    Some things would never change, she supposed. Upon reflection, maybe she did not want them to. Jakani would continue to take on men or Dragons five times his size, and grow into his heritage as a rare Onyx-Gold Dragon. She would join a family of Star Dragons and crazy chaotic magic wielders. And if that rascally young man did not propose soon, she would encourage him until he went completely crazy. Ingeniously, of course. She was a woman, and a Dragoness. 
 
    Hmm. How did Shapeshifters propose, anyways? 
 
    Softly, Jakani said, “You’re being Tytiana the Radiant, my beloved.” 
 
    So she was. Tytiana glanced at her treasure, and saw her shining face reflected in his gold-tinted irises. Aye. This was who she was. Tytiana, daughter of Na’axion and Ahlyaza. Shapeshifter Dragoness. Heiress of Chaos, and, with the flourish of a quill-pen, the newest member of the royal household of Immadia. Princess – she grimaced. Hopelessly awkward, that title, but anything had to be better than being a Choice. Possessor of magic few understood, and the adamantine resolve to use her gifts for the betterment of the peoples of Helyon Island, and beyond. 
 
    She saw Ardan the Shadow Dragon abed to her right hand, and her father lying in a bed opposite. Na’axion’s face was pasty with pain, but he managed a wretched sort of smile. “Hey, daughter.” 
 
    “Islands’ greetings, uh, Dad. Did we neglect to tell you that I have Chaotic healing powers?” 
 
    His jaw dropped, and stayed that way. 
 
    Pushing up her sleeves, she said, “I’ve spoken to Fra’anior himself, and he called me the ‘Daughter of Chaos. I also took the liberty of consulting at length with Silver this afternoon. Therefore, I thought I’d commence our relationship by burning some of the nonsense out of you. Ready to receive my healing fire?” 
 
    Na’axion’s expression could have been sold for a King’s ransom. Hope. Awe. An agony of wonder and perplexity. Glancing about at all the faces surrounding him, he absently mouthed, ‘Fra’anior?’ Aranya nodded grimly. Ardan just folded his arms in a smug way that suggested he might have heard something like this before. 
 
    Aye. Tytiana might be the only person ever born who possessed the magic to heal him. 
 
    Jakani could not withhold a wicked little chortle. “I sense a rapid education in the matter of having a daughter is at hand.” 
 
    Weakly, Na’axion said, “Isn’t dealing with nonsense meant to be a father’s job?” 
 
    “You’ll have to practice being one first,” Tytiana riposted, with a smile as gentle as it was implacable. “Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll train you well.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Dragonfriend series: Dragonfriend, Dragonlove, Dragonsoul and Dragonstar 
 
    Scrolls of Fire series: The Dragon Librarian 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragon Legends series: The Pygmy Dragon and The Onyx Dragon 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragons series: Aranya, Shadow Dragon, Song of the Storm Dragon and Beautiful Fury 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragons linked book, read after Song of the Storm Dragon or after Beautiful Fury: Chaos Shifter 
 
    Standalone Book: Dragon Thief 
 
      
 
    Set in the same world as the Shapeshifter Dragons series, join Zhialeiana in an oceanic adventure with Whales and Sea-Dragons: 
 
    IsleSong series: The Girl who Sang with Whales, The Girl who Loved the Whales, and The Girl who Swam with Whales, after which this series connects with Shapeshifter Dragons above in Dragons of Sea and Sky, coming soon. 
 
      
 
    Whisper Series (Teen and older readers) 
 
    Conjured by the sadistic Warlock Sanfuri, Whisper faces a stark choice. Run with his message, or die. Bound by the Warlock’s unbreakable magical imperative, Whisper is forced to navigate the tortuous pathways of a labyrinth twenty miles deep, riven by Dragon-infested canyons and scorched by sunstrike. An extraordinary legend is born. 
 
    Whisper Alive 
 
      
 
    The Equinox Cycle: (Young Adult and older readers) 
 
    Trapped in a car wreck, crushed by a train. In seconds, Zaranna’s world is torn apart and she must start life anew, as a survivor. A double amputee. Yet why does this promising equestrienne remember a flash of sulphurous fire, and a crimson paw hurling her mother’s car onto the train tracks? Why does a tide of beguiling butterflies flood her increasingly chaotic dreams? 
 
    As Zaranna Inglewood adjusts to life minus legs, plus gorgeous Alex, the paramedic who cut her body from the wreckage, she learns the terror of being hunted. Relentless and inimical, the enemy lures her to a world where dreams shape reality. Equinox. A world of equinoctial storms; lashed by titanic forces of magic, dominated by the Pegasi and their centuries-old enmity with Human Wizards and the Dragons. This is a world where a girl can Dream her destiny. Where her soul can fly, or be chained forever. 
 
    She is Zaranna, the Horse Dreamer. Survivor. Fighter. A girl who doesn’t need legs to kick an evil fate in the teeth. All she needs is courage – the courage to Dream. 
 
    The Horse Dreamer (Equinox Cycle Book 1) 
 
      
 
    The Shioni of Sheba series: (Middle Grades and older readers) Unique African historical fantasy adventures set among the myths and legends of ancient Ethiopia. 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #1: The Enchanted Castle 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #2: The King's Horse 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #3: The Mad Giant 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #4: The Sacred Lake 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #5: The Fiuri Realms 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #6 – The Night of the Hyenas 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #7 – The Secret of the Simiens 
 
    Shioni of Sheba Box Set – Books 1-5 
 
      
 
    Epic fantasy (New Adult and Adult readers) Epic length tales of unique worlds and powers. 
 
    Feynard 
 
    The Legend of El Shashi 
 
      
 
    Foreign language editions 
 
    Italian – Dragonfriend, Il Drago Pigmeo 
 
    Spanish – Dragonfriend 
 
    Portuguese – Aranya, Shadow Dragon, The Pygmy Dragon 
 
    Chinese – The Pygmy Dragon (US, China) Aranya (US, China) 
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