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Dedication 
 
      
 
    Always whisper truth, 
 
    For its power is greater than any shout. 
 
    To the truth-whisperers of the world, 
 
    The voices of the voiceless, 
 
    I cry, 
 
    Whisper! 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 1: Whisper of Quickening 
 
      
 
    Malevolence IGNITED Her embryonic awareness. An inchoate, unspoken cry echoed from the depths of her soul: I am alive! 
 
    The first quickening of life pulsed in eerie counterpoint to an encircling electrical field. Humming sounds broken by sharp crackling overwhelmed her hypersensitive hearing. A metallic tang seared her throat. Ozone, mingled with the sickly stench of singed fur. Her smoking, flame-red fur. 
 
    The creature shrank backward, blinking multiple times. 
 
    The miracle of sight shot rainbows in her mind. Colours ablaze. The sweeping bonfires of incarnation shivered before another elemental shout: I breathe! 
 
    The glory of nascent life faded into a melodious fizz that ruffled her silky fur from the points of her fright-flattened ears to the tip of her long, delicate tail. Impressions cascaded over her overstimulated senses in great, kaleidoscopic waterfalls of tint and scent and sensation, sparking wild, skirling squalls of thought despite a lack of words in which to couch them. Instinct led. She scented the air with a rapid-flare movement of her nostrils, filling and refilling her lungs. Awakened to myriad smells. Vegetation. Musky sweat. Unknowable tangs and nuances, so evocative, inciting secondary cataracts of sensation, including the awareness of a rank fear-odour – her own. 
 
    Cold wetness crashed over her body, driving her against the humming sound, against hardness. Pain! I hurt! She yowled, squirming away from the burning bars, clutching her rump in agony. Rough sounds battered her ears. Painful sounds, both for their deafening volume and for a quality she recognised as cruel derision. Words battered her ears, groaning and booming as if they were the first words she had ever heard, yet she understood. 
 
    “There now, you frightened it.” 
 
    “Can’t stand to see an animal burn.” 
 
    “Witless weed-licker. I’ll stitch your pox-raddled gullet-strings up through your rancid –” 
 
    A new voice cut in, cold and sibilant. “You’re worse than a flock of gabbling gaspafinches! Still your tongues!” 
 
    Snake, her mind suggested. No. A predator – starlight exploded behind her vision, but the white-hot motes cascading away from that crux of agony seemed conversely, to bring forth from the unheralded halls of memory, understanding. 
 
    Dragon! 
 
    She froze, transfixed by the unfolding ripples of mindfulness within her being, like tunnels and caverns and canyons opening before an explorer’s questing gaze. Treacherous, unreliable fire-breather. Dragon-sorcerer. Flier. Killer. Tiny paws fleeing from the relentless seeker, its sulphurous breath hissing heatedly between trees and across mountaintops and down cliffs and the pounding of her heartbeat as her remembrance-trace bolted for its life … a final, consuming knowledge of heat mixed with a curious, redolent scent of mellifluous jasmine mingled with the saccharine stench of freshly roasted flesh … aye, Dragon! 
 
    Her tail had wrapped twice around her body. She stroked its nervously-flicking tip for the comfort conducted down its nerve-rich length, peering out of her … cage? The word curled her tongue as though she had sucked upon an acidic narthafruit. Solid iron bars bounded a space perhaps three feet wide by ten long and four high, floored by a rough scrap of plank which had been tossed carelessly inside. The bars stood a paw-span apart, wreathed in unburning green flame. Her light, fleet hind paws had taken their stance upon the plank, since the hungrily-crackling flame covered every inch of metal, even where the bars rested upon naked shendite, the russet substrate of this forest clearing. 
 
    Her mind shovelled geological speculation aside as a steely talon rapped the cage firmly. “Scream again. Go on,” hissed the beast, all fire, catlike curiosity and loathing. The metallic length of talon, as long as she was tall, jerked back as the green flame licked toward its claw-sheath. Ghastly clarity invaded her gut with fresh sensations. Fear. Claustrophobia. Take flight! Seek a bolthole, somehow … 
 
    The Dragon laughed gruffly. “Escape is impossible.” 
 
    She looked up past the golden-red, gnarly tops of his four forward-facing fore-talons, cataloguing information at a staggering rate. A pair of fiery, sallow orbs regarded her above a gleaming cavern filled with fangs far more impressive than her cage’s bars. The Gold-Red Dragon, his colours proclaiming avarice, power and a predilection toward an evil alignment, was a hulking monster measuring twice the height of any of his Human companions even given his crouched stance. A living, walking furnace clad in scaly armour, his tail lashed restlessly behind him as he regarded her narrowly through the bars. Sulphurous, cloying smoke curled lazily out of his left nostril, which she could have clambered inside with ease. Her nostrils tingled, hurling scent-notes of alarm into her mind. 
 
    Terrifying as that flame-snorting monster was, he was not the source of the malevolence she had sensed. 
 
    The Dragon began to purr, “Ah, little –” 
 
    “Playing with your food, Ignothax?” rapped one of the men. Her gaze snapped just as quickly to – him! The source of malice, standing with his back turned to the cage. “Disgusting habit. If your flabby belly must shout so loudly, devour the morsel.” 
 
    For an instant, the beast’s eyes filled with unholy swirls of crimson fire, twin beacons of loathing fixed on his captive. Then, with a leathery-metallic rustling of scales, the Dragon shifted his long, barb-topped neck and murmured, “Don’t you know what you’ve managed to conjure, Warlock Sanfuri?” 
 
    A heavily beringed hand, dark and scarred, waved past the edge of the tall man’s sooty cloak. “Should I care?” 
 
    She stared at the hand in fascination. So many rings, thick with metal! Jewels the size of penpiper’s eggs! Strength more than hinted at in the play of robust tendons beneath the dark skin, and the vigorous pulse in the wrist. She did not question her intuition. A tangible miasma of hatred oozed off him, thicker than the cloak; thicker than the deathly tendrils of fear delicately entangling every fibre of her being. She sensed the necromantic touch of his magic. A mind as keen and deathly as Whitesun’s own gaze. Power to lather oceans into a thundering fury. Even compared to the Dragon, which the other Humans gave a respectful berth, this Warlock was the deadlier creature by far.  
 
    With a taunting lilt to his reptilian voice, Ignothax said, “Your genius is of course unrivalled, o Master.” 
 
    Instantly, another white-hot mote invaded her brain. Dragon and Warlock. Master and familiar. Amongst all magic users, only the most accomplished Warlocks possessed the willpower to bind the minor Dragonkind to their bidding, but the connection benefitted both creatures by merging and augmenting their capabilities – so said the lore. Never had a beast of such aged power as the Gold-Red Ignothax been bound as familiar to a Warlock. Never before, her memories reiterated. Inconceivable. 
 
    Unmoved, Sanfuri drawled, “Must we stoop to flattery, Dragon?” 
 
    “Master, you have truly excelled yourself this time.” 
 
    “That is a risible failure!” stormed the man. Shocked, her fur crawled at his outburst. The force of his roar knocked back his hood, exposing a wealth of grey-white hair that spilled over his shoulders. “Dispose of it. Now!” 
 
    “Don’t you wish to know –” 
 
    Four words exploded separately out of the Warlock’s mouth, “Don’t. Try. My. Patience.” 
 
    “Ah, but you summoned –” the Dragon licked his chops rapidly with a violet, forked tongue “– a Whisper.” 
 
    Extraordinary how the hunched shoulders could one instant communicate fury, and the next, disbelief. He whirled. The ash-grey cloak swirled much as the early morning mist swirled around the boles of the mighty, fragrant jentiko trees surrounding the clearing, she noticed peripherally, focussed on how the thick material swept aside. The lean, wolfish frame concealed beneath, clad entirely in shades of iron grey – stippled draconid-hide boots, dark grey trousers and heavy metal greaves; an unsheathed split sword hung from a wide leather belt … her eyes travelled in hasty upward leaps, taking in the pouches at his belt, the well-worn body armour, the tense tendons like hawsers of riven flesh and fibre running up beneath the man’s hoarfrost-shot beard. His mouth, a cruel gash marked between ritually scarred cheeks, also notably leaden of cast. Strong nose. Heavy brows. Steely eyes glinting like ice-rimed forest pools as they lit upon her, the creature in the cage. 
 
    His left hand tightened on a whip coiled at his belt. When he spoke, Sanfuri’s voice was the ravening crack of a sunstrike. “A Whisper! How … remarkable.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Whisper-creature recoiled onto her haunches. Blithely, words labelling his emotions thundered like unfamiliar gongs deep in her throat. Malice. Calculation. Hope as consuming as a starving Dragon’s appetite. Cruelty. Nuances of delivery and physical approach that informed her as clearly as the white-hot sun’s fatal kiss, ‘Your being a Whisper is good for me, and terminally unhealthy for you.’ 
 
    Wet her lips. Check every corner of the cage. Bindings. Locks? Impossible to force or pick without tools. She enumerated seventeen raffish characters dressed similarly to the Warlock, armed with long split swords and curved dirks, and light oval shields in addition. Professional mercenaries. No help there. Forty steps across the small clearing, bordered by great stands of foliage sporting the quintuple clusters of mauve, horn-shaped jentiko flowers, she spied a trio of smaller, whippet-thin draconids – a broad class of Dragonkind of lesser intelligence – which had been chained to a fallen log, where they scrapped fitfully over a Human thigh-bone with piercing hisses and a clack-clack of needle-sharp fangs. The long snouts and sensitive nostrils proclaimed them hunters. Vicious tempers. Bellies curved up toward the spine, filled only with a lust to satiate their emptiness. Finally, her gaze turned hopelessly sunward, toward the topside. Light filtered down from the heights of this major crack, but the clearing was mercifully shielded by many layers and miles of cheerful, light-shot green sentikor foliage and rock ledges, for all knew that to brave direct sunstrike was to die. 
 
    Unmistakably, these were the mid-reaches, the level of Human abode. The miles above were the domain of flying Dragons and draconids, and other avian and winged creatures. Down here amidst the unnavigable, tangled cracks and canyons, was shelter from sunstrike and the mighty Dragon swarms of mating or migration season. Somewhere beneath her paws, unseen, lay the final buttresses that separated the fungus-dominated semidarkness from the true deeps, and finally, the Brass Mirror below. The acidic, deathly Ocean. 
 
    All this flashed through her mind in the two seconds it took the Warlock to approach the cage. 
 
    His grey eyes filled her vision. Powerful. Mesmerising. Pitiless. 
 
    “Pretty little thing,” he said conversationally, studying her like an insect he had accidentally scuffed beneath his boot. “Are you quite certain of its identity?” 
 
    Ignothax vented a venomous growl. “Ask her, Master.” 
 
    “It speaks?” 
 
    “Whispers are rumoured to possess basic intelligence.” 
 
    The Whisper retreated as far as she could along the plank without singeing her fur on the cage wall behind her. Now, visceral terror shook her frame. A song of distress lodged in her heart, elevating her pulse-rate to the mad tempo of a triple-drum. Yet, she was also furious. Basic intelligence? What did that overgrown lump of submissive reptilian snot think he was … 
 
    Swish! Crack! Her fur leaped. 
 
    Pain struck in a whip-crack driven by the blurring of the Warlock’s hand. 
 
    She screamed, and then screamed a second time as the cage-magic discharged against her shoulder. She patted her fur frantically, feeling a trench seared into the underlying skin. 
 
    Hsst! Crack! The Whisper writhed away. Nonetheless, a tendril of biting pain seemed to cling to her lower back. Acid-bitten. 
 
    “Speak!” ordered the Warlock. 
 
    Her blinking confusion purchased her another cut of the whip, splitting her left ear. She touched the spot, retracting the talons of her long, motile digits back into their sheaths. 
 
    “Speak!” 
 
    The Warlock laid into her methodically, as though he were merely out for a stint of unloved morning exercise. His strokes through the bars were a miracle of precision; his speed, inhuman. Her panicked leaps to evade the blows became a blur in that cramped space, but the whip-tip still scored her fur and skin mercilessly, raising bloody welts and digging trenches into skin and muscle. Every time she touched the cage, lightning discharged against her fur. Soon, she was just a snarling ball of fury and stinging, rolling about helplessly on the plank. 
 
    React! Her mouth snapped forward. Despite the slashing pain, she caught a good mouthful of whip-leather and bit down. The Warlock jerked it away, but her refusal to release her jaw immediately jammed her face against the bars. She spat charred fur and blood at him as the whip slid free. 
 
    Sanfuri wiped his cheek, before glancing at the blue-red smear of her blood with clear interest. The Whisper’s breathing slowed as she focussed on the Warlock. What did he see? Defiance? Spirit? 
 
    “Huh, latent magic,” he grunted. “Ignothax. What would you have me do with a mythical creature? Replace you as my familiar?” 
 
    “Previously mythical,” sniffed the Dragon, clearly underwhelmed by the threat to his job. “Do you know the forms –” 
 
    “Of course I know the binding forms, you calcified, rock-chewing excrement of Wyrm-spawn!” 
 
    The Whisper bared her teeth at the pair, snarling deep in her throat. The Gold-Red responded in kind, following his own animal instincts, in a decidedly unequal contest between her less than three-foot self and a Dragon whose fangs alone topped half her height. Still, she spat the only insult in her limited vocabulary, “I’ll sup on your entrails, Dragon.” 
 
    The Dragon cuffed the cage across the clearing. Clang! 
 
    Over and over she tumbled until the cage crashed into a tree. The jungle-green draconids howled eagerly, champing at the ends of their chains, but recoiled when the grass-green lightning spiked into their snouts. 
 
    The Warlock seemed mildly amused by her battle to cling to the plank – eventually, she had to throw her scant weight against the dented cage to knock it flat. She perched on the scrap of wood, panting heavily. The metallic-jasmine taste of her own blood filled her mouth. What use, hatred? The cage remained unbroken and unbreakable; her captivity, abject, and her pain, nigh unbearable. 
 
    “It’s a messenger,” Sanfuri noted blandly. He recited, “Give a Whisper person, place and imperative. Have it memorise the message. The message will be delivered. The oath is their bond. How do you propose to use this creature, Dragon? I assume you have a plan?” 
 
    Ignothax stalked her now with reptilian sinuosity, his laughter rumbling deep in his impressive chest. His strut caused the draconids to draw back in fear. “Think, Master,” he hissed. “Let’s say you wanted to deliver a message to our accursed enemies at Arbor –” 
 
    The Warlock vented a murderous curse. 
 
    “– aye, Master. But Arbor was cut off by the last Sundering. Long seasons have we sought the path, topside, openside, strongside, bulwarkside, canyons twenty miles deep riddling a cracked and broken landscape … there is no access, for this sunstrike-blasted realm is nought but a three-dimensional maze bound between the impassable mainland and endless, acid Oceans. A Sundering produced our curse and our reality; it changed all. The Arborites, thrice cursed be their scut-sucking ancestors, laugh at us. They laugh and thrive in freedom!” 
 
    Sanfuri tented his fingers, unperturbed by the Dragon’s furious fireball searing across the clearing. A sixty-foot bruiser, Ignothax could produce a fireball two feet in diameter. Vegetation burst into flame. Dozens of birds fled in raucous chorus, some burning up mid-flight. Nausea roiled in her stomach at the scent of charred flesh and feathers. 
 
    The Warlock hissed, “And …” 
 
    Ignothax pointed a claw delicately at the Whisper’s neck. “It is said that no creature navigates like a Whisper. This creature possesses unmatched directional, spatial and gravitational senses, greater than any hunter or tracker, intelligent or sub-intelligent, under the sun. Their magical enhancement is unparalleled in the animal kingdom. If any route exists between Mirror and sunstrike that should lead to our enemies, she will find it for us. By oath-imperative, a Whisper is bound to strive unto death.” 
 
    The man began to make a strange, gurgling-coughing sound. At first, she thought he was choking; belatedly, she recognised laughter. Vile, devious laughter. The man chortled, “Ah … you are shrewd, Ignothax. Go on.” 
 
    Every last inch of that monstrous, fire-stuffed reptile writhed in vile pleasure. 
 
    She spat at the man and his familiar, “I will never serve you.” 
 
    I defy evil! 
 
    The Whisper’s declaration surprised herself. 
 
    Uncaring of the attacking green flame, the lizard palmed the entire cage and tossed it toward the Warlock’s boots. “Grasp your future, Warlock. Conquer all!” 
 
    As if she had not spoken. 
 
    Whisper gripped the wood mid-tumble, earning three more searing burns before finding her balance on the plank once more. This time, she made no sound. 
 
    She smelled the Human’s greed-stench. The beat of his life’s pulse proclaimed an untrammelled lust for revenge, mirrored in the upward quick of his cruel lips. She smelled strange scents upon his breath. Intoxicants? Plant-based drugs? A significant look passed between the Warlock and his familiar. Suddenly, they seemed to be of one mind. Magic. She sensed its touch upon the sensitive silken threads of her whiskers. She stroked them rapidly. A chance would arise. She must snatch it fearlessly … 
 
    “Bring bindings,” ordered the Dragon. “You. Go.” The man leaped to obey, palming a length of leather thong. “And you, snot-shot chakkur. Open the cage.” 
 
    After fiddling with the locks, the other soldier cracked the door open. She hesitated. Freedom beckoned … but where was the trick? 
 
    Go! Her legs blurred. 
 
    The Dragon missed his swipe, but not the Warlock. With a flick of his left wrist, the man unleashed an ethereal grey hand that shot through the air with an audible whine before clamping down on her tail like a vice. He reeled her in casually, despite her squirming, spitting opposition. The Whisper struck out at the soldiers with her bared talons, opening a welter of minor cuts, but in her weakened state, could put up little resistance. They twisted her hands behind her back and trussed them expertly. She was so much smaller than they. Barely half a man’s height, and very slight to boot – but she still left one with an open bite wound on his hand. Hopefully it would turn gangrenous in this atmosphere of sultry heat and high humidity that already dampened her fur. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me!” she spat. 
 
    “What?” laughed Sanfuri. “A Whisper thinks she has rights?” 
 
    On cue, all of his men and the Dragon raised a chorus of cackling mirth. Even the draconids paused their scrapping to expel a few beastly chortles. She heard rustling in the undergrowth – lizards, avians and miniature draconids taking cover, most likely. Her gaze darted in every direction. Escape. When would it come? How? She must – she was no beast – was she? 
 
    The Warlock’s ruthless eyes pierced and held her, his gaze quarrying at her mind like a pawful of ghastly, unseen talons. Pain blossomed between her temples and her long ears quivered in reaction, but after a moment, he desisted. 
 
    She could fight. Her body might be violable, but her mind resisted. 
 
    He said, “Whisper, thou art animal. Thou livest but to serve, appearing when the times are needful unto fruition. Thy sole function is to deliver thy message. Runner thou art, and wayfinder, gifted in the arts of penetrating enemy lines and defences and evading all the dangers of canyon and cave, of bulwark and openside, and the myriad, swarming beasts that prey upon the unwary and unwise. In ancient times thou didst serve the Human cities and races by linking even those separated unto the scourge of Sundering or swarming. Kings and paupers, merchants and scoundrels, all alike hast thou served, and now mine desire shalt thou master be.” 
 
    It was clear he quoted from scroll-lore. The Warlock’s scarred features hardened into forbidding planes as he regarded the captive dangling from his arcane hand. “Rights? You don’t know who you are, Whisper. Let me demonstrate.” Tossing his silvery locks, he bellowed, “Yula-îk-yyrrkûdi, Whisper! I bind thee!” 
 
    An unknowable force seized her limbs, her tongue and even her mind. She heard herself say clearly, “O Master, describe the person, place and imperative.” 
 
    Sanfuri licked his lips. “I command you to deliver my message to King Rhuzime at the City of Blue, also known as Arbor.” 
 
    The grey pools studied her callously, taking in the blood soaking her fur and the bindings lashing her hands immovably behind her back, but most of all, her inevitable response. “King Rhuzime of Arbor, upon my blood-oath,” she declared. 
 
    No! Who speaks from my throat? What is this magic? 
 
    Yet she could not withhold. Her mind was a dense fog. Even the pain in her tail, from which she dangled, was nothing but a dull, distant throbbing. She lived for the message. Her brain was a blank canvas waiting for the painter’s brush. Every word would be burned there, indelible. The masterpiece of knowing her purpose would consume her soul even as the art might consume the artist, frustrating and infuriating her, until the exultant process of catharsis began. Her catharsis would be to run the byways of her world, but the final reckoning was delivery. 
 
    Vastness beckoned, brooding and immense, with a presence all of its own. A whisker-sense itched her cheeks. Aye … 
 
    The Warlock said, “I wish you to convey this missive: ‘Greetings to you from Sanfuri the Conqueror, o King Rhuzime of Arbor, in the name of a long-overdue and bloody revenge. I hope your health remains … good. I wish to inform you that I am coming to visit with my army of Dragons, that I might pave your streets and halls with fresh corpses. I wish you congenial days until I personally crush your skull in my fist, sunstrike speed the hour!’ ” 
 
    She stared vacantly at him. 
 
    “That’s the complete message, you imbecile!” 
 
    The Whisper nodded. “I have memorised the message.” 
 
    “Repeat it.” 
 
    Unwillingly, she repeated his sentiments, word for word and inflection for hateful inflection. 
 
    “Very good.” Sanfuri glanced at the Dragon. “Shall we dispatch our messenger?” 
 
    The Dragon’s smooth, snakelike head loomed above, furnished with jailhouse fangs and a wicked grin. His complex, draconic scent was overwhelming, like a bouquet of fragrant fire broiling her senses with leisurely abandon. “Aye, Master.” 
 
    Again, that sense of the unspoken tingled her fur. So many sensations, dulled through the filter of rising pain. Could there be a moment’s respite, that she might find her place and footing and work out the multi-layered nuances of environment that continually assaulted her senses? Already, the imperative scorched like the black residue of acid-burns in her mind. Arbor, or die. Her nostrils scented the slight breeze for clues, ignoring Ignothax, now. Setting those nearby scents aside. Her fur rippled. Her trussed paws clenched and unclenched behind her back. 
 
    Who am I? Where did I come from? Why no memories before this day, before this captivity … 
 
    The mechanical mage-hand lowered her until her soles touched loose rock. Grit scrunched between her long toes. Again, the sense of connection, of knowing her environment and being known by the world, expectant in some indefinable sense, was immediate and overpowering. She would have crashed to her knees, battered by cruel waves of sensation, save that the unbreakable grip on her tail kept her upright. 
 
    The Dragon began to prod her legs with his talon, drawing blood from the taut thigh muscles, but the Warlock stopped Ignothax with a low growl, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Drawing scent for blood.” 
 
    “She needs to be able to run far and fast enough,” mused the Warlock, fingering the scars on his left cheek absently. “The whippet-draconids require a scent-indicator. What would you suggest, Ignothax?” 
 
    The Dragon’s inner fires swelled audibly into a rumbling that curdled the Whisper’s marrow inside her bones. “Blood!” 
 
    Warlock Sanfuri clucked his tongue impatiently, as though addressing a child. With a meditative air, he drew his massive sword from his belt with his right hand. “You know, Ignothax, your problem is simply a lack of imagination. You need to learn to think outside the confines of that armoured cranium. Damage the legs and the critter won’t run far. But, who needs a tail?” 
 
    Snick. 
 
    The Whisper froze as a cool breeze passed by her haunches. There was a tugging sensation accompanied by a sharp tingling, as if she had pinched a nerve. Then, heat roared through her flesh, presaging a sun-bright detonation of pain. It seemed the entire world roared through her mind in a white torrent. There was mewling and shrieking and … an absence of pain. Insensibility. 
 
    Water! Wrenched out of darkness, she spluttered furiously, then bit her tongue as the pain seared deep, deeper, deepest. 
 
    “Missing something, are we?” 
 
    Dangling his blood-smeared sword from one hand, the Warlock held up a bloodied scrap of rope with the other – no. Her precious tail! The sound that erupted from her mouth was the nethermost cry of her soul’s anguish. No pain compared. The fire behind her was like sitting in a pool of concentrated acid, yet the twisting sensation drove between flesh and spirit. Instinctively, she knew far more had been stolen from her than just a vital appendage. 
 
    Sanfuri tossed the severed flesh-rope to the whining draconids. “Issî-táe-isceetha! Scent!” 
 
    Three long snouts dipped as one. Heard from where she lay, curled up on her left flank, their combined huff of breath as if but one beast inhaled. She saw the whippet-draconids stiffen, but something was awry with her senses. Information yearned to arise, but failed. 
 
    Her tail’s loss meant this? 
 
    Utterly unblinking, the jade-green draconids fixed their gaze upon the Whisper. Their long, lanky bodies quivered in anticipation. Hunters primed for action. 
 
    Turning to her with a casual mien, Warlock Sanfuri gritted out, “Arbor is in that general direction, Whisper.” He waved toward the clearing’s edge behind her back. Despite the fluid gesture, his grey eyes were as pitiless as daggers of ice. “Since we’re the hospitable sort of invaders, we’ll give you a modicum of a head start. Say … a whole minute?” 
 
    She gazed speechlessly at him, tears of humiliation and agony streaming down her cheeks for the first time since her quickening. 
 
    The Warlock raised his split-bladed sword threateningly. “I suggest you start running, little Whisper. Ignothax, release the whippets.” 
 
    Falsity belied his every word. In the space of the Warlock’s eyes flicking over to check his Gold-Red Dragon’s movement toward the agitated whippet-draconids, resolve steeled in her heart. Adrenaline laced her veins. She kicked to her paws and, with the vehemence and mild insanity of a creature transported into a realm beyond anguish, hissed, “You’ll never catch me, you witless beetle!” 
 
    She sprang away. 
 
    Quick as a whisper, she was gone. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: Whisper of Death 
 
      
 
    The First imperative of survival was to run. 
 
    The Whisper’s flight was a blind, pulsating rush through broad, slapping leaves and musky scents. Loamy trails. Insect-buzz, a swirl of iridescent wasps pinging off her skin. Paws skittering so rapidly across bare rock, her footsteps sounded like dry leaves rustling in a canyon breeze. High-pitched, bloodthirsty howls filtered through the dense foliage – pursuit! Yet oddly, the sound steadied her panicked flight along a narrow stone arch connecting two abutting granite ledges. She began to listen to her body. To the labouring of abused muscles; the torn skin of legs and shoulders irately protesting the demands of flight. Knowing the nuances of the way the muscular pads of her paws responded to the different surfaces she ran over, the ruddy shendite and stronger, darker indigo fandolite striations, or stirring the crystal dust filtered down from higher above that collected in eddies about her racing paws, so distinct from the softer, decomposing loam in the forested reaches. Blood burbled in her ears. Air whistled into her lungs. Always, the searing pain of her amputated tail-stump chased her, for even the movement of air played unbearably on the rich, exposed nerve-clusters. 
 
    She rushed for life. No question. Both ears, torn and whole, oriented backward on the sounds made by the chasers. Fast. Lithe. One set of scrabbling talons sounded further behind than the others. 
 
    Pausing to mark the trail. 
 
    How did she know? Data simply arrived in her brain as if vapours arose from unsuspected, shaded pools of the hidden psyche, even as she had risen that morn, unbidden and unheralded. 
 
    Who am I? The question pounded with each imbalanced footstep, and sparred combatively with every spurt of pain. Mystery. All she had was an incoherent puddle of partial answers and clues. She was nameless. Alive. Oath-bound to the task. Seething with outrage at the injustice imposed upon her trussed person, but helpless before its magical verdict. A Whisper – whatever a Whisper was. Wayfinder. Messenger. A creature bereft of rights. Born into the moment’s need – how could that be? She could not articulate the deep, helpless affront that this idea sparked in her breast, knowing only that it lived like molten lead in her throat and stomach, fuelling her charge. 
 
    How many whippet-draconids chased her? From further back, the sounds reflected between the narrow canyon walls to her hearing betrayed the stirrings of a much larger army than she had suspected. Querulous, gruff Dragon voices. The jingling and clanking of armour. A stiff, leathery flapping, like outstretched wings being briskly shaken out to stimulate blood flow to the flight muscles. Were those flight-capable Dragons? Her mind enumerated them automatically, using the cadence of wingbeats and the differences in tone. Forty at least, perhaps fifty. Her quick ears identified the heavier, gruffer rumbling of Dragonkind she did not recognise, but their tread trembled the leaves infinitesimally even at this distance. Rough Human voices broke out into a marching plainsong, a haunting lament that nonetheless swelled with a steady musical cadence, which unexpectedly modulated the rhythm of her paws. 
 
    Informed, her body settled into an easier yet no less rapid lope. 
 
    The Whisper primed her senses. Impressions from her surrounds flashed inward. Trees. Fruits. Shelter. The chuckling of lapis lazuli waters. The … pain! I hurt! She struck a boulder heavily and rolled. Her balance was muddled. Recovering, she slammed into a meskuhi thornbush, retreating with a shoulder pierced full of lime-green bristles, and fell backward onto her tail. 
 
    The world shuddered, black through white. Olivine leaves. A flash of burgundy feathers in the foliage. Where was she? 
 
    Jaws! Teeth savaged her leg before the blazing crimson eyes set in jade armour flicked upward, tossing the hapless Whisper ten feet into the air. Another set of fangs flashed toward her; she blindly snagged a vine with her toes and swung away before crashing through a screen of creamy assumbi blossoms and bouncing off a branch. A paw-swipe! A weal of blood appeared as if by magic on her upper left arm before she spun away from the lunge of another of the hunting whippets. 
 
    Now, all was mental darkness. Flee! Endure! The Whisper sprang from branch to branch, hampered by the bonds and the lack of her prehensile tail, but her body fathomed necessity and sprang her toe-talons from their sheaths. They bit into wood. She ran a hundred feet vertically up a trunk before cutting along a narrow branch. Balanced. Whistling through the leaves. Her judgement failed and she fell, fetching up spitting leaves in a nest of screeching violet-crested chirrubirds. They pecked furiously at her retreating head, and beat her with their claw-tipped wings. 
 
    Leap! Snag a foothold! Employing her short yet sharp fangs, she snagged a vine with her mouth and swung again, sensing rather than seeing a whippet-draconid twisting as it fell past her, its vestigial wings fluttering helplessly as it tried to arrest what might be a fatal drop. Hopefully. 
 
    Impressions flashed by the unnerved Whisper. A cave. A narrow tunnel gleaming with luminescent orange lichens. Sprinting up another tree leaning over at twenty-four degrees from the horizontal. Patches of different aromatic flowers each tickling her nostrils uniquely. A despairing leap across a divide that yawned beneath her paws as if the ground had unexpectedly sprouted a jag-toothed mouth. An impassable tangle of jastabriars fronting a fallen stone column at least a quarter-mile thick, which completely barred her way. Forced to backtrack, she suffered another mauling that bruised but did not break the skin of her neck-ruff. Protected by a thick layer of silky fur, the draconid had not bitten deeply enough to penetrate the skin. Paws scrabbling! Escape! The despairing knowledge that her strength faded steadily due to blood loss as the chase lengthened … suddenly, after an unknowable time, she missed her leap and tumbled down the sheer precipice of a canyon so mighty that the white-hot sun winked briefly overhead. Sunstrike! Heat flashed momentarily across her head and left shoulder. 
 
    She fell so far, the imperative began to scream that she was heading in the wrong direction. The knowing simply was. Existent. Unarguable. This was a Sundering. A place where sunstrike had devastated the stele lining the sides of a canyon, exposing interconnected caves and tunnels bored by rock-chewing dracoworms – or were these sign of the mighty land-building Wyrms, her non-memories asked her? She recognised streaks of the distinctive, deep silver-blue emforite substrate that formed bulwarks against the devastation of Wyrm-action, and remembered how life came to survive here in the mid-reaches. Emforite. Protector, saviour, excretion of Wyrms. 
 
    Smash! Soft yet stinging leaves exploded around her body. 
 
    Light as she was, the impact was still heavy, knocking the wind out of her lungs in a pained wheeze. She flashed by great outcroppings of crystal-ruby formations and turquoise feldspar. No! Her hips and thighs slammed down on a slope of petal-like, delicate myrkiorite formations, a beautiful rose mineral that shattered at her advent, yet cushioned the blow in a blast of curiously sweet tasting crystal dust. She rolled slowly off the end of a ledge, fell ten feet, and landed flank to flank with a mother Lesser Blue Wyvern brooding over a clutch of eggs, in a nest neatly constructed from warm fragments of onyx. 
 
    The Wyvern’s expression indicated her thankfulness that dinner had just fallen from the sky. 
 
    Dinner promptly vacated the nest with a convulsive bound that whipped her past the Wyvern’s slashing fangs, with barely a whisker to spare. Brightness. Sunstrikes casting darts into her damaged fur. Wreaths of golden and burgundy vegetation and protruding gemstone formations flashed past. Battered by a small avalanche of stones, plant matter and the spitting aggression of tiny igneous-dracolithes, but unharried for once, the tumbling Whisper finally lodged in a crack upon the precipice, between the exposed roots of a charred sentikor tree and a protrusion of crystal-studded, deep indigo fandolite. 
 
    Safety? Perhaps. 
 
    Everything hurt. Her groan burbled with the thickness of blood in her throat. Obeying an animal instinct, she crawled deep and wedged her tiny body between the tangled roots, as far back from reaching talons as possible. 
 
    It was all too much. 
 
    The Whisper surrendered to unconsciousness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Snuffling breath. She awoke! Loamy scents of dust and detritus trapped in the crack, which over years and perhaps decades had turned into rich, crystal infused loam. The Whisper scrabbled in the dirt, licking urgently with her tongue in search of grubs and juicy, toasty-warm drakkids, members of the teeming subclass of insectoid Dragonkind, from fire-spitting bombardier drakkid-beetles to the massive armoured drakkamantids and other deadly predators. 
 
    She needed strength. Bite! Flesh, fats and gristle tingled her tongue so sweetly, the tastes ran down her throat like fiery juice. 
 
    The Whisper’s lips had begun to curl into an almost-smile of bliss, when the semidarkness shook. Talons! Whippets! The sound of whippet-draconids hunting was a lustful gurgling deep in the long throat, broken by yips of crooning bloodlust. A pack of at least seven, judging by their distinct scents, tore at the base of the sentikor tree, flaying the rough russet bark into fountains of fragments. She shrank back into her hole, her throat working against its desiccation. She felt blood squelch beneath her body – so much blood! 
 
    Cool dawn mists wreathed her new prison in ethereal veils of unreality. The gnarled roots protecting her gripped the cliff with legendary vigour, supporting boughs measuring well over four hundred feet in this small specimen, yet they were not the sentikor’s primary source of nourishment. That was the cool, redolent mists and the sifting nutrients from on high, mostly organic and crystalline grit, stinking of life-bringing decomposition and tangy, energising minerals. The stark juxtaposition entranced her. Death and decay supplied rebirth to life’s ever-renewing vivacity. 
 
    I am newness. Individual. 
 
    She was under attack. 
 
    Suddenly, the tree shook with an impact and the snarling outside turned into a full-scale brawl, shockingly violent. One of the draconids slumped, its throat slit to reveal pale pink flesh, and in its place, far larger talons laced through the maze toward her. The Wyvern! Her pale blue wings folded as she tried to force her forelegs into the narrowest of gaps. Wyverns had four appendages in comparison to a Dragon’s six; a Dragon’s separate wing structures and forelegs would have allowed them to tear the tree apart in seconds. The Wyvern had to switch to quarrying away with her powerful hind legs, while using her claw-tipped wing-forelegs to keep the prowling draconids at bay. Fangs flashed. Three dull green, lizard-like draconids slithered down the cliff from above, while another pair investigated the underside. Their needle-filled grins surrounded the huddled Whisper, hissing and dripping acidic saliva. 
 
    She kept still, calculating. 
 
    The mother Wyvern was no slouch. Striking out at the boldest draconid, she snapped its bones between her powerful fangs and spat the mess at the others. They backed off, but not far. 
 
    Distinctly, the Whisper sensed the Wyvern’s emotions. Hunger. Eggling-concern – would these green draconids attack her nest? Again, the impressions she received sparked thousands of ancillary thoughts in her mind, but the sense of being hampered did not abate. 
 
    I am rational. 
 
    A rational creature took rational risks, but also considered irrationality. 
 
    Barely had this thought swirled into her mind, when the Whisper threw herself forward, twisting her body between the roots to catch the Wyvern’s downward-spearing hind talon behind her back. She worked the ropes frantically against its sharp edge, careless of the point piercing her right buttock. Free her paws, and she might stand a chance. 
 
    She had forgotten the ruin of her tail. One violent blow to the stump, and she fainted, then came to, vomiting up the grubs she had just enjoyed. The Wyvern screeched furiously as its prey wriggled away, while the draconids slavered at the stench of her vomit, growing visibly more agitated. No give in the ropes. She still could not reach them with her talons, for her fingers seemed numbed, unable to complete the contortions required. How had Sanfuri’s men known to bind her so well? The Whisper jerked back as the Wyvern curved its toothy maw around the base of the sentikor, searching for a way in. She willed herself to disappear. She willed it … 
 
    With a screech of frustration, the Wyvern drew back. Confused? Unable to see what was plainly in front of her ugly reptilian snout? 
 
    Again, reaction preceded conscious thought. Writhing through the roots like a hooked fish, the Whisper angled for the only escape route she could see. Sideways. Straight past one of the lurking whippet-draconids. 
 
    Her passing was a whisper against the dangling bushes. The green draconid lunged! It missed, but a swerve caused her to slip twenty feet down the near-vertical cliff. Down was easy, into the churning mists. Down meant danger, a hint of mordancy in the churning mists. Odd. What was that whisker sense? Something … helpful. Obeying the imperative of her hazy memories, the Whisper took off again, rustling through the overhanging berry bushes before leaping onto a sentikor branch, then another. Immediately, she sensed a difference in her environment. A gravity inversion! Suddenly, down meant toward the cliff. The Whisper ran freely now at an eighty-degree angle to the vertical, passing neatly beneath an impossible, jutting overhang infested with the crystal dust and spit nests of semitone sandy drakkids, named for the musical notes made by their fluttering wings, and into a cave beyond. 
 
    Good, said her directional sense. Normal gravity reasserted itself. 
 
    She raced into the cave-darkness, and cracked her head against rock as she slewed sideways. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Spitting with frustration, the Whisper found herself sprawled on a sandy cavern floor amidst the bones of an old dracoworm skeleton. The bonds still would not break. Whatever the Warlock’s men had used to bind her, it refused to yield easily to the cut of a Wyvern’s talons. She wrestled and writhed, but could neither reach with her toes, nor bend her finger-talons far enough. 
 
    Weak from injury and blood loss, she wandered the tunnels for hours. Many times she stumbled or fell. Her movements steadily became more haphazard and lethargic, for her situation seemed beyond caring about. Only the oath drove her onward, a burning that consumed her mind whenever she considered a goal other than the City of Blue. The oath was her goad, her invisible whip, the dry whisper of the Warlock proclaiming Arbor’s doom. Who was he, that he harboured such enmity in his soul’s putrid depths? 
 
    Always upward she coursed, blundering through the pitch black tunnels, frantically dodging the massive coils of a sluggish dracoworm, invisible in this realm where the light of bioluminescent organisms and the occasional glowing columns of mystic blue istorialite were widely scattered and the darkness impenetrable between; her scent organs imprinted the dracoworm’s burned-rock-and-sulphur stench indelibly upon her memory, and she used it to choose between tunnels amidst the honeycomb maze. At some point she remembered stumbling into an underground river, an ankle-deep but swift flow that almost upended her. She drank gratefully and continued for several more hours before collapsing again. 
 
    I am dying. 
 
    Howls through the tunnels roused her once more. Even dying was not permitted, not while her oath remained. She was a Whisper. She must endure. 
 
    Supping upon mosses and lichens to still the shouting of her belly, the Whisper continued her journey, step by step, panting heavily. Light blurred about her reeling frame as she entered a cavern of singing crystals, then there was blackness once more, and falling down a chute that led to an underground lake. The Whisper kicked until she found a boulder, and there she slept half-in and half-out of the freezing water, until the raging imperative could be withstood no longer. She was forced to swim again. 
 
    The cold numbed her throbbing tail-stump, keeping her walking through a deep crevasse filled with the creaking, buzzing and clicking sounds of night, the voices of many nocturnal creatures blending together in raucous chorus. An interminable time later, she sneaked past a diamond geode infested with feasting dracolithes, which were themselves like walking diamonds of brilliant white coats and black fangs and eyes, and she realised that dawn had arrived again. Which dawn? She no longer knew. Passing through a long, twisting tunnel that looked recently used, she broke out into a sinkhole filled with sentikor trees, and at last, the sweet, belly-clenching scent of fruit greeted her questing nostrils. 
 
    Her neck twizzled slowly as she considered the climb. So weak! That flesh born just a few days before amidst hyper-sensitivity and thrilling alertness to every detail of her surrounds, was now as dull and unresponsive as wood. She swayed wearily, unable to focus her eyes any longer, her ears lying flat against her feline skull. 
 
    Climb. One branch. Two. Panting heavily. Blood still seeped steadily from the four or five remaining inches of her tail. She left a blue-crimson stain up the branches as she climbed carefully, wary of falling. There was no other way out of this deep sinkhole but up, and that direction was thankfully furnished with a profusion of useful branches, all tangled up into a living ladder. A healthy Whisper would have played in this thicket with childlike abandon. 
 
    Was she a child, but several days old? 
 
    She inched out onto a branch, her toe-claws trembling in response to a movement as simple and basic as the need to keep her balance. Irresistible, fruity scents teased her nostrils. Nothing else mattered. The Whisper edged onward, out onto narrowness, willing her body not to lose consciousness now. 
 
    A vine sprang about her foot. Coiling. Tensing. With a wild yell, the Whisper upended! Waving plant-tendrils eagerly explored her fur, wrapped about her neck and drew her toward a gourd half-filled with noxious green … acid! She struggled violently, choking. The bonds! Her hands could not move. She could not wrench herself free! 
 
    “Calm yer furry knickers,” said a voice. 
 
    Snick. Snip. Snap! 
 
    She fell, but only as far as a gnarled brown paw. The Whisper moaned as her poor, abused tail received another jolt. Darkness roared over her like an unforeseen storm. Dragon! As brown as an old stick, the Dragon peered myopically at her. “Now, done seen none o’ yer purtiness since I were an egg,” he commented peaceably. “Don’cha worry none ’bout my ilk. We Arboreal Dragons don’ eat no meat an’ yer smell rank-like, anyways … what they call yer kind? I done clean forgotten. Quite senile. Happens when yer, er … well … reach summat few hundreds of Sunderings old.” 
 
    The Dragon held up a few talons, uncertainly. Centuries? 
 
    In his burry, slow voice, the Arboreal Dragon added, “Who hurt yers, lil’ critter? C’mon, let’s get yer someplace nice-ish. We kin partake a cuppa bark-sap and natter on good-like.” 
 
    She slumped in his paws. What use fighting anymore? 
 
    Except for the pursuit. She whispered, “Whippets … coming. For me. Warlock –” 
 
    The old Dragon stiffened perceptibly. “Sanfuri? Should’a smelled his stink ten canyons off. Why, he’s bin trouble since I wore shell on me ’ead. Don’cha worry yer furry lil’ brain none, lil’ fur-kind. Yer smells like ’em legends, them as could like as not whisper up cataclysms. Dangerous, y’are. Right ol’ dangerous. Mark me words ’n that egg-trap yer calls an ’ead …” 
 
    His words faded behind the roaring in her ears. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Whisper dreamed of being enfolded in a white, womblike space. She dreamed of a pre-existence where her soul soared in realms of chaotic, exploding colours and lights, and played amidst the tumbling billows of volcanic winds. 
 
    She smelled medicinal herbs and fire and a voice like the rustling of dry leaves whispering about her, singing an old draconic lullaby about Dragon eggs laughing in the sky. 
 
    Sheer material caressed her cheek. Through the white spider-silk hangings, she saw the dull embers of a fire and a thin brown Dragon sleeping coiled about it, his knotty scales brown on the outside and ruddy where the fire had warmed them, his paws tucked beneath his chin as if he contemplated the deepest philosophical mysteries of the universe. 
 
    His snoring belied that impression. 
 
    The Whisper found herself hanging from the ceiling of what appeared to be a snug tree-hole, in a comfortable cloth sling. Her nose poked out of one end, her sore feet from the other. Her paws lay comfortably folded upon her belly – her paws! A soft trill of delight tingled her lips. Her wrists were deeply cut, rubbed raw where she had struggled repeatedly with the tough cords, and as she peeked at what she could see of her body, she was startled to discover she wore some manner of covering consisting of trim red shorts, and had been slathered in a herbal mixture of unbelievably pungent odour – healing herbs, her nose declared, but she sneezed five times with increasing violence as a result. 
 
    The best medicine always singed the nostrils. 
 
    The Dragon cracked open one yellow eye. “Slumberous sunuptide to yer. Feelin’ honko-monko?” 
 
    What? She croaked, “Water …” 
 
    He stirred arthritically, with many a creak and pop of his joints, before fetching a gourd and raising it to her lips. “Good medicine. Burn the scadmongering Warlock right outta yer.” 
 
    The Whisper drank, made a face, and drank some more. “Thank – glub.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She coughed hollowly, feeling every wound on her body awake. “The whippet-draconids –” 
 
    “Innt outta the maze yet,” he said. “We travelled on some – what’s-a matter?” 
 
    She winced and rubbed her temples. “My oath. I was forced to take an oath to deliver a message to the Human city of Arbor. I must leave.” 
 
    “Not before we done fillin’ that scrawny fruit basket o’ yers.” The Arboreal Dragon blinked slowly at her, indicating her stomach. “C’mon down ’ere, yer scruffy-scruffed scruffer. Fruits. Gourds. Stuff yer belly good ’an I’ll ’ave none o’ yer backchat an’ sass.” 
 
    When she hesitated, he sniffed, “Youngsters. No manners what-so-like-ever.” 
 
    Carefully, the Whisper alighted from her sling-bed, twisting her head over her shoulder to check her tail – bound in leaves, and only stinging mildly now. Turning back to the elderly Dragon, who was stoking his fire thoughtfully, she tried to thank him, but the words choked around a huge glut of emotions plugging her throat. 
 
    The Dragon’s yellow eyes lit upon her, as soft as candle flame. “I know, lil’ Whisper. That beasty Warlock done yer wicked sore evils. But yer honko-monko now? Some?” 
 
    “Mighty … uh, honko-monko,” she managed. Was he sunstrike-touched? 
 
    He gurgled with pleasure, flicking his short, alert ears and clenching his paws. “An’ what’s yer name be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t have a name.” Selecting a ripe margunana, she peeled the orange rind with deft sweeps of her claws, and bit into the tart interior with relish. Now that savour was a taste-bud tickler! “I only woke recently. I don’t remember … anything. Just the Warlock and his message for Arbor, and I hate having to lead them there, because there’s this uncontrollable pressure … my magical imperative.” She shook her head slowly. “I’m just a Whisper. No name. Born because a Warlock conjured me. Running for my life. I want to thank you, uh –” 
 
    “Styxor,” he growled. 
 
    “Thank you, Styxor. Your kindness means so much … more than I could ever repay.” 
 
    “Ah, all I done’s a few patches an’ smear some goo in yer purty ’airs,” the Dragon said gruffly. “Innt nuthin’. Nah, yer got no name? True-like? Munch up. Don’ yer dare stop stuffin’ yer face or I shall be mighty insulted, yer hear?” 
 
    She shook her head bleakly. Such kind-heartedness from the Arboreal Dragon. He clearly delighted in sharing what little he had with her, and had done a sterling job in patching up her wounds. Oh, what horror explicit in the message she bore. How could she remain true to the binding oath and not bring disaster upon the Humans of Arbor? Nothing would spite the Warlock more sorely … but even a half-thought of turning introduced a headache like sunstrike into her mind. 
 
    Now, the old-timer turned to her as if from a place of faraway contemplation, his eyes agleam. He said, “I know summat ’bout yer Whisper-kind. Was lotsa yer, once. I know yer bound sore-bad, yer gotta run like nuthin’ kin stop yer. Is a kinda magic older ’n our world, lil’ scruff. But I’s got news yer dunno, or my name’s not Styxor the Brown Arboreal.” 
 
    She waited, but the wizened brown fire-breather seemed to lose his train of thought. The Whisper was just about to speak, when Styxor drew himself up and declared in an unexpectedly resonant voice, “Truly, ’tis said, a Whisper shouts louder than thunder!” 
 
    Her ears tingled! A shiver ran right down her spine, but stalled at the tip of her tail as if sheared away as abruptly and brutally as the wounding blow which had amputated her flesh. She lifted her paws to find that the old Dragon had indeed stitched her ear back together again, and glued it together with leaves, as best she could tell. His claws clicked softly upon the wood of his cosy home, just ten or twelve of her paces in diameter, and hardly taller than three Whispers or so. The Dragon took her paws in his, and gazed deeply into her surprise-enlarged irises. 
 
    He said, “Yer listenin’ good, mizz purty malachite-eyes?” 
 
    “My eyes are … uh, aye?” 
 
    “Malachite,” the Arboreal reiterated. “Gonzo-monzo purty.” 
 
    She chuckled faintly. Well, that was one detail she had not considered, but his description introduced a small, tight curl of happiness into her chest. “Thanks. I’m listening.” 
 
    The Arboreal drew himself up with a weighty huff. “In ancient times our world were called a different name-like. Now, ’tis Xisharn to the Dragonkind, referrin’ to the total destruction of Sundering, an’ Yanzorda t’ Humankind, meanin’ the world o’ fractures. But afore all this an’ that nonsense-fires, it were called Whisper. That be truth as clear as sunstrike itself. Yer kind was first ’ere, the first an’ the finest. An’ yer a Whisper, an’ a right purtier lil’un I innt never seen. So, gimme permission?” 
 
    So moved was she by his bluff, thoughtful manner, the Whisper could only stare into his burning eyes. “Permission? What for?” 
 
    “Just say yes.” 
 
    What of it? He seemed insistent; she was curious. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All … righto-mighto!” he crowed. “From this day, I name yer, Whisper. ’Cause yer done got reborn for all o’ us, and yer name means that nuthin’ – an’ I mean no power between Ocean nor Sky, not Sundering nor nuthin’ else in all creation – kin be so mighty a Talisman as a Whisper!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Whisper of Light 
 
      
 
    BeFore the Visceral quivering produced by his outcry had finished shaking her bones into figurative dust, the Arboreal Dragon cocked his head. “They’s comin’. Fast, them nasty whippet critters.” 
 
    Suddenly, moving with a fluidity that belied his great age, the Dragon began to root about his cave. He tossed a flurry of items at the startled Whisper. “Sling – catch. Water gourd. Medicine, don’cha take more’n one mouthful twice a day. Woozy yer out. Fruit – pick yer fill. Bone knife. Now run, Whisper, run!” 
 
    She stuffed the rough green sling, fashioned of tough woven leaves, rapidly. “But, Styxor …” 
 
    “But acid spit, Whisper. Get yer gone!” 
 
    “I’d fight –” 
 
    “I know. Yer ever done seen Arboreals fight, purty Whisper? Don’cha worry ’bout me.” 
 
    Judging by the hissing and spitting rising from somewhere below, the whippet-draconids were rushing upward in numbers. Did they gather more to the cause as they tracked their mark, she wondered? 
 
    Styxor clapped her roughly on the shoulder. “Yer run an’ bamboozle that depraved Warlock, Whisper. Now go. Find the beacon innit Canyon of Light. That’ll lead yer Arbor-ward. Go!” 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    She darted out of the tree-hole, finding herself an unknowable distance up the main trunk of a Bracer-giant. These great trees were renowned for growing, from a single trunk, upward and downward and in every possible direction, planting additional trunks as they slowly filled a canyon or crack with their apparently illimitable ability to propagate. Extending the talons of all four paws, she raced five hundred feet up the first trunk before leaping sideways to a second. A wild howling resounded in the narrow chasm Styxor had chosen for his bolt-hole, before multiple voices choked off, rattling their death-coughs. She glanced down briefly to see a purple-faced whippet slammed against the trunk as if it were the flimsiest of rags by a khaki tentacle. Yet the dirty green draconids poured up the trunk in their hundreds, overwhelming the speck of brown that was the brave Arboreal Dragon. 
 
    The only way to honour his sacrifice was to run. Flinging her tears to the afternoon winds, Whisper raced away, yelling to summon the whippet-draconids to the chase. 
 
    She had a name. She would prevail. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper ran for an hour before she reached the outer branches of the Bracer-giant tree. By this time, she was wheezing hard and the leaf-bandages upon her tail were stained with fresh blue-and-crimson blood. Fresh blood seeped from the deeper whip weals opened by the stress the fast travel placed upon her body. Not much of a runner, was she? Or was her exhaustion due to the greatly increased altitude? Here, the world unexpectedly opened up, and she had her first sight of Sundering – such, it must be. What she had beheld before was only a wide canyon. Whisper eyed the spectacle of destruction with a gasp of repulsion. The Warlock had hinted that Arbor had been cut off. The reason was perfectly clear to her watering eyes. Whisper blinked against the eyeball-blistering glare, trying to see properly. Just ahead, sunstrike! 
 
    She stood a mere ten paces within the shadow of an overarching sentikor – no, an aromiko tree, its higher-growing cousin. Ahead, the land had been carved and blasted into a barren canyon that scored across her path. Melted. Devastation on an unimaginable scale. Given a mere second’s observation before the dazzling white sunlight became too strong to bear, she thought she saw hazy columns of dusty green shimmering somewhere miles across the barrens. Twenty miles? Thirty? She scented smelted ores and trees reduced to ash, sulphurous, still-burning fires and molten gemstones. Heat shimmered off the blighted, slumped columns of rock, the remains of burned bulwarks and cliffs shrouded now in veils of white ash, like death’s own mirror. Whiter than white. So pure and ghastly, it stunned the senses. Inescapable. Lower down, lava flows snaked across the open ground like bleeding wounds. Instinctively, she shaded her half-blinded eyes from the intense glare, peering through the furry fringes of her crossed forearms. The brunt of direct sunlight – sunstrike – was so formidable, rock itself melted and smoked under its unmitigated gaze. Even where she stood on the fringe, the heat was a physical blow. 
 
    Sundering. A Whisper-instinct informed her that Arbor lay somewhere beyond these smoking, scarred barrens, and her heartbeat became strong yet muffled in her ears. Whisper sank to her knees. Flabbergasted. Just one image popped into her mind, supplanting all others. A sky-spanning white sword of sunstrike reaching out to lick the topside and bulwarks with its searing blade, gashing a terrible wound with the ease of the Warlock’s sword slicing into her body, cleaving even the bones of this land. 
 
    What caused a Sundering? 
 
    Why had the Warlock sought to sunder her heart? 
 
    Again, she scented the air lightly, recoiling at the heat sucked into her lungs, searching with more than just her nostrils. Arbor lay beyond the Sundering. This must be a Whisper-sense, to scent her goal though she knew nothing of the city save its name and approximate direction. 
 
    She sipped cautiously from the gourd, savouring the restorative sweetness. Might the Arboreal Dragon have escaped? Concealed himself in the environment of which he was master? Sanfuri’s words had been truth, at least, in some part. Arbor was cut off from this direction. Safe from the Warlock’s army of Dragons and Humans. Well, safe until a Whisper forged a path, or died trying. 
 
    Her eyes moistened, but not because of her hurts. 
 
    She stood so high! Deliberately, Whisper turned her back on the smoking, deathly wasteland to scan her surrounds. Behind her, great ranks of bulwarks, comprised of emforite-shielded granite and shendite, rose in serried defiance against the glare of sunstrike, their precipitous slopes shaded with the life-sheltering green of sentikor and aromiko growth. How did those trees survive sunstrike? Above was the topside, home only to Dragons. They alone could bear the furnace-blast of unrestrained sunstrike, and that not for long, she understood. Below these mighty bulwarks lay the maze of dark cracks, crevasses and yawning canyons that harboured life. Miles deep. A navigation challenge of byzantine proportions. Ignothax had aptly described the landscape as a ‘three-dimensional maze’. She could not pass above. She must pass though, finding spaces and passages only a Whisper could sniff out. Press on. Bypass the Sundering. Deliver her vindictive message. 
 
    Mainland, her senses whispered as she gazed toward her right paw. Openside, came the whisper in the opposite direction. Neither was navigable. Yet to her left, as she squinted against the ruinous brightness, her retinae detected a slightly different quality of light. A hint of something extraordinary, drawing the regard of her heart as though the land itself had spoken a guiding word. In an instant, her decision was formed. That way. 
 
    I am tenacious. 
 
    Shouldering her light sling, Whisper set off. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her unhealed wounds forced her to travel slowly. Twice, over the following four days, she narrowly escaped from the whippet-draconids as they ambushed her with all the cunning of their kind. The second time, they mauled her left knee badly before she managed to slip away through a thicket of carnivorous brambloid protodragon plants. The following day, infection had already set in. The Arboreal’s medicines did make her woozy, but she persisted and the masticated herbs at least dampened the agony of her tail, which still shrieked right through her body with every jouncing step or bump. 
 
    If the first imperative of survival was to run, the second was to learn. As she foraged and opportunity allowed, she sniffed and tasted and observed. Whisper learned that her senses were excellent, smelling out food from miles away if the conditions were right, able to tell harmful herbs from good. She travelled steadily parallel to the Sundering, occasionally breaking out into the barrens, whereupon she had to turn back or seek another route. Her quick paws purloined berries from bushes and allowed her to navigate vertical rock faces with relative ease and security. Her injured knee ballooned. 
 
    She slept wherever her head could find safe rest, high up in trees or secreted away in tiny caves. One evening, she slept on a dusty ledge high above the Sundering – so high, she saw she had crested the uppermost layer of aromiko trees. The crystal dust lay as soft as dammis-duck down in the hollows up here, ten inches deep, and its scent was an opus of complex origins and aeons of erosion, the tale of the land itself. Whisper did not know why, but she snuggled down into the crystal dust, enjoying the harmonic resonance the crystal grains and fragments made in her fur every time she moved. 
 
    Then, she stargazed. 
 
    Stars were a rare sight from the mid-reaches of eighteen-mile deep canyons, but it was rarer still to sit a mere two miles below the topside itself and gaze upon a sky-dome filled with a blazing glory of constellations and bright galaxies, some seen edge-on, some at an angle, and some displaying the full ambit of their spiral arms, a glowing centre appearing to spray sparkling crystal dust across the trackless reaches of outer space. Above her stood the four-armed spiral galaxy called the Twirling Dragon, and further afield she saw the Blue Twins, their intertwined nebulae reaching from the openside horizon to a point close to what astronomers called the outer octet, or one-eighth of the possible azimuth, as measured from the direction of true openside to an observer’s right hand or paw. The twins were so dense in their centre that they masqueraded as a static yet beautiful celestial cloud, lit from the inside by a mysterious indigo radiance, with many brighter points scattered throughout. 
 
    A night ablaze. She sighed softly, entranced. 
 
    An interminable time later, Whisper began to notice the play of auroral lights toward the stongside horizon, and she wondered if this might be the monstrous Wyrms at work. The display mounted higher and higher, however, until the ethereal display of waves and wisps of light, this night drawn in eerie amethyst and flaming pink, seemed to rush toward her, calling and frothing and sporting as they came. Her heart cried out for wonder at the Dragon-like heads and wings flitting above, swaying, teasing and dancing, and she realised that there were creatures of crystalline transparency living in the spectral flow of cosmic light, Dragons of a nature never imagined by her inherited knowledge – ethereal Dragons that whispered across the night skies in ephemeral splendour. 
 
    This world of hers whispered magic. 
 
    Clambering down into an apparently bottomless canyon that fourth day, travelling deeper than usual due to an unbroken, impassable mesa above, Whisper happened upon an old, well-worn route that smelled fascinating. She eagerly inhaled scents of leather and sweat, animal droppings and oil, and shivered as the glittering white flakes of memory reconfigured in her mind. A trade route. Men shouting and driving rolling tunnel-wagons drawn by octo-draconids into a great, bright place where many Humans lived … swarming in startling numbers … the cacophony of commerce … scent-memories of spices and forges and great metal-bound walls, shouts of anger and love and death mingled in her reeling mind … 
 
    She slipped. 
 
    Scrabbling and flailing at the rock face, Whisper arrested her momentum but still landed awkwardly on the surface of that old trail. She gasped as her wounded knee collapsed beneath her. Her left paw gripped a stone convulsively. A talon dangled from its roots. Throbbing pain washed her being with enervation, yet still, her sharp ears oriented to a scratching sound. Talons. Leathery hide. 
 
    Draconids! 
 
    Whisper dashed up the tunnel, limping and stumbling as the knee refused to take her weight. Oh – the scent was different. Not her chasers? These were much smaller, burgundy and green draconids, no bigger than her. Vegetarians? They had double rows of teeth and neat, upward-pricked ears; lean bodies optimised for running and climbing, clad in their dusty stripes. The draconids paused to scent her just as she did them. Tension trembled the air. 
 
    Wrong assumption – pack-hunters! The quick gleam of bared talons and a chorus of toothy snarls appraised her of that fact as the draconids charged. 
 
    Sprint! She raced up the sandy tunnel, its hand-chiselled markings rushing past her in a blur of different substrates – grey and pink and speckled green, in places damp where water had filtered through from above. The flooring was regular, perhaps fifteen feet wide and ten high, making the tunnel a veritable highway to a wayfinder, but also allowing the draconids freedom of movement. She could not sustain this pace for more than several minutes. To her dismay, her endurance was growing worse rather than better. 
 
    Too much running. Too many miles and climbs and scrambling descents, an uncountable number of paths tried and discarded … why this loss of self? Why a past of unremitting darkness, and a rebirth which was no more than a blank slate upon which a destiny chosen by others would write its tale? Why did she sense that there was more, eerie whispers of sentience lingering about the bulwarks, buttresses and the mighty depths of canyons, that eluded her senses? She had lost her tail-senses. Perhaps that created this quandary of incompleteness. The lack of physical tail. Yet so much more was lost … 
 
    Suddenly, her alert ears identified the sounds of the green whippet-draconids giving tongue upon the chase. They were much further back in the tunnel, but catching up quickly. 
 
    Spying a cave-in ahead, she smiled for the first time – grimly. Perfect. 
 
    Scrambling up the rock pile, hissing up a storm as her injured knee throbbed terribly, Whisper searched alertly for her chance. A gap. A few loose boulders. The musty, long-settled scents of old rockfall. Hot draconic breath huffed right behind her in the tunnel. Whisper scrabbled over a large boulder, kicking out desperately with her legs. The boulder rocked and toppled. 
 
    Sqqueeee! shrieked the draconids as the cave-in suddenly turned into a mini-avalanche. Boulders and stones crushed limbs and bruised muzzles. 
 
    She spun atop the pile. Grabbed the nearest stone. Another. “Go away! Get lost!” Fury made her arm strong and her aim vicious. Stones pelted the milling draconids accurately – how, she did not know, but the action seemed to slow in accordance with her need, so that she could fling stones into eyes and down throats, smashing fangs and bruising necks. Yelping in pain, her pursuers turned tail as fast as their stubby legs could carry them. Straight toward the incoming whippet-draconids. 
 
    Pandemonium. Animal snarls and tussling! Yelps of pain and fury … Whisper grinned in satisfaction, and set to pulling down the roof behind her departing tail-stump. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the time her nostrils detected sweet aromas at the end of the ventilation tunnel leading vertically out of the main trade passage, Whisper knew something was desperately wrong with her bitten left knee. The way the pain throbbed, the way the infection had spread – she suspected she had been poisoned. The flesh was hot and extremely tender. How did one treat this? For once, her knowledge was silent, and she wondered how a Whisper could carry such knowledge effectively from birth? Did it stem from the womb, from her probable ancestors? Or was it a by-product of the Warlock’s conjuration, of knowledge filched from the conjuror? 
 
    Here, almost immediately, she came upon a jade-green brook gurgling through a ruddy sandstone cleft, protected by a curved shendite overhang far, far above and the ubiquitous, outward-reaching chrysoprase sentikor growth, these blossoming with their dangling tubular mauve flowers that sifted pollen as the winds stirred them. The base of a bigger canyon? Whisper allowed the cool flow to carry her for what seemed to be several miles, hoping the waters would wash away her scent and fool the pursuing draconids. 
 
    What chance? She grimaced. All my life, I have been running. 
 
    Literally true. Whisper paused at the head of a hundred-foot waterfall, sipping cautiously at the Arboreal Dragon’s medicine. An odd pattern of splashing behind her sprang her hair-trigger reactions. 
 
    Go! 
 
    An azure head snapped the bandage off her departing stump. Dragoneel, her unreliable internal knowledge informed her. Another of the vast class of semi-intelligent draconids, these numbered among the primarily aquatic denizens of the many rivers, ponds and pools of water trapped amidst the chaotic landscape. So complex were the canyons, there could be multiple levels of rivers running in different directions, seen the viewpoint of a single vertical section taken through the landscape. 
 
    “Why don’t you eat your cousins?” she called, and splashed down in the plunge-pool at the waterfall’s base. A rush of bubbles whisked her past another pair of dragoneels, their long, silver-azure bodies writhing in the water as they hunted for fish, their main prey, and fallen fruit. Were rivers truly this dangerous? 
 
    Whisper held her breath, willing the draconids not to notice her. I’m a leaf. 
 
    She washed away downriver, unmolested. 
 
    Travelling by river was relaxing if one anticipated the waterfalls, braved the rapids and generally managed to avoid being summarily devoured. Whisper revelled in the cool wash against her fur, soothing her wounds, as she swam and climbed through the river-gorge all that day. She might be furry, but maybe she was half-fish? As she travelled, she became aware of her mind once again cataloguing relentlessly – the many cleft buttresses, cracks and crevices, and general changes in the geography and geology, botanical features, and always, the swarming subclasses of draconids. The chuckling of a flight of yellow dragonets, the four-limbed, winged comedians of the draconic realm, followed her downriver for several miles. They were virtual copies of Ignothax’s full Dragon kin, or Higher Dragons, distinguished by their greater intelligence and ability to breathe fire, only dragonets reached sizes of barely three feet across the wingtips. They sported frilled, fanciful wings of astonishingly artistic colouration and a variety of body shapes, from the obvious draconic pattern to more butterfly-like torsos furnished with quadruple and even sextuple wing-sets. From the riverine rocks, brown and burgundy drakkids hunted minnows and other aquatic bugs, plopping down into the river’s algae-tinged wash before scrabbling back up the rocks with their sharp talons. They were easily mistaken for lizards, but the ruddy eye-fires were the key distinguishing factor, along with nuances of draconic body patterns and behaviour. 
 
    Frequently, her mind returned to the matter of her missing tail. A mental fog drifted across her thoughts and memories. Despite her scientific logging and categorising and her innate familiarity with the immediate environment, she seemed to be grappling with elusive fragments that refused to be assembled into coherent patterns. 
 
    Add to that the intense, escalating mental pressure that gripped her head like an invisible vice slowly ratcheted by a Warlock’s hand as she progressed tangentially to her goal – she assumed. Her vision had begun to pale. Details of rock or branch took on a bleached, insubstantial-looking appearance as her headache progressed toward a magic-augmented super-migraine, her lore-keeping function informed her. What use was this? She tried to beat it back, to tell her homing signal that she was working to make progress to that goal, but it was little use. Her own magic was her worst enemy. 
 
    As the river bent toward her left paw, Whisper heard herself squeal in agony. No. She would endure. This was the right path. Lights played across her vision. Giving up on trying to swim, she squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temples roughly. 
 
    “Go away, stupid pain – stupid magic! I’m going to Arbor!” 
 
    Her small fangs ground together. 
 
    Unendurable. The light escalated. Not sunstrike! Oh no … yet how could it penetrate this deep in a river gorge so well shaded by many layers of lush, light green sentikor leaves and the darker, teal-green aromiko foliage she sometimes glimpsed far above? Of course, she had been travelling deeper and deeper. She must be five or six miles beneath the surface now, descended from the relative heights from which she had viewed the Sundering. 
 
    Still not the top of her world. Not by miles. 
 
    Faster. She fought the thundering in her ears. Whisper knew she must stay alert and conscious to face whatever lay ahead, but this agony was as cruel a taskmaster as the Warlock, like a Dragon casually sitting upon her temples, were such a feat anatomically feasible. Draconid intestines, that thundering was water! Suddenly, the current gripped her body, sweeping her along before she could think of striking for the shore and shooting her between two boulders in a spigot of white, churning mayhem. Whisper struck out with a shout, but missed her grip. Tonnes of water unexpectedly smashed down upon her head; she had completely misjudged the flow. She tumbled helplessly through the blue, before popping out again. She heaved a grateful breath. A broad flow had joined this river from above, making a small cove in the bank where it thundered down. Another! She swam two or three overarm strokes, but the water’s power could not be fought. Hold the breath and endure … 
 
    GRRROOAAAMM!! Boulders slipped by underwater as she allowed herself to be driven deep a second time. Now the river sprinted for the gap she sensed ahead, a whiteness, a vast open space that glowed like sunstrike directly in the eyes. Blinding. Roaring. Pummelling with liquid blue fists. She curled up, bouncing off a smooth ledge. Bubbles burst out of her mouth. Her knee! Her poor knee … 
 
    As though launched by a catapult, Whisper shot into the light. 
 
    At first, the water threatened to hammer her already febrile consciousness into insensibility. Her world was light and water and falling. Flashing colours. Glorious, symphonic notes penetrated to her hearing through the vast rushing of the waterfall. Then, she spread her legs and arms. 
 
    Whisper flew. 
 
    I can fly! 
 
    Fly? Nonsense. More accurately, this was gliding on the air-currents, for her legs and arms, outspread in the shape of a rough cross, somehow anchored long, flexible skin-folds … or, she had done something even odder … catching the air in beautiful curves of skin that stretched from her elbows all the way along her bruised and cut flanks to her knees … sending her skimming toward the waterfall’s edge, and then out of it. She arced through the air, laughing breathlessly. 
 
    Magic of a Whisper – just let the Warlord’s army try this trick! 
 
    He had Dragons. 
 
    A young female Whisper might not know much, but her body knew what to do. Laughter – defiant laughter, challenging the Warlock’s hegemony over her life – burbled forth with frothing, fizzing delight as she instinctively banked, curving around the magnificent plume of the waterfall’s drop. She fell like a drifting leaf into a broad, deep canyon. So high was the waterfall, it blew away into moisture long before it reached the shadowed depths. 
 
    Radiance drew her as a lodestone. A flight of garnet-crystal dragonets hurtled by, laughing at each other as much as her. Sheer cliffs greeted her gaze, shaded overhead by massive, silvery-white crystal formations and hexagonal spars of semi-organic, radiant shinzorlite, so thickly clustered that sunstrike was largely prevented, but conversely, the crystal prisms amplified the radiance of Whitesun, bathing the canyon in a most extraordinary play of vivacious colours. 
 
    The Canyon of Light! 
 
    Her heart crammed into her throat, throbbing thickly with the awareness of beauty. Whisper felt as if she were falling languidly through edible sunbeams. The cliffs soared nine miles tall and half a mile to a mile apart, their mighty ramparts decorated with such a dazzling array of crystal formations and proto-draconic plants living upon their prismatic surfaces and in the cracks between, that it was hard not to imagine that she glided within a world of pure crystal. Rainbows and flashes of every imaginable spectrum of light played across her fur as Whisper peered downward, spying a canyon floor littered with crystal shards and fragments, some as much as a quarter-mile long, amongst which the crystal-chewing forms of hundred-foot black dracoworms slithered with insatiable abandon. 
 
    Extend the arms. Play with the breeze. Breathe easier as the canyon slowly curved Arbor-ward and her headache abated by the moment. Learn how to control her glide, slowing the forward momentum … her nose twitched. There was something else here. An inkling of vital importance, which Whisper knew she needed to track with the single-mindedness of her blood-oath. Now, she filled her lungs, letting her phenomenal sense of smell sort through all the different hints and savours upon the breeze – yet her senses achieved more than she had imagined, integrating hearing, directional awareness, smell and magical perception into one whole. She did not know what she sought, but she trusted her instincts. Even a Whisper without a tail must possess some gifts. 
 
    She was an instrument, built for detection. 
 
    The wind filled her skin-sails, sending the Whisper soaring past a peninsula of exquisitely perfect blossoms of rose-quartz interspersed with great, thousand-foot columns of near perfect, midnight-blue azurite. She passed an open geode of light purple garnet inhabited by a family of white lazar-draconids; the crystivores lazily blinked their pink eye-fires at her as she raced by, hot on the scent of her target. A few Higher Dragons of the noble Blue colours eyed her curiously as she soared past their roosts built amidst crystal glory, but none bothered to chase her. 
 
    Whisper leaned forward to increase her speed, sensing the drop in altitude clearly now, and conscious of a whiff of ash upon the airstream. The Sundering had taken part of the canyon, it seemed, close to her goal. 
 
    Singing to her, amidst the chiming sounds of a colony of twenty-foot Violet Dragons tapping their talons upon a crystal piano as they performed their stately courting dances, the special music drew her with greater and greater clarity. She saw the breach of the Sundering ahead, a partial collapse of the canyon wall to her right hand, cutting an intersecting ravine perhaps six miles deep into the strongside wall of the Canyon of Light. She must fly carefully now. Watch for sunstrike, already blighting the crystals it touched. The target was close, below and just beyond the enormous pile of debris deposited by the Sundering’s unimaginable explosion. 
 
    Zipping ahead, she jinked to avoid a falling crystal spar. What was that – ah, just Chalky Cloud-Dragons playing overhead on the ceiling formed of crystal, enjoying the lowering sun’s warmth. She should be safe. 
 
    Then, a gust caught her. Faster than the twitch of her whiskers, Whisper discovered that she knew absolutely nothing about flying. Well, next to nothing. She knew how to windmill her arms like a cartwheeling dragonfly, tuck up her legs and crash-land. Hard. She bounced off a long calcite spar, skinning her right thigh very effectively, tried to correct her balance and plummeted into a crack she had not noticed. She saw green. A pulsating light rushed toward her. 
 
    WHAM! 
 
    The beacon slammed into her right eye. Knowledge pounded her into nonexistence. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Whisper Beacon 
 
      
 
    tHe Realm of knowing was a treacherous, dark ocean in which she swam like a mote, fearful of drowning. The fear related to loss of self. The magic of the Whisper Beacon took of what was hers, her tail-knowledge and scent-memories and every impression and experience of the last few days, and subsumed it into the heaving ocean – at least, that was her impression. Then, knowledge poured back into her in a thunderous cataclysm, as if her new being cascaded inward, frothing and churning and slopping about before settling and soaking into the materials granted it, the complex brain, long brain stem and tail-ancillary processing units, so lacking, and the senses and person containing this resynthesized, reenergised self. 
 
    She tumbled, helpless in the wash. The world was her mother, her muse, her soul’s music. The breath of a world called Whisper ran through her veins and sizzled along the pathways of her being, intoxicating. The early hints she had experienced coalesced into new forms. She had a world-sense. She could learn to listen to the song of its winds, the susurrus of its waters, and the whispering of leaves across its skin. In time, this sense would grow – its foundation was in her tail, she realised sadly. Here was another loss, drawing her back to present reality. 
 
    Whisper broached the surface. I am … Whisper! 
 
    Not lost. Whole. 
 
    Hunted. 
 
    Whoever had left the Whisper Beacon, it had served its purpose. Whisper bowed instinctively. “Thank you, unknown benefactors.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked open. Once again, the sense of quickening enlivened her senses. For a long moment, she lay and flinched repeatedly as though struck by the Warlock’s draconid-hide whip, before the ghastly sensation abated. She had failed to take on some Beacon-knowledge, she realised, due to her tail’s loss. The backlash left her shuddering. Still, there was a new map in her head. Arbor. She knew that parts were wrong, fragmented and Sundered from existence by what could only be a mighty sunstrike, or a flare somehow extruded from the celestial body Humans called Whitesun and Dragons called eylor-ûl-tanê, the Fires of First Life. 
 
    Why did those terrible fires lash her world? Did they not hurt and grieve many? 
 
    Yet at last, she saw the land, and her meandering, pain-crazed route through it, tracing the Sundering’s borderlands. Hundreds of leagues back the way she had come lay the mainland, in the direction called strongside, the continental bulwark formed of sheets of impervious emforite. A broad fringe surrounded the continent, of unknown magnitude and extent, its sun-drenched highlands populated only by Dragonkind. This fringe was the living zone, a fractured wilderness of vast dimensions that harboured untold forms of life within its profound, impossibly interconnected cracks, canyons and caverns. It buffered the mainland from the Brass Mirror, which lapped against and undermined the shattered, ever-changing bulwarks, mesas and stele – as best she could picture it, if the mainland was her paw’s palm, her digits described the individual bulwarks and the canyons were the gaps between, up to twenty miles deep, but the reality was far more complex and intertwined than that. Fascinating! The sheer scale and sophistication of its intricacy enthralled her. 
 
    The Ocean, called the Brass Mirror due to its colour, lay within twenty leagues or sixty-nine miles of her position, in the openside direction. Many piscine species of Dragonkind lived in the highly acidic Brass Mirror – from small motile drakkids and draconids to Hydras and the class of Leviathans, relatives of the mighty Wyrms. Deeper lived the toothfish and many strange, acid-dependent life forms that recycled the crystalline waste washed out from the canyons and rivers; the crystal dust would eventually be returned via storms that lashed the bulwarks frequently, but most often during storm season, right after the hottest time of the year, when the great highland-living protodragon swarms mated. 
 
    Imperative burned through the flood of data. Whisper wrestled her new knowledge into submission. Keeping her eyes squeezed shut, she rasped, “Give me what I need.” 
 
    She meditated. Arbor had been reachable by a trade route hacked out of the living rock in olden times by a small army of slaves, but more recently maintained by the merchants who had plied lucrative trade between the scattered Human cities and dwellings of the mid-reaches. It delved through natural caves and dracoworm-forged tunnels, and crossed canyons via artificial bridges and natural, sheltering buttresses, the rock shields impervious to sunstrike, that served the Human cities well – but were clearly not proof against a full-blown Sundering. Furthermore, the exact route had been a merchants’ secret. 
 
    Now, all was Sundered. 
 
    A new route must be found. The blood-oath magic commanded it. Only the Whisper-kind possessed the skills to seek out a viable, new path. 
 
    Her senses tingled with the awareness of Arbor. Spatial location. Scent-memory. Traces of its previous existence. Perhaps a route might be found near the Brass Mirror, for the Sundering had struck from the strongside direction, piling up its debris toward the openside and blasting it many leagues out into the Mirror. Yes. That was the probable solution. She must leave at once, because the sounds outside had changed. 
 
    The whippet-draconids approached. 
 
    Grinding her fangs together, Whisper snapped her eyes open. The Whisper Beacon was a column of smooth stone fashioned from crystal-infused green marble, set in a cracked geode of chalcedony crystals. She spared this geological wonder a brief, regretful glance, before pressing her forehead against the Beacon’s cool column. Knowledge. Wonder. A part of her life’s thread now resided within this extraordinary magical artefact. She drew back with a wince. Great. Now she had left a blood-smear upon the Beacon for the draconids to imbibe and harden their knowledge of her nearness and exact scent. 
 
    A Whisper of foolishness. 
 
    Picking up her sling with a silent reflexion of thanks directed toward her Arboreal helper, she ran-hobbled out into the Canyon of Light. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Traversing the fallen crystal columns was a labour of agony. Her swollen left knee had been wrenched once more in her fall and could barely take any weight at all. Blood soaked the russet fur of her skinned thigh, drying rapidly in the warm, desiccated air despite the fact that night had fallen – and what a night! Clambering up a long blue garnet column, her talons slipping and skittering upon the hard gemstone surfaces, she peered up over her right shoulder, and beheld the majesty of a stars-lit night. The playful veils of draconic aurora were absent, but milky bands and clusters of stars toured the endless canyons of the heavens, wheeling overhead like a latticework woven by playful, dexterous fingers. Toward the strongside horizon, as seen through the Sundered gap, she identified the achingly immaculate spiral galaxy of Eoxilor, lying within a few degrees of perpendicular to her gaze. The prismatic colours of starlight engrossed her senses, but to her disappointment, the Beacon had not supplied further astronomical knowledge. 
 
    If sheer wonder counted, it was enough to saturate her soul. 
 
    Unbidden, a verse tingled in her memory: 
 
    Unbounded of beauty I didst stretch the night, 
 
    A realm of darkness stitched by light, 
 
    For ever in atramental dark must be fondant, 
 
    Not desolation, but twinkling hope abundant. 
 
    What a peculiar misuse of the word ‘fondant’, she puzzled. Or a poetic word-play – hope alluded to by the abundant sweetness of stars? 
 
    Her consuming memories caused her to miss a warning prickling of her danger-sense. A flash of pale yellow to her left flank triggered a swerve and duck, but not fast enough. Fangs slashed her trailing leg. Whisper fell, screaming. 
 
    A stipple-backed beige drakkid, perhaps three times the size of the whippets and characterised by insectoid, hard-shelled wings and six legs, stalked her greedily. “Food. Nice,” it growled, waving its deadly, six-foot mandibles about eagerly. 
 
    Whisper slashed the air with her knife. “Not dinner. Shoo!” 
 
    Shoo? That might scare a hatchling, but not this drakkid. The multifaceted eyes glittered with the characteristic internal fire-swirls of the Dragonkind. “Hungry.” 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    That gave the creature pause. It sniffed toward her retreating haunches. “Danger?” 
 
    Her opened knee stank worse than a cesspit. Gangrene, or some other necrotic infection, she identified dizzily. Not good. Green pus oozed from the puffy, weeping flesh in multiple locations. 
 
    “I’m highly toxic,” she snapped. 
 
    Whisper hopped backward, holding up the knife, seeing further movement behind her as the dull green whippet-draconids spread out, wary of approaching the larger drakkid with its poison-tipped mandibles. How did they follow so easily? How long had she been unconscious? Days, judging by her belly’s shouting. 
 
    The drakkid lunged. Whisper blurred aside, springing off her good knee, and buried the bone knife in the creature’s carapace right behind its thorax. Memory served her well. The drakkid jerked about in spasmodic movements, speared through a nerve-complex. 
 
    BOOM! The crystals leaped beneath her paws. 
 
    Whisper scrambled backward as a new Dragon joined the fray, thundering its fury as it stamped on the drakkid’s neck. Crack! From above, a dozen Chalky Cloud-Dragons, at twenty feet perhaps the smallest of the fully flighted Dragonkind, descended upon the whippet-draconids in a flaming fury. 
 
    “Our territory!” bellowed the flight-leader. 
 
    “Destroy!” roared another, whistling over Whisper to disembowel a draconid which had been creeping around to her rear. Creeping slime-face! She had not seen that one … 
 
    “Take the Whisper,” ordered the first Dragon, chewing happily on his victim. 
 
    Whisper squeaked, “But, I –” 
 
    Cream-coloured claws clamped around her ribcage. The Cloud-Dragons were named for their very light, slightly off-white colour that blended exceptionally well with cloudy skies and crystalline formations in the white range. Being white to yellow in colour, their primary affiliation was to wisdom and they remained neutral in most conflict situations – unless their territory was threatened. This much knowledge was vaguely comforting, but the mighty claws whisked the struggling Whisper away without an inch of compromise. She startled as the huge, wedge-shaped head curved down and a female Dragon blinked at her in a slow, friendly manner. 
 
    “Your kind are famously inedible,” said the Dragoness. 
 
    Whisper blinked back. What? 
 
    The lips peeled back to reveal flat, sharp fang-ridges. A Dragon-smile. “Some Dragons honour the Whisper-kind. Come to my nest, wounded one. These are not killing paws – see? Are my talons not sheathed?” 
 
    She glanced back; the crystal-covered ground rushed by as the Dragoness gathered speed, then with a powerful clip of her wings, shot skyward. Whisper’s heart lodged in her throat. By her tail – her poor, lost tail – this would be a sensation to revel in, if only she were not so sore, frightened and malnourished. She must stop mourning and live. She had Whisper-work to do. 
 
    Within a minute, gratifyingly pained howls sounded below as the larger Chalky Cloud-Dragons thrashed the smaller draconids paw, pith and plenty, sending them skittering away across the giant fallen crystals. 
 
    The Dragoness sniffed, “Filthy, paw-licking whelp of fungaslugs, daring to invade our territory. Back, my fierce hatchlings. We have a visitor.” 
 
    Whisper’s head jerked about in the confines of that paw. Five tiny, identical cream-coloured muzzles hung over the side of an uncomfortable-looking nest high up on the openside of the Canyon of Light, bugling tiny expressions of delight as the Dragoness, shortly, landed directly on top of them with a flutter of her huge wings. No problem. The four-foot mites wriggled out from beneath her belly, squealing happily. “Crystal, Mamafire! Where’s my crystal?” 
 
    “Settle down, my fiery beauties. Down. No talons.” 
 
    “She has talons,” squeaked a tiny female. “She bared her teeth at me, Mamafire!” 
 
    “Hold, Fieroona,” cautioned the larger Dragoness, wagging a warning talon at the eager hatchling. “This is a Whisper and her customs are different to ours. What have I taught you about Whispers, children?” 
 
    “Isn’t that when we talk softly?” asked one of the males. 
 
    “Aye, Gnashary, that is so.” 
 
    Another male snorted, “Gnashary is a null-brained fungus-eater. Mamafire taught us the legend of the first Whisper of Fire just one month ago.” 
 
    “Aye, and Whispers are good,” said Fieroona. “Sorry, little Whisper. You smell of meat and we don’t eat yucky meat. Deees-gust-teeeng. Crystal is so much nicer, full of tangs and crunch-music in our jaws.” 
 
    The hatchlings all laughed at what had to be a shared joke. Whisper nodded and said cautiously, “Thank you for rescuing me from the draconids, o Dragoness. I’m truly grateful. I must take my medicine and eat. But first, would you tell me this legend?” 
 
    “Better still,” said the Dragoness. “I will teach my hatchlings the Dragonsongs of healing. The legend is of lesser importance. Tuck in beneath my wing, right here, Whisper. Closer. You will be safe here, with us.” 
 
    Safe? With a Dragoness and her hungry hatchlings? 
 
    She shuffled about until Whisper found herself tucked beneath a great, mothering Dragon wing. The Dragoness purred contentedly – her creamy scales were like semi-molten rock, at once soft and yielding, and as hard as only Dragon armour could be. Whisper felt warmth stealing into her tired, bruised body. Soothing. Miraculous. 
 
    Sipping from her gourd and then gulping down the last of the Arboreal Dragon’s medicine, she listened to the Chalky Cloud-Dragoness teaching her hatchlings the magical songs of paw and wing, fire and Dragonflight. Too soon, her eyes lidded. She wanted to respond to the tingling in her paws and to an odd itch along her spine, but the enervation of body and soul was crushing. She needed respite. She needed to rid herself of the oath-burden that even now, in her rest, pressed with increasing urgency upon her psyche. 
 
    The hatchlings began to sing together with the Dragoness. The alien, beautiful melodies of Dragonsong stole her away to a better place. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whispers of fire surrounded her embryonic soul. Unseen, seemingly arising from all around her, as if born of leaping, crackling flame, came a startlingly melodious voice: 
 
    “Once, all was flame. Dragons were nothing but flame, existing only as leaping fires. The prototypical Dragons had neither form nor function, but all their existence was bound up in the leaping, restless energies of flame, in the sport and laughter of stars. And the greatest of these ancestral Dragonkind were Thiorynflamme the Blue, called the heart of divinity, who did take unto her mate, Kaycintoryn the Violet-Gold, the noblest Dragon of all, and they did Whisper flame together, and from their communion of matchless enchantment, did arise the many colours and forms of Dragonkind. Each was a Whisper of flame, perfect and pure in conception, from the least to the greatest. And so it is said amongst the flame-born, that a Whisper is the truest, deepest and most beautiful song of fire; and again, that every Dragon-hatchling should learn to Whisper before they roar.” 
 
    She stirred restlessly in her dream. 
 
    “Hush, little Whisper,” said the voice. “One day you will understand, but not this day. Let it soak into your consciousness that Dragons of pure heart-fires and great Dragonsong hold Whispers in high honour. Let this certainty uplift your quintessence.” 
 
    Laughing, the insubstantial soul played in the cascades of flame, soaring and twirling, chuckling and dancing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When she awoke, it was to thrill to the deep, ever-rumbling song of a mother Dragon’s fires vibrating against her flank, and to groan at the torment of unrelenting need. 
 
    “Aye? Awake?” the Dragoness murmured, stroking Whisper’s back and flanks with one enormous digit. “Did you dream?” 
 
    “Fierily.” 
 
    “Ah. Perfect,” said the Dragoness, with so many nuances of meaning layered beneath her simple response, Whisper could not possibly understand them all. She stirred uneasily. Her head … oh … the shackles of this headache would only be assuaged in one way. 
 
    She summoned words from beyond the bounds of sleep, “I’m sure you know how thankful I am for your protection and aid, o Dragoness, but I must –” 
 
    “Aye, you must,” agreed the Dragoness, her eyes mellowing toward a fiery apricot colour. “You shall journey afar indeed, little Whisper. Would you allow me the privilege of setting your paws upon a good path?” 
 
    “Aye, thank you.” She coughed weakly. “Dragoness, if ever I can help you …” 
 
    “I will ask. And likewise, should you ever need the aid of the Higher Dragonkind, you have but to Whisper. Like this.” 
 
    Bending her great head downward, she chuckled, Whisper of the Inferno-Spirit. 
 
    Words that seared Whisper’s mind with flames of friendship, regard and even – aye. Honour. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Beneath the crystal roof of her domain, the Chalky Cloud-Dragoness winged steadily toward Arbor. As the changeable crystal light played along the supple length of her body, it refracted off her partially translucent scales, turning her flight into a play of rainbow colours. 
 
    It did not seem that the Dragoness wished to speak, but Whisper had a question. “O Dragoness, why couldn’t the Warlock’s armies simply fly to Arbor? I just don’t understand. Is it sunstrike? What about night-time flying?” 
 
    “Wyrms,” the Dragoness replied, unexpectedly. 
 
    “Wyrms – how?” 
 
    Her voice squeaked at a higher register than she had intended. The Cloud-Dragoness flexed her multi-jointed wings, before spitting, “Fly over one and you’ll soon learn, Whisper!” 
 
    Whisper startled in the Dragoness’ clawed grasp as a fireball roared out of her throat, making the creature’s flight jerk and almost stall, before she smoothed out with a deft ripple of her wings. Take note, Whisper. This was how to fly. Only, a Dragon’s wings were furnished with thousands of braided muscles arrayed along the main bones and supporting struts, allowing marvellously fine control of the flight surface. The Dragoness powered ahead now for several minutes, making the wind fairly whip past, until she mastered her emotions enough to growl: 
 
    “Whisper, the origins of our enmity are lost in the fiery dawn of draconic creation. Suffice it to say, the Wyrms claim the highlands and the Sundered regions. They are many and highly aggressive. Their sunstrike-cannons are deadly.” 
 
    This time, Whisper wished she could coil her tail about herself for comfort. She said nothing, but the Cloud-Dragoness must have heard her unspoken question. 
 
    “Sunstrike powers a Wyrm’s delving through the earth and debris,” she said. “The Thundering Wyrms are the great harvesters of light energies and every form of rock. They transform what they ingest into pure, solid bulwarks of emforite, and expel as waste a basal ore called semiorite. In turn, the Lesser Wyrms take over, ingesting semiorite and sunstrike to produce ores according to their colours and abilities, up to seven different types per Wyrm – from plain sandstone to pure gold, all is created by Wyrms. Thus, they writhe and thrive and travel across the land, building our world of Xisharn.” 
 
    “What we also know is that the Wyrms will strike down and consume any and every creature that dares to approach them, using their sunstrike-cannons. Nothing and no-creature can stand against, save the great protodragon Swarms of the highlands and mainland.” 
 
    “How do the Swarm –” 
 
    The Dragoness’ massive chuckling accompanied the flapping of her wings as she air-braked sharply, bringing them to a precipitous landing three miles up the openside of the Canyon of Light. Her talons gripped the vertical crystal cliff with ease as she settled. “I love your questions, little Whisper. So like a hatchling, you are, full of fire and curiosity and magic. Sweet companion of these few hours, the Swarming boasts numbers in the tens and hundreds of millions. Thus, even a mighty Wyrm might be overrun by its tiny enemies. Remember this lesson.” 
 
    Hours. She remembered, now, that the sunstrike of daylight varied between twelve and nineteen hours according to the seasons, and night accordingly by as long as twenty-one hours, and as little as fourteen, making up the thirty-three hours of a conventional day. 
 
    The Dragoness extended her paw to place Whisper at the head of a pitch-black tunnel delving unexpectedly down between the pale violet semforiole crystals in this location. She said, “May you run like a Whisper.” 
 
    Whisper said, “May you roar like a Whisper, o Dragoness.” 
 
    Really? That was the right response? Evidently, for the Chalky Cloud-Dragon inclined the powerful, seven-foot-wide wedge of her head gravely. Then, without a further word, she sprang away, wheeling with grace and freedom to return to her roost. 
 
    Whisper watched enviously, imprinting the glorious sight upon her mind. 
 
    Then, she turned purposefully to the tunnel. Her nostrils flared. What an evocative scent! She must use every ounce of health and strength she had just gained to rush ahead of the whippet-draconids and the Warlock’s army. 
 
    Filling her lungs with scent-traces, she trotted into the darkness. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Whisper of Doom 
 
      
 
    As WHISPER trotted through the stippled streaks of light that periodically lit her tunnel, which she had not left for seven hours – this must have been bored out by one implausibly straitlaced, straight-digging dracoworm – she realised a new truth. 
 
    I’m wearing clothing. 
 
    Risible. Her mindfulness seemed connected to the oddest, most inane details. She plucked her close-fitting russet shorts with a careless talon – “Ouch!” No, the truth was more fantastic still. Her skin made her own clothes. How? On this subject, her memories held only a ringing silence. There they were. Slightly leathery, worn, rust-red shorts covered her from the severe grazes at the level of mid-thigh up to her lower torso. The imprint of fur was clearly visible beneath, but an exploratory touch assured her that the hide-like covering was undoubtedly skin, and furnished with nerve-endings. 
 
    Alright. She frowned at her sensitive but thought-defying second skin. If she could turn her hide into armour impervious to draconids, that would be a trick. Until then, she needed to keep moving as much as the wounded left knee would allow. The scabs from her whipping had grown crusty and unpleasant, but the discomfort in her tail region still beat every other ache and pain into submission. 
 
    Toward evening, Whisper entered a region far more damaged than anything she had encountered so far. This was little more than narrow, twisting gorges filled with a mix of tumbled-down boulders and crushed sentikor trunks, smothered in a new-growth layer of hardy plants and purple trumpet-flowers. She delved beneath, steadily climbing three miles downward before she sniffed out the beginnings of a way through. Scent led her to scramble through tightly constricted gaps and under mossy boulders; a strangely evocative, a slightly caustic scent mixed with many other fresh, clean odours, bringing to mind awesome, wide-open spaces, and when she finally made the connection, her limping progress gathered speed. 
 
    Wriggling through the jumbled maze for a further four hours, she selected one tunnel of seven by scent and followed it into a realm of increasing light. Her oath-response began to complain at once, but Whisper did not care. This had to be seen. She knew it in her soul’s bones. 
 
    At last! Hissing angrily at the pain radiating from her knee, Whisper came to an opening that led at last to fresh air, and an unbroken view. She had to steady herself against the wall to her left paw. Magnificent! Seen in the dying rays of sunset, the Brass Mirror was a glorious, slowly-rippling and ever-changing vista of ruddy furnace colours, an expanse of deathly seawaters that stretched to the horizon. She shrank instinctively from direct sunstrike, but did not need to. Her perch stood five or six miles above the ocean, right at the base of the mid-reaches. To her left paw she saw serrulate ranks of headlands, broken and eroded, jutting out into the burning ocean and reddened in the burnished atmosphere until it was hard to imagine that sunstrike did not set the entire world ablaze. To her right paw lay the tremendous destruction of the Sundering, which had blasted rock fragments many miles into the ocean, creating several dark Islands which already, even seen from this distance, played host to the great grey-green coils of sleeping Leviathans. 
 
    Whisper caught her breath. Wow! To see serpent-Dragons of such magnitude lying at rest put into perspective just how tiny she was. Their coils alone had to measure hundreds of feet wide. And, how long? She had no clue. 
 
    For an endless time, she stood stock-still. Wonder stole her breath. She watched several Leviathans slowly snaking out through the swell to investigate and claim new islands. She drank in the sight of the stars and nebulae appearing in the darkling skies, and tracked beams of light flaring from the devastation beyond the cliff-face of debris to her right hand. The Wyrms were certainly awake, at last. She had wondered why these barrens had not attracted immediate attention – the rebuilding should proceed at once. Did that make a Sundering the enemy of her world? How did Wyrms arise and make their way to a Sundering? Did they always hibernate somewhere below the bulwark, only to be roused by a searing blade of sunstrike, their great furnaces and forged stoked into wakefulness by pure sunlight streaming through their mighty bodies? 
 
    Slowly, darkness claimed the Brass Mirror. Despite the lack of moons, the starlight was enough to gently sparkle off that metallic expanse, making the night seem curiously febrile, as if alive. Whisper sat and listened, but all that she perceived was the stark majesty of the vista over the oceans and her awed response. This was her world: harsh, draconic and enthralling, a place in which a whisper should count for as much as a single leaf’s stirring amidst quadrillions, yet by an antecedent law she did not understand, those very whispers seemed fraught with repercussions of fate out of all proportion to their inherent impact. 
 
    A tiny damask beetle-drakkid’s wing-flip should thus spark a storm. 
 
    An invisible umbilical cord stretched between her and Arbor. Tightening. She resisted the call for an hour more, but by then, the pain of her headache began to eclipse that of her wounded knee. 
 
    Keep moving. That was all a Whisper could do. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three evenings later, she had successfully wormed her way through forty-three miles of rubbish, grateful to escape a short, sharp squall by virtue of being far underground, and stood on a ledge overlooking the lands slashed and scorched by the Sundering, where the Wyrms busied themselves at their mysterious tasks. As she watched, a quarter-mile-wide mouth cracked through the desolation, raising a booming thunderclap that shook the stones upon which she stood. Dust, flame and dazzling light accompanied its advent, so much so that Whisper was forced to shield her eyes. Without warning, further beams sprayed out in multiple directions, charring a flight of dragonets foolish enough to be flitting along the cliffs nearby. How did the Wyrms do that? Why? 
 
    The great Thundering Wyrm, all silvery hide and untrammelled power, poured forth from beneath the barrens now, making the pebbles near her paws leap about with the force of its passage. Fanning out around the great one came the smaller burrowing Wyrms, their hides splotched with mauve, crimson and gold, wriggling across the wasteland with no visible form of propulsion that she could see. Every so often, light flared from their armoured hides, strobe-lighting the early evening skies as they pulverised everything larger than small insects and drakkids; soon, she began to discern trails of ores in multiple hues left by the labouring Dragonkind. She watched pensively, eventually working out a pattern. They were raising new lands and bulwarks from the desolation, building layer upon layer of substrate according to a design she did not fully comprehend, even though her mind told her it seemed logical. Silver. Dark iron. Even darker granite and, a mile further afield, stripes of orange sandstone. Here came the Thundering Wyrm, laying a glowing bluish trail for all the world as if it were a slug measuring several miles long. 
 
    As though the Wyrm heard the insult, light speared toward her. 
 
    KAAAABOOM!! 
 
    Whiteness thundered against the cliffs. 
 
    Groggily, Whisper extracted herself from beneath a pile of rubble. That was very nearly Whisper served freshly toasted with extra-frizzled whiskers, she thought wryly, and wobbled off in search of a less dangerous spot from which to spectate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, she awoke before sunrise to discover a new problem. Fading eyesight. After fashioning herself a leg-splint from sticks and the remains of her empty sling, Whisper departed. Time ran against her. She had no doubt that the Warlock’s army would need weeks, if not longer, to cut through the route she must have identified. What the Humans of Arbor did not have was the luxury of complacency; she had to reach them before she went blind. This was a rare but known consequence of draconid-poisoning, and the only antidote was one, her Beacon-augmented knowledge suggested, she might be fortunate enough to find at Arbor – distillate of the rare charbis worm. 
 
    The broken terrain was fantastically difficult to navigate, forcing Whisper to climb or descend two miles for every mile gained in the direction of Arbor. Her route meandered like a drunken dracoworm tying itself into knots, covering every conceivable direction in the full sphere of possibilities, and perhaps a few that could not even be named. She climbed cliffs, forded rivers, sneaked through caves, slid down mossy trees and bounded from fungus to luminous pink fungus down in the lower reaches – and saw less and less of all she passed as her eyesight weakened. Whisper dodged more species of draconid and drakkid than she cared to count; all with ready fangs and claws, stingers and organic nets and tentacles and spike-fringed mouth traps … she yawned widely. Honestly, did everything in this world want to eat a Whisper? 
 
    Even as she collected bruises, scrapes and puncture wounds by the dozen, she made progress. Slowly, the maze became more regular. Perhaps the blast of Sundering had pushed the canyons about? She saw less and less signs of rockfall and fresh, not-yet colonised cracks and drop-offs. Walls and tunnel roofs carpeted in flowers greeted her dimming gaze. Whisper sniffed out several fragments of old trade routes which catapulted her across buttresses and through mountains with insane ease; she fought the pain unrelentingly, and several times found herself talking to flowers. 
 
    Was she hallucinating? Going mad? Not good. 
 
    Twice, crossing buttresses over yawning canyons, she spied the Brass Mirror far, far below, and a third time, lapping in the distance, which she observed through an inlet that permitted sunstrike to penetrate deep into the wilderness. She traversed this area with care, finding a safe, sheltered pathway through groves of tangled lurkibor trees, a relative of the sentikor that grew in trunk-clusters many hundreds of individuals thick. Closer to the city, the garden-like aspects of the terrain grew more and more pronounced. Great walls of flowering vines obscured the stele and canyon walls and even invaded tunnels deeply, adding yet another layer of complexity to her navigation, but her Whisper-senses burned strong within her now, leading her with greater and greater certainty toward her final destination. 
 
    That imperative eclipsed all else. She lived to run, to reach her goal. 
 
    Singing a silly ditty to cheer herself up, the half-blind Whisper wandered straight into a nest of purple-crested draconids. 
 
    Fangs applied prejudicially to the region of her buttocks burned through her fug. With a wild yell, Whisper tore away and crashed through the nearest bushes, before ducking into the narrow gap between a sentikor and a tall crag. The draconids howled in frustration as two became stuck right behind her; their fellows sympathised with talon-swipes and nips before darting after Whisper. She charged on, using a stick she had carved for herself as a second leg rather than dragging her left knee, which in the last two days had become completely useless. 
 
    Kicking through a huge screen of fragrant flowering vines, she came within inches of charging right off a precipice. On second thoughts … was that a grey city wall across the canyon? She peered blearily ahead, but did not wait for a half-sensed bite to trim her head off her shoulders. 
 
    Jump! 
 
    Whisper flattened herself instinctively, making a shallow, painful glide toward a trail on the far side of the narrow canyon, where the vegetation had deliberately been cut back to expose a ledge some three hundred feet wide and a mile long, leading past a bridge that connected her side of the canyon to the far side, toward a huge flying buttress. Under that? A manmade wall! A fortress! Guarded by dark blobs that might be men, or very small Wyrms, for all the detail she could make out with her waning eyesight. 
 
    Just then, those blocks of dressed stone were the most beautiful sight she had ever beheld. The blood-oath thundered in her veins: Arbor! 
 
    The world seemed to open before perceptions she had not known she possessed. She felt a weight of souls there in the city, utterly distinct from anything she had passed so far. It was multifarious, comprised of stellate constellations of life-bright nodes, yet was also an entity which surpassed the sum of the souls it contained. The canyon’s cliffs brooded over this treasure they guarded like the flanks of an impossibly vast mother. Her own consciousness yearned to unfold and join this vision, but with a violent convulsion of her small tail, the powerful sense of grandeur and its life-affirming beauty vanished. Whisper groaned. When would she be whole again? 
 
    Danger-sounds jolted her awareness. 
 
    Howling and spitting in fury, the purple-crested draconids poured over the bridge behind her, a manmade affair of stone buttresses and a swinging rope footbridge, over which the Dragonkind raced as though it were a broad, safe trail. These draconids could not fly, but they were ten feet of whipcord muscle and wild Dragon emotions, riled to a fine pitch by her blundering into their nest. They moved with sinuous speed on all four paws. Some even ran beneath the bridge, digging in with their talons. 
 
    Great. Whisper curved her flight toward the startled dark blobs. Time to call in any and all help. 
 
    Flaring in for a landing, she cried, “Help!” 
 
    “It’s attacking, men!” bellowed one of the blue-faced soldiers, raising a battle axe that looked dismayingly well-used. “Defensive shields!” 
 
    He swung a scything overhand blow toward her shoulders, but having anticipated the strike, Whisper threw her body aside. WHAM! An axe blade slammed into the ground, throwing sparks across her paws. She wailed as her injured knee bent horribly in the wrong direction. WHANG! A viciously sharp shield-edge splintered rock near her nose. Rolling away between several pairs of legs, she managed to trip up two of the heavily armoured axmen. Another slammed his axe into his fellow-soldier’s shield boss, while a female warrior dodged the tangle and pursued Whisper, her pale blue face set in grimly intent lines beneath her round metal helm. 
 
    “I’ve a mess – ouch! A message!” yelled Whisper, scrambling backward. 
 
    “Take no prisoners!” roared the unit leader. “Draconid attack incoming! It’s one of them, Myntix!” 
 
    “Come to mama, scaly,” growled Myntix, thumbing the blade of her axe with one mail-clad hand. “I’ll turn you into nice Dragon steaks, sliced real thin.” 
 
    “King Rhuzime. Please,” she panted, backing up further. That woman might be only five and a half feet tall, but she was built like a muscled boulder, with biceps thicker than a Whisper’s waist. “I’ve a – stupid Human!” 
 
    This was as the woman feinted a blow that would have split the Whisper’s skull for firewood. 
 
    Suddenly, the draconids pounced. Obviously hearing the scratching rush of talons and leathery scales, the female soldier wheeled smoothly on her heel, taking the leader flush in the chest. Her blow launched the draconid fifteen feet to her left hand. The Human patrol seemed to shrink like an interlocking puzzle, and turned into an armoured tortoise. Whisper blinked. How? And … oh no, she was the only one left in the open! Better and better. Taking advantage of the draconids’ sniffing about the virtually impregnable Human formation of interlinked shields, and their confusion as the entire metallic beast picked up and began to shuffle back toward the city – well, she bolted. Not a dignified retreat. A pell-mell withdrawal, madly hopping on her good leg and the stick. There was perhaps only a quarter-mile remaining to the city wall after her angled glide, but the ground seemed to sway beneath her paws with every hop, while the blackness around her vision gathered in clumps like cave-draconids slavering over a feast. 
 
    Behind her, the purple-crested draconids swarmed over the metal tortoise, which split unexpectedly to produce an axe. Swish. A decapitated draconid rolled away, and was instantly mobbed by its overexcited former nest-mates. 
 
    Immediately, the Human tortoise lifted and lumbered into a run. 
 
    Impressive discipline. The effect was hilarious, like the shell of a silver, armoured insect with several dozen legs wiggling about beneath. What did they fear of draconids? Whisper put on an extra spurt of speed, charging for the huge wooden double doors which swung steadily closed, ahead. No! 
 
    Boom. The doors came within inches of amputating her nose. 
 
    A large, fancifully carved Dragon’s-head brass knocker hung from the enormous wood-and-metal city doors, but her paws could not reach. She banged hopelessly against the massively thick timbers. “Message! Message for the King!” 
 
    Draconid! 
 
    Spinning away, Whisper raised the stick. “Mangy cur!” 
 
    The draconid lunged, bit down with its long muzzle against her hip bone and across her stomach, and flung her into the air. Somewhere up there, a burry male voice yelled for someone to help, then cursed luridly. 
 
    She fell. An arrow sprouted in the draconid’s heaving flank, staggering the beast, but there were three more just behind. Whisper’s head jerked. Selfishly, the soldiers had assumed their formation once more. Fungazoids! No help there. Fangs surrounded her. Twang! A searing pain bit her shoulder, hammering her back against the ground. The draconids’ purple crests flared in shock, then the narrow-jawed grins widened perceptibly. Dinner on a skewer, Whisper thought dully, struggling to rise, but finding herself neatly pinned to the broad granite flagstones outside the Human city. 
 
    This was the moment her fleeting world-sense would end in a bluish smear of blood outside Arbor. One less soul to the constellation … 
 
    Clang! With a ringing clang, oddly similar to a bell, one of the draconids dropped with its skull caved in. Hammer? Whisper heard herself laugh as if from a distance, for now a thickset Dragon of a man dropped from the sky, burning his tough dragonhide gloves on a rope as he came. He deliberately used a draconid for a landing pad. Crack! The dark warrior sprang aside with startling grace, despite the weight of chainmail armour he wore about his prodigious girth and even more prodigious shoulders, and twirled one war-hammer about his head, while the other, he shook at the draconids. 
 
    “Have at’cha, yar skanky sons o’ fungus!” roared the man. 
 
    One boot planted itself to Whisper’s left flank, the other, to her right, shaking the ground. Her memory decided to pick this moment to inform her that she had never seen a man to compare, not in any past life and certainly not in this one. 
 
    Punctuating his sentences with the whirring of his hammers, attached to his wrists with short leather thongs, he thundered, “Are ye sons of lice? Open thar doors an’ help yar men!” 
 
    With that, he slammed one hammer into a draconid to his left and rearranged a set of fangs behind him, which Whisper presumed he could not possibly have seen, with a simultaneous blow. The purple-crested draconids trusted in their numbers, rushing at the warrior in an overwhelming wave, but his blood-mad laughter belled out over their chirruping, spitting fury. He cracked skulls like nuts and threw draconids hither and thither, taking cuts and blows himself, but he seemed rooted, unstoppable, a primal beast in his own right. Whisper yanked herself loose of the stones, despite the arrow that pierced through her shoulder. Swaying to her paws, and finding that she had no need to duck beneath the arch of his body, she purloined a dagger secreted in his right boot-band, and neatly gutted a draconid as it made to sink its talons into the unarmoured gap at the back of the man’s right knee. 
 
    “DREXOR!” roared the giant. “To me! Git down, yar!” 
 
    Ignoring an invitation to cowardice, Whisper darted over his left boot, swinging the dagger sharply. Strike to the throat! The warrior finished the draconid with a thundering hammer blow to the crown of its head. Bone splintered audibly. 
 
    “Ha! To me, men! DREXOR!” 
 
    Rallying the soldiers – or perhaps, they broke cover out of shame – the warrior and his comrades smashed the draconids’ attack. The Dragonkind darted away, perhaps two dozen or more draconids with eyes as crimson as Human blood, but a second later they paused to mill about, sniffing the air. Scenting the enemy. 
 
    A huge arm, scarred and freshly bloodied, swept down for Whisper, who found herself sitting legs apart, staring stupidly at a mound of her own intestines. Oh. The draconid had torn open her stomach and she had not noticed? White teeth flashed brilliantly as a face darker than coal broke into a grin above her. “Yar mine charge now, lil’un. I’ll keep yar good. What yar doin’, fightin’ these-like on yar own-some?” 
 
    His speech patterns reminded her of the Arboreal Dragon, only his accent was very different. 
 
    Whisper’s head lolled against his arm. When had the plants all turned purple? She whispered, “King … urgent …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Voices rose and fell around her like distant thunder. Angry voices. Accusing voices. A voice with a military bark; another that spoke with soft, understated authority. 
 
    Whisper tried to turn her thoughts back from the darkness, but she was weak. So weak. All she wanted to do was to sleep a forever-death, but a hand tweaked her toes now. Water squeezed between her lips. “Sorry, yar. They’re insistent-like.” 
 
    “Captain Drex, you were out of order!” insisted the military voice. “When your commanding officer gives you an order, you obey it, no questions. You were disgraced before. Don’t make this any worse on yourself.” 
 
    The hand cupping her head stiffened in outrage, but his touch remained gentle. “Warleader Ammox, thar’n lil’un’s a Whisper –” 
 
    “So you say! From where? Following whose orders?” Ammox rapped. “What dangers and diseases does this – this furry little backstabber – bring to the City of Blue? The King is too ill to hear any message.” 
 
    “Aye, these are portentous times,” said another man, in a smarmy sneer that made Whisper’s fur creep. Her eyes refused to open. Were her eyelids gummed shut? Worse, taped shut? Was she a prisoner of these Humans? “We must read the signs –” 
 
    “Pompous, mystical fool,” said the older female. “Here’s Princess Rhyme. Shut the beards and listen, you men.” 
 
    The unctuous voice whispered, in muffled tones, “Command us, o youth unready for rule, while your father lies abed. Whose hand was it that administered the poison, I ask? Could it have been yours? The signs are unclear, unclear …” 
 
    Boots tapped crisply upon a stone floor. The Princess was not light on her feet, but perhaps that was because of an accompanying jingle of armour. Whisper struggled to process the unfamiliar scents in this room; the sense of danger, although she could not identify from where. Too many nuances swirled about her like a smothering cloud … 
 
    A soft, crisp voice said, “Your report, Captain Drex?” 
 
    This newcomer was younger than the others, and concealed her nervousness behind a calm inquiry. Whisper warmed to her presence immediately. 
 
    Drex, the soft-voiced giant, said, “Yar Majesty, this afternoon at five clicks o’the hour, thar were a disturbance I done heard by t’ rear gate. Rushin’ up to thar battlements I saw thar gate bein’ pushed closed urgent-like and I looked and saw a contingent o’ our own under attack by a nest of purple-crested draconids. Prob’ly thar nest on the Sundering-bound trail, yar’l agree. Well, our cohort was experiencin’ some difficulty –” someone else sniffed rudely at this assessment “– an’ as the gate were swung closed on the lil’ critter yellin’ for help, I did borrow yar good King’s statue, Yar Majesty, for my rope –” 
 
    “The Commander ordered the gates –” 
 
    “Warleader Ammox, a moment, please,” said the Princess. “I’ll hear one report at a time.” 
 
    Ammox began, “Insubordination is –” 
 
    “Thar’n Whisper,” said Drex. 
 
    “A Whisper?” gasped the Princess. “I thought they were all –” 
 
    “Aye,” hissed the slimy voice. “And you’d be right, Princess Rhyathala-Shimmira. I mark this event for the utmost suspicion.” 
 
    “One of our own shot a Whisper?” 
 
    Now, the young woman’s tone rang with fury, echoing off a vaulted roof above. Whisper struggled to press her eyes open. “Please …” 
 
    The woman stooped close; her spicy breath wafted over Whisper’s nostrils as she blurted out, “What? It speaks?” 
 
    “Message … King Rhuzime …” 
 
    Now, she could make out a pair of blue eyes in the haze washing across her vision. A dark patch of mouth opened and said, “The King is ill unto death, Whisper. You’ll have to tell me – us. All of us. I am called Rhyme, and these are the King’s closest councillors. What is this message for which you have been whipped, and suffered, and now bleed upon my sheets?” 
 
    She tried to draw herself up, but sank back with a drawn-out groan. When she spoke, it was into a silence that gripped the Princess and her advisors sorely, as though a hint of foreboding had stolen their tongues. 
 
    Whisper wheezed, “This is the message: ‘Greetings to you from Sanfuri the Conqueror, o –” 
 
    Curses burned the air. 
 
    “Silence!” roared the Princess, quelling her councillors. “I will hear this message of doom!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: Whisper Home 
 
      
 
    All was softness, a lascivious, dreadful lassitude that sucked her down into the realms of fungus and darkness, down toward the lapping, acidic waves – Whisper awoke with a jolt. Where was she? She lay in downy and unaccustomed splendour upon sheets of Tinshubar silk. A spongy pillow supported her throbbing head, and bandages – more bandages than fur, apparently – swaddled her person. Her left leg was heavily splinted, and held completely immobile six inches above the sheets by a device of decidedly terrifying proportions that stood clamped to the sides of her simple wooden cot, looming over her with the air of a whippet-draconid slavering over a furry snack. 
 
    A girl lay on her right side, facing Whisper’s cot. She blinked to try to force her eyesight to adjust. Oh. One eye was indeed bandaged shut. Judging by the delicate snoring emanating from beneath the gauzy, eggshell-blue hangings, the girl must be sound asleep. The Princess? Whisper wrinkled her nose at the combination of homely smells in the simple round chamber – wood smoke, candle wax, woolly, freshly laundered blankets, the oily trace of armour or weapons, and a sweet perfume unknown to her. A painting hung facing the octagonal bed, featuring a woman not much older than the girl, evidently a relative, who had – her eyes flicked back and forth like a buzzing dracowasp, ascertaining and imprinting the details upon her memory – hair of a blue so light it was almost white, like clouds against sunstrike, and soft blue skin, just like the girl. The City of Blue. Hmm. Imaginative descriptor. The woman in the painting was smiling, an upward curve of the lips that unexpectedly lifted Whisper’s heart too, and her rounded face communicated more honesty than beauty, in truth, but it was a strong, amiable and even noble face. 
 
    Strength of character was another form of beauty. 
 
    Perfumed smoke curled out of a brazier set between the Princess’ bed and the cot, creating an atmosphere thick enough to swim through. Pungent medicines. Charred herbs and essences. Interesting that Humans chose to burn the goodness of medicines when blackwort, sikkur-bark and temurgon would have done much better administered in powdered form and digesting in her lamentably hollow stomach. She brightened. These Blue Humans had neither chained nor whipped a Whisper – but she remembered the shouts of ‘animal’ and ‘how dare the little beast’ before she had slumped once again into a useless, insensible heap. Her lip curled. Savages. 
 
    Savages that might be persuaded to feed a starving Whisper? Perhaps they were civilised, unlike that Warlock and his fellow-brutes. 
 
    The perfume was so strong, it tickled the insides of her sensitive nostrils. Whisper tried to stifle her sneeze against the pillow. Atish, she managed, really quite politely. 
 
    Great galumphing Dragon talons, that hurt! 
 
    The Princess sat bolt upright as though Ignothax had sneakily pinched her rump, and stared wildly over at Whisper. “She’s awake!” 
 
    “Awake, milady?” said the guard by the door. Myntix. Whisper could have smelled her stench from the next canyon. She owed that thoughtless thug a kick right in her pair of oversized cushions. 
 
    “Aye. Fetch the Councillors.” 
 
    Myntix cracked open the solid wooden door, rounded at the top. She whispered, “Awake.” 
 
    “Awake?” Drex’s deep tones shook the doorframe. 
 
    “Awake,” repeated the soldier. 
 
    Drex rumbled, “Awake now. Fetch Warleader Ammox, Consul Yara and Mage Shivura. Hurry, man.” Another pair of booted feet, perhaps with the lightness of a youth, immediately retreated down the corridor outside. Running. 
 
    “You’re awake?” repeated the Princess. 
 
    Whisper blinked. Were these Humans as dense as old dragonhide? How many Humans did it take to agree on such a simple matter? Now, the Princess swung out of her bed. She had slept clothed, as if prepared for war. Perhaps a soft, furless Human female might take exception to being compared to crusty dragonhide – Whisper grinned weakly. Insults were no way to make allies. 
 
    Rhyme tugged a thick grey woollen cloak over her shoulders against the early morning chill, and belted it around her waist. Quite unlike a Whisper, the Princess was all curves, but those appeared to be belied by her straightforward personality. She slipped a long dagger into her belt, gathered the extraordinary length of her pale blue hair into her hands – that silken waterfall was longer than a Whisper was tall – twisted it efficiently, and pinned it somehow behind her head. She poured herself a glass of water from a crystal decanter set upon a low, hand-carved istilaki-wood table at her bedside, then with a gruff laugh, raised the blue-stained glass toward the cot. 
 
    “Water?” 
 
    Whisper nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Food? Whisper-steps. First, she must assess the situation. 
 
    The Princess stepped quickly around the bedframe. Strong, capable hands raised Whisper’s head, mindful of her bandaged shoulder, and helped her drink. Then, Rhyme considered her … captive? Messenger? Enemy? The deep blue eyes crinkled at the corners, made rather more startling by the very long, near-white eyelashes that framed those striking pools. She made a twirling gesture with her right hand. “Welcome to Arbor, the City of Blue Humans. It is not often we play host to scandalously mythological creatures named only in ballad and lore. I am the Princess Rhyathala-Shimmira, but just Rhyme will do – trust me. And if you mangle my name like everyone else, I’ll – sorry.” Her gaze dropped to Whisper’s bandaged belly. “I hope you’re … ah, comfortable?” 
 
    “As in, my intestines are comfortably returned to my abdominal cavity? So I am.” 
 
    The Princess voiced that gruff laugh of hers. Her tones were deep for a woman, Whisper’s memories told her – tribal memories? Racial? Cultural? “You joke after all you’ve been through in Arbor’s service? Where is the Warlock? How far? What do I call you – I don’t want to call you ‘animal’, or Drex’s ‘lil’un’? What about pet? Cutesy? Furry creature –” 
 
    “Pet? Furry?” 
 
    Whisper’s furious hiss was lost in a banging at the door. Ammox, the slightly asthmatic rasp of his breathing proclaimed. “Ready, Princess?” 
 
    Rhyme’s gaze did not waver for a second. “Come in.” 
 
    What lurked in those unexpectedly probing blue eyes? Sympathy? A flash of anger? Whatever the case, the Princess’ intense consideration lifted to greet the tall, older warrior who stepped through the doorway. “Princess,” he said. “She’s awake?” 
 
    Here they went with the repetition. What a curious race. 
 
    “Awake,” Rhyme echoed, on cue. 
 
    Right behind the stern warrior came another man of reddish complexion, popping out from hiding as though produced by a conjurer’s sleight of hand. 
 
    “I’ve been researching the matter, fascinating, fascinating,” said the small man, tangling his fantastical red-shot beard about his hand as he gestured excitedly. Aiming a large, rolled-up scroll at Whisper’s forehead, he declaimed, “Behold, one prime example of a mysterious, exquisite, elusive creature known as a Whisper! Marvellous, I tell you. Simply marvellous. What an opportunity this represents for all manner of highly valuable research, I tell you, Princess – it shall be an unprecedented boon for Arbor. Of course, I humbly offer my services in the pursuit of –” 
 
    “Mage Shivura,” Rhyme said drily. 
 
    “It is magical and therefore innately treacherous,” Ammox grunted, folding his gnarled forearms across his stalwart, metal-clad chest. His pallid blue gaze silently diced Whisper up with axes. 
 
    Shivura drew himself up in his deep indigo robes, which were decorated with what Whisper took to be mystical sigils and runes picked out in gold thread, and adjusted his rather ridiculous, floppy-brimmed mushroom hat upon his head. His search for a rejoinder eventually bore fruit, for he spluttered, “You distrust everything magical, Warleader.” 
 
    “So I should.” 
 
    The Warleader’s heavily wrinkled cheeks settled into what must be a habitual ominous smile, making it quite clear that the Mage was more than included in his dour pronouncement. The Mage sniffed as if to indicate he was miles above such unsolicited disparagements. 
 
    “I would recommend interrogating it with an axe blade twisted in the vitals. Cut through any subterfuge,” added the Warleader. Like Rhyme, Whisper observed, Ammox appeared to have slept fully clothed, although this man’s chosen attire was a solid, one-piece metal breastplate over chainmail. Whisper knew she could never have lifted half the armour he wore; his physical presence and robust stance reminded her of twin jentiko tree trunks planting themselves with the expectation of not moving for a thousand years. 
 
    These Arborites must possess the strength of Dragons. 
 
    “I must be allowed to study this unique creature,” cried the Mage, rushing toward the cot in a flurry of robes. “Its magic is among the oldest of our world. The oath-imperative is nonpareil, and it detects – hear this, all of you – it detects magical fields! Most extraordinary!” Extending his hands, his many rings flashed in the soft brazier-light. Just like the Warlock’s knuckle-infestation of peculiar rings! Whisper shuddered. “I simply must be allowed to analyse it fully in my laboratory. This is my muse, my destiny, my path to the higher powers!” 
 
    “Aye, you find your path, Mage,” said a newcomer, in a voice as dry as crystal dust. “We’d prefer to save our necks. Captain Drex, come inside. Interrogate the creature.” 
 
    Drex had not yet appeared, although his boots had palpably shaken the corridor and the Princess’ room as he approached. He must have waited for his seniors to enter first. A humble man? Or a calculating one? Unlike the others, he had known about Whispers … 
 
    Rhyme bowed briefly, and indicated the persons now crowding her room. “Consul Yara. You know Captain Drex. He reports to Warleader Ammox. Together with Mage Shivura, we five make up the King’s chosen Council.” 
 
    The Consul was an older, iron-haired woman of indeterminate age, with the smooth, give-nothing-away face of a consummate politician, also blue of cast, like Rhyme. Unlike Ammox, her emotions were veiled, but her quiet authority weighed palpably on the gathering – this woman was the true power behind the throne, Whisper guessed. 
 
    “Not my exact choice,” Ammox pointed out. 
 
    Her eyes darted again. A barb, directed at the man-mountain outside. Tilting his mighty shoulders, the warrior who had wielded his hammers in her defence crammed through the – for him – undersized doorway, since only one of the double doors stood open. He grunted, wriggled a bit with a scowl that threatened to lift the lintel clean off its doorposts, and eventually managed to pop through, whereupon he immediately snapped to attention, pretending that nothing was amiss. Whisper smothered a giggle. Drex stood head and shoulders above the others, perhaps six feet and eight inches without the solid boots, but it was the eye-watering bulk of his muscled body that made this man dangerous. She imagined he breakfasted on iron hammers and snacked on Dragon bones between meals. Rows of parallel scars, too regular to be anything but man-fashioned, scarified his cheeks, his forearms and the boundless bulge of his bare deltoids. Even at rest, his biceps displayed undulating, sharply defined veins and eye-popping striations in the muscles. 
 
    “Drex.” Rhyme beckoned peremptorily. “Stop holding up the wall.” 
 
    His clear grey eyes assessed the room with a professional soldier’s aptitude before he turned to the cot, and advanced. His tread shook her cot as the giant loomed ever larger, until he stood opposite Mage Shivura. Eyes ringed her. Blue. Grey. Cool. Assessing, openly inimical and wary – she could read many of their emotions as if they were written upon unfurled scrolls. 
 
    Drex said, “What we done call yar?” 
 
    “My name is Whisper.” 
 
    The Warleader sniffed unhappily. 
 
    “Good. Whisper, how came yar by thar message?” asked the huge warrior, his eyes crinkling at the corners. 
 
    Whisper replied, “As far as I recall, I was conjured into being some days ago by Warlock Sanfuri. He beat me, oath-bound me to deliver his message across the Sundering –” 
 
    “You crossed the Sundering?” the Mage blurted out. 
 
    Whisper breathed, “You repeat everything?” 
 
    Shivura leaned over the cot, shaking his fist beneath her nose as he turned a magnificent shade of puce. “I am infinitely more intelligent than some furry boot-rug stinking up Arbor’s best bandages and beds! Don’t entertain any delusions about your treatment here, beast! I warn you, you will tell the truth, or so help me, I will have your brains pickled in the cause of magiscience!” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” grunted Ammox. “Dumb animal.” 
 
    White anger speared through Whisper’s being. Her paws shot upward, taking two handfuls of the Mage’s straggling beard. Tugging him downward, she spat, “I am not an animal!” 
 
    Shivura vented a screech like a mortally wounded draconid. Before he could respond, Drex’s huge hand covered Whisper’s paws, easing the pressure on the Mage’s precious beard-hairs. He said mildly, “Enough. Tell yar tale, lil’un, an’ make it concise. Thar’n time enough for argument later. Yar Council, listen good. Afterward, we’ll interrogate the an – the Whisper.” 
 
    Whisper slumped back against the pillow, exhausted by her brief fit of rage. Foolish. She had made an enemy. In quiet, bleak tones, she told them how the Warlock had turned her to his service. As she spoke, she watched the gathered faces for clues. At her description of the whipping and subsequent amputation of her tail, even Warleader Ammox’s jaw clenched. Shivura, surprisingly young for a Mage despite the knee-length profusion of his evidently much-pampered and beloved facial hair, nodded at her recollection of the binding magic, undoubtedly filing away the reference to be used against her in the near future – this intention was clearly writ on his narrow, calculating features. When she noted what she had seen and heard of the Warlock’s Dragon and Human army, Rhyme gasped softly and paled, while Drex’s hand leaped to the hammer on his broad belt, his knuckles whitening as if he sought to twist the metal in the kiln of his anger. 
 
    Consul Yara interjected, “So, you conclude the Warlock used your magical nature to blaze a blood-trail to our gates?” 
 
    Whisper dipped her gaze. “I’m so sorry …” 
 
    The Warleader’s glare had taken on a poisonous quality, but his thoughts were faraway, outside the room – perhaps upon defences, or planning how to block the trail toward the Sundering, or considering an immediate evacuation. 
 
    Shivura hissed, “You couldn’t help it, Whisper. Once the oath was bound – that’s very old magic. Unstoppable.” She turned to him, more shocked by this statement of support than anything the Mage had said or threatened before. “And, you must understand, the whippet-draconids are known to track not only blood and scent, but magical aura. Admirably devious, that Warlock. And powerful, if he can conjure a Whisper or control a Dragon in the familiar bond … his powers would be unthinkable.” 
 
    “Better the beast had tossed herself into the Brass Mirror!” Ammox’s teeth ground audibly in his stolid jaw. “How dare you excuse the condemnation of her own mouth?” 
 
    More mildly, Consul Yara said, “So, we are besieged on all sides. Ill news, my friends. Now is the time for wise heads to determine strategy. We cannot face this threat alone. Ammox and I can see to our defences, but as you well know, no city under any bulwark in the world can withstand the concerted attack of Higher Dragons. If Sanfuri – sunstrike curse his filthy ancestors to an early grave – commands even the mighty ones of the Dragonkind, our situation is beyond grave. It is untenable.” 
 
    “What does he want of us?” Shivura put in. 
 
    “Simple conquest? Ken’nt be, nowt for a man o’ thar ilk,” Drex said. Whisper struggled to follow his thick accent. 
 
    “Go on, educate us,” sneered the Warleader. “You and he seem to think alike.” 
 
    Truly? Whisper could not understand the accusation. Nothing about Drex was like the Warlock. He was a good man, but tortured, as the charge betrayed now. He seemed to wilt within, as though concealing a weakness of heart. 
 
    “Somethin’ more,” Drex growled defiantly. “Somethin’ that takes thar Warlock on a several-week jaunt ’cross a Sundering. Sure, he’d whip an animal – curse my tongue, a Whisper! Sorry, lil’un. We knows thar be easier targets bulwarkside an’ windward o’ here. He done wanted Arbor sore-like an’ took it out on yar. Why?” 
 
    Blank looks passed around the circle. 
 
    The Mage snapped his fingers, his sallow eyes gleaming with an unholy light. “Unless … unless we use the Whisper the same way the Warlock used her!” Rhyme stiffened, but Shivura added with inevitable glee, “She can break through to our allies at Azarinthe. The air-bridge was sabotaged, but she will find another way and bring aid. That’s what she’s made for.” 
 
    Rhyme appeared to regain spots of colour in her cheeks at the mention of Azarinthe. Intriguing. Whisper’s mind filed the information as assiduously as every other aspect of their conversation so far. 
 
    “There’s no other way,” Ammox agreed, appearing pleased. “When your brain isn’t addled by all those noxious fumes in your laboratory, Mage Shivura, you do manage a few cunning thoughts.” 
 
    Rhyme scowled, “Animal or none, this Whisper has been sorely mistreated. The Healer only stitched up her intestines a few hours ago.” 
 
    The Mage said smoothly, “As soon as she’s better, the Whisper can earn back the cost of that distillate. We’ll compel her. I’ll assign my apprentices to speed her healing. After all, this conjuration of the Warlock’s is nothing but a clever messenger. She exists for one function and one function alone.” His dark eyes glittered balefully. “It would be cruel; aye, a shame like unto Dragon tears to deny the fundamental purpose of her existence.” 
 
    The door of her doom slammed like a peal of thunder. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rhyme bustled into her room for at least the fifth time, and dawn had barely dared to break. The girl’s manner was habitually brusque, yet loaded with nuances Whisper neither understood nor entirely trusted. Why should the Princess of the realm care for her? Personally? Did this bode good or ill? 
 
    The girl said, “Well, you do sleep for the kingdom, don’t you?” 
 
    “Shivura does seem acid-bent on getting me well,” Whisper complained. 
 
    “He’s young and overly ambitious,” said the Princess, wrinkling her nose. “And, you’re going to eat me out of a kingdom. Sunstrike itself, Whisper, where do you put all of that food? Inside your legs?” 
 
    “Trail-hunger. Running burns calories,” she replied. 
 
    “You eat more than me, and I’ve a healthy appetite. That was a full bowl of margunana and semixfruit this morning –” 
 
    “It was very good.” Whisper licked her lips. “Is there more?” 
 
    “I do happen to possess the power to send for victuals,” said the royal, acting purposely bored. “I hear two of Shivura’s apprentices collapsed yesterday from attempting too much healing?” 
 
    Whisper chuckled. “Too many holes in the fur.” The apprentices had been taking turns practicing their magical arts on her. So far she had a few more fur-singed patches, but generally felt much better.  
 
    With a sharp clap of her hands – even her hands were muscular, Whisper noted absently – the Princess said, “So, royal comforts aside, the Warleader’s itches mean we have to put you to work. Today.” 
 
    “Uh, his … itches?” 
 
    Rhyme rattled, “You suggested mapping your trail through the Sundering. He likes the idea, oddly enough, even though he insists on calling you ‘the animal’. The strategic uses of your knowledge – understand? Secondly, you should not have irked Shivura so. I’ve not heard the end of his griping. He’s not a bad man, brain-pickling threats aside, and he’s inordinately proud of his beard hairs. I’ve the Cartographer’s Assistant next door in my study, waiting to see you. Another one you’ll need to impress. Up. Up with the dawn, Whisper. Hand up? Ablutions, if needed, are located behind that screen. Use the bucket for waste. Walking stick? Breakfast?” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    She had thought a Whisper far quicker than any Human. Where to start with all of this? Cautiously, Whisper said, “Was your father really poisoned, Rhyme? That’s awful.” 
 
    Flatly, she replied, “Seems so. The poison was unknown, as is the identity of the poisoner – as you discovered from our little disagreement last night. The Kingdom’s affairs are a touch … tense, as a result. My younger brothers, four of the scamps, are right now in seclusion in a super-secret location outside the city. The message appears to confirm the Warlock’s responsibility, although that might be propaganda. How’s my father’s health?” Rhyme slammed her fist against her thigh. Plate armour would have been dented. Her chainmail just jingled musically. “Filthy fungazoid! Anyways, thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Your Warleader seemed offended that I raised the subject.” 
 
    “Warleader Ammox is offended by birds and dragonets singing their morning chorus. He is offended by flowers in bloom, good manners, and Princesses who seek to lead their kingdoms, if that isn’t a truth too close to the sharp end of a Dragon’s talon for you.” 
 
    A dousing of Dragon acid for the dawn! 
 
    Pulling her splinted leg over the cot’s edge, Whisper set her good foot upon the floor. “I’ll need that bucket. Then, a little fruit, nuts and water, if you please, o Princess.” 
 
    “Just Rhyme. Or, I’ll start calling you ‘pet’.” 
 
    “Shall I pet your intestines up through your throat?” 
 
    “Touchy.” 
 
    Whisper grinned, “Alright, you’re my pet Princess and I’m a magical monster, freshly blown upon the winds to Arbor in order to manipulate you all into unconditional surrender.” 
 
    Rhyme’s hands flew to her axes, sheathed crosswise upon her back despite the early hour, before she stopped the motion with a rueful laugh. “I guess ‘surrender’ isn’t a word to which I take kindly. Point made, Whisper. Now, kindly go produce some garden fertiliser. I shall whistle up a few servants to pamper your impossible pseudolegendary presence – where did you say you came from, again? The world exhaled a magical Whisper, and –” 
 
    Whisper drew the curtain shut behind her, calling, “That’s as good a theory as any.” Privacy for ablutions? Humans were the very definition of peculiarity. 
 
    She had constantly been trying to read the Princess, but there was much about her that seemed as guarded as the armour she wore all the time. She wore hardness as a shield, Whisper had concluded, for she ruled the Kingdom of Arbor during her father’s illness. That was a burden etched on her young face, and seemed even to weigh down her limbs. Rhyme sighed often, and trained obsessively with her axes. Whisper wondered who or what exactly she was slicing up every morning. One thing was for certain, this girl was a composite of tough materials. When that grim mien came upon her, the Princess Blue looked as if she could and would carve her way through Dragons without batting an eyelid. 
 
    The Princess called from somewhere across the room, “You’re touchy about your identity, I meant.” 
 
    She considered this. “Wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “Your tail’s regenerating itself, the Healers assure me.” 
 
    Whisper came within a small wobble of falling right off the bucket. “What? I … am?” 
 
    I am regenerative! 
 
    “As surely as I’ve a bad habit of trimming my fingernails with my axe blades. Drives the protocol bores up the proverbial sentikor tree,” said the Princess, with an oddly constricted sound to her voice that caused Whisper to tune her pointy ears very, very delicately indeed. “So, not wanting to rush you anywhere myself, Whisper, I wanted to suggest … why don’t you make Arbor your home? Just for a time – until you discover yourself, I mean. Not because my Mage with the pickling-jar wants it, but because … more fungazoids! I can’t even articulate what I feel.” 
 
    Whisper said, “Isn’t Arbor a rather perilous location, as far as prospective homes go?” 
 
    “I know. Dirt-poor offer, isn’t it? One city soon to be under siege by a ruthless Warlock, a population of nasty furless Humans and no other Whispers, and a friendless Princess who is far too fond of her axes …” 
 
    “I’d love … all this.” 
 
    After a long pause, Rhyme inhaled sharply. “Are you crying, Whisper?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Cartographical Whispers 
 
      
 
    The Cartographer’s Assistant was somewhat startled to encounter a leaky Princess with a red-eyed Whisper in tow. Rhyme’s study commanded a view beneath the flying buttress, which protected the city from above, over the Palace grounds and many city dwellings scattered amidst lush foliage to the tall retaining wall at the city’s rear entrance. The dawn’s clean tangerine light filtered around the massive, auburn-shaded shendite rock buttress above, spanning the mid-reaches of a canyon a mere quarter-mile wide, highlighting the city’s many levels. Verdant gardens tumbled down cliff faces and gushed over stone bridges and flyovers in great sprays and clusters of flowers. The original architects had fashioned beautiful curlicue frames of a metal alloy Whisper did not recognise to anchor the blossoms and flowering vines, which served both as guard railings to protect from falling into the depths, and fanciful, soaring decoration where none was strictly needed. The homes mostly delved into the cliffs, with balconies overlooking the views to the lower canyon. 
 
    Strongside and openside of the city, great fortifications protected the main routes into Arbor, fused to the buttress in places and completely spanning the canyon – but not beneath, where a five-mile drop sheared away to a pretty river that led to a natural, emerald-green lake beneath the Sundering-side of the city. Beneath was a vector instantly vulnerable to attack by flying Dragons. 
 
    Already, engineers swarmed down there, dangling from safety ropes as they laboured to affix massively heavy, metal-reinforced nets in place. 
 
    Two hours into their conversation, the Cartographer’s Assistant set down his draconid-fang pen and said, in a shocked whisper, “I-I-I … I think I’d better g-go get the M-M-Master!” 
 
    He fled. 
 
    Rhyme, panting after her morning exercises, settled her axes against the balcony railing and wandered over to the gorgeous, emerald-tinted maragazawood table, which was liberally spread with cartographical instruments, maps, sections and trail descriptions. Scanning their work, she said, “You’ve a way about you, Whisper.” 
 
    “Did I say something?” 
 
    “No, the stink of your armpits chased him off.” 
 
    Whisper laughed happily, surprising herself with the carefree sound. “According to Mage Shivura’s research, my nose is two hundred times more sensitive than yours. That’s a conservative estimate.” 
 
    Rhyme shook her head sorrowfully. “You just don’t smell your own odour, do you?” She pretended to sniff the air. “Ah, the savour of rancid fish mingled with the fresh, whimsical tang of old soldiers’ boots …” 
 
    These Humans. Whisper laughed aloud, even though it still pained her stomach. “All I did was fill in a few gaps in his knowledge.” 
 
    “A few?” The Princess indicated a liberally annotated scroll. “A few thousand. And, you ran out of nuts again?” 
 
    “If it bothers you, Rhyme, I’m happy to go graze outside the city. There’s plenty of redberry, magisberry, margunana, lixmelons –” 
 
    “You most certainly cannot.” 
 
    “I also eat flowers, small eggs and insects. I really like the crunchy carapaces on the little yellow siggids …” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as the Princess made a gagging noise. “You are a guest. I do not permit guests to graze beneath my balcony’s bushes. It is simply not done, upon the honour of the Arborite nation.” She clapped her hands softly. “Yessimy, may I request more fruit, nuts and a sizeable bowl of chopped kale, koniki and yabbard lettuce for our guest? And I’ll have a glass of the tensulily cordial, please.” 
 
    “Bah,” sniffed the servant. “That sprite shovels away more than my three children ever did.” 
 
    Rhyme winked at Whisper. “Yessimy’s the best. She started serving here when my grandfather was still sharpening his first axe.” 
 
    The moon-round face peered through the doorway. “Bah! Don’t think you can sweet-talk me, you little whippersnapper.” Yessimy could say that, too, given as she was quite the fattest Human Whisper had ever seen. She barely fit through doorways sideways, but she was a miraculous cook and mothered the living canyons out of the entire royal household, councillors and Commanders included. She was universally loved. 
 
    Now, a finger thicker than Whisper’s wrist waggled in her direction. Balefully, the servant growled, “I’ll fatten you up yet, you poor waif. Shameful, having a stick like you walking my halls, it is! I’m not having it, or my name’s not Yessimy, no sir!” 
 
    Grumbling to herself, she waddled off. 
 
    The Princess grinned. “You’re in trouble – but tell me how, if you were practically born yesterday, can you know so much, Whisper?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    That was a truth they both recognised. Rhyme sighed, “Shall I entertain the idea of letting Mage Shivura have his way with you?” 
 
    “Shall I invite Prince Xan of Azarinthe to have his way with you?” 
 
    Score! Rhyme’s colour attained a fascinating shade of hot blue-pink as she squealed, “Whisper! That is both … crude, and uncalled for.” She fanned her face, and then gulped down a glass of water for the additional cooling which was apparently required. “So help me, we will not speak so uncouthly in this Palace. Xan … Xan is a good man, and – do you even know what you are saying? No?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Whisper admitted. Intriguing! “You were childhood friends, not so? Why should he not … oh. Oh!” 
 
    “Aye, exactly that sort of ‘oh’,” she snorted, and then slumped into a chair. “Why would he remember me, Whisper? Why, when he has all those sloe-eyed, tall – very tall – Azarinthine beauties to choose from? I’m just a short, chubby girl with more muscle than brains. I’m so good with axes it scares suitors silly, I play a decent hand-harp and keep my head in battle … but I’m trying so hard to lead these people and failing at every turn …” 
 
    Was it just that Rhyme was lonely, that she had so badly wanted to make friends with a Whisper? Or was it pity for a wounded creature? 
 
    Climbing awkwardly up onto the table just behind the Princess, Whisper lifted the long, pale blue strands from the girl’s hands and said, “I think I remember how to do braids. It’s so odd what I do recall. My brain’s like a foreign city, full of surprises – like those mirror-scale dragonets that came to sing to you this morning.” 
 
    “I feed them. They aren’t pets, they’re more like friends,” said Rhyme, sighing moodily as she obliquely confirmed Whisper’s hypothesis. “Besides, the Dragonkind are not for taming. They’re wild, and beautiful, and free – free of responsibility. Free of demanding, quarrelling advisors. Absolved from worrying about four younger siblings being poisoned, too. Free of populaces terrified of Warlocks and their Dragon armies.” 
 
    Twirling the hair in her deft paws, Whisper set to work. “Hold still. Now, I might only have been alive for a couple of weeks, but I do know a few things.” 
 
    “Ugh. Here it comes. Lecture away.” 
 
    “Now you are being that silly girl you just parodied.” She surprised herself with the tetchiness of her response. Maybe Human emotions were rubbing off on her? 
 
    “Right. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound nasty, but I sort of see you as a small furry humanoid with a startling appetite and an even greater predilection for being curious about everything. Like my makeup drawer. You turned it upside-down.” Whisper began to growl, but then was glad she desisted, because the Princess added, “But we’ve come canyons further than that already, haven’t we? I don’t have to close my eyes to imagine you as a good friend. A true girlfriend.” 
 
    Whisper watched her hands braiding an intricate, inward-spiralling design into the Princess’s hair, and sighed bitterly. “Why pretend that you see me as a person? I’m quite happy with the ‘Princess and her pet’ arrangement.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not. It’s a lie, for starters, and I’m severely allergic to lies.” 
 
    “Your furry girlfriend? Well, you have a bit of fur too.” 
 
    “My hair?” Then, Rhyme gasped, “You’re a wicked, wicked tease! Can you stop –” 
 
    “Worried I’ll babble all of your secrets to Prince Xan?” 
 
    “You’d … dare?” 
 
    Keeping her grip on the complex braids, Whisper was almost flung off the table by the Princess’ furious headshake. Maps scattered one way, inkpots another. She giggled, “I believe this is a touchy subject?” 
 
    “You’ve not the first idea about Human culture, apart from how to foment trouble – absolutely no difficulty with that, I’m learning! Plus, in my experience, Whispers make dreadfully messy pets. They’re nosy, quarrelsome and display an annoying tendency to voice their opinions when they should better be rearranging my boots or polishing my axes with their tongues.” 
 
    Rescuing her stance by clawing at the table with her right foot, Whisper said, “How’s about when I do leave, you send this Xan a private message?” After a short, breathless pause on the Princess’ part, she added, “I’m convinced I could use your ears to heat up a pot of that flower-soup you Arborites like so much. Why’s that?” 
 
    Rhyme snorted, “Silence, pet. Finish my hair.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Five days later, Whisper was already hobbling about with just a stick, no cast. The talon-incisions across her stomach had healed to a trio of puckered, puffy scars and her tail was showing definite signs of oftentimes painful regrowth, almost an inch and a half longer now. Mage Shivura eyed the stump enviously. “If only we Humans could master such a skill.” 
 
    His apprentices, four male and three female, had taken the day to recover from their healing efforts. Shivura himself sported large, greyish bags beneath his eyes, lending him an even more sinister look than usual. Warleader Ammox had his troops out in force Sundering-side of the city, building additional defences and traps, and laying an early warning system to detect Warlock Sanfuri’s approach – they estimated he might take a minimum of three weeks to force a passage beneath the Sundering, as Whisper had done. Almost a third of those twenty-four days had already passed. 
 
    Whisper had worked with the Master Cartographer and his entire Guild for most of these five days, filling in the blanks in their knowledge – as best she could. She had discovered another small Whisper Beacon in the Palace grounds, but it yielded little new knowledge. Perhaps there might be another at Azarinthe, the City of Grey? 
 
    That afternoon, she bathed with Rhyme in a secluded, private pool at the back of the Palace grounds. The Princess had not yet removed her braids, saying that the effect was stylish and gave the fashionable ladies of the city something to exclaim over – as opposed to the usual neurotic spate of axe-polishing, the Whisper supposed wryly. Apparently Whisper’s second effort, a spectacular braided crown, had almost set off a riot. 
 
    Humans. Foolish, funny and fabulous in equal measure, they were a constant source of amazement or perplexity. 
 
    Just now, half a dozen female First Axes, an elite squad of brawny professional soldiers, were standing with their backs firmly turned to the Princess, who swam lazily across the pool wearing exactly as much as the day she was born. Whisper badly wanted to sneak up behind one of them and shout something rude. These soldiers were not, however, the type to actually possess this Human notion called ‘sense of humour,’ which Whisper likened to her own affinity for mischief and wordplay. 
 
    Whisper said, “Rhyme, would you tell me why Drex needed a morning’s respite?” 
 
    Rhyme gave her the look she usually reserved for the Warleader’s back. Her voice held an edge as polished as her well-honed axes as she snapped, “Don’t pry, Whisper. Drex will speak in his own time – if he will speak.” 
 
    “Where’s he from?” 
 
    Now, her persistence earned a vexed frown. “His land is called Illuxor. It lies very far across the Brass Mirror – or at least, across an inlet thereof – as best I understand the geography,” replied the Princess. “Illuxor seems very different to our setting in every way, but they suffer from sunstrike just as we do. I’ve known Drex since I was a little girl. Twelve years. I’m nineteen, now. According to the tale Drex tells, he was caught up in a windstorm he called a tornado and hurled high into the sky, and then carried off over the Ocean by the mighty winds aloft. Almost frozen through, he was saved by a type of Dragon no scholar has ever heard of; the beast brought him to safe landing near our fair city. We treated his wounds and nursed him back to full health, and he has since become a mighty warrior and leader of men. A strange tale that marries in some ways with what you related regarding your treatment by the Chalky Cloud-Dragon, and before that, the Arboreal.” 
 
    Whisper hid her prurient interest carefully. “Fascinating. I must ask him about this journey from his homeland. And Rhyme, must I pay back my debt?” 
 
    She smiled at this. “According to Consul Yara, the debt is the Kingdom’s proper provision to any intelligent creature in need of aid, but your continued service and return to Arbor would be warmly welcomed. How’s that for fork-tongued dracoworm-speak?” 
 
    “Perfectly Yara,” replied the Whisper, stretching her aching knee. Soon … 
 
    “Remember, you’ve an interview with Mage Shivura later,” the Princess reminded her, with an expression that coupled a friendly wink with a devious smirk. “One must feed the Dragonkind, or they’ll grow testy and bite.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” said Whisper, brushing out her silky fur with an old hairbrush of the Princess’. The motion was soothing; her memories, less so. Was she so fearful, she’d flee mindlessly from the draconids like before? Where was her courage? Rhyme said she could trust the Mage, her overpaid brain-pickler. Whisper would rather have stuck her head into a whippet-draconid’s jaw and shouted a few choice insults down its throat. 
 
    Nothing impelled her to remain here at Arbor and receive a new commission. She felt nauseous just considering the idea. What did she truly owe these people? Looking within, Whisper felt disgusted that she was contemplating slinking off to join a bunch of dracoslugs beneath the nearest boulder. These people were living souls. She owed it to them to confound and defeat Warlock Sanfuri. Simple. Aye, the motivation of revenge helped, but she was surprised to find that her primary motivation was altruistic. Were Whispers constrained by moral imperatives apart from, or even concerning, the messages they delivered? Had they always been forced into compliance by blood-oath magic, or did a simple ‘please take my message’ suffice? 
 
    The Princess said, “Been chewed on enough for one lifetime?” 
 
    “Aye. A few times by the draconids, and daily by your grumpy Warleader. At least the Cartographers seem happy – and, every child I meet.” 
 
    “They all think you’re an exotic plaything. You need to hone your slurs and slights.” 
 
    Ah, so that was the key to survival in a foreign city? 
 
    “Not so easy when they’re chasing you with axes, and they’re not really playing,” Whisper said drily. 
 
    “I shall issue a decree!” Rhyme returned, with false brightness. “I really don’t issue enough decrees. Consul Yara is a proponent of the ‘viciously despotic’ style of leadership – you know, oppress the populace, sow widespread fear and unreason and have your Mage randomly blow up people you disagree with.” 
 
    Hooting with laughter, Whisper clutched her stomach. “Ooh, that still hurts.” 
 
    Suddenly, the Princess stilled. Her gaze seemed very distant. 
 
    “Rhyme, what is it?” 
 
    “Now I remember,” she said slowly. “Warlock Sanfuri was Azarinthine – he came from an Azar community, at least. They’re called the people of Grey, adherents of shadow and masters of a strange form of penetrative logic. They’re a nation of legendary cunning. Whisper, if you do travel … you’ll have to promise me you’ll be as watchful as a Dragoness brooding over her eggs, alright?” 
 
    An unaccustomed squeezing sensation gripped Whisper’s chest as she considered not only the Princess’ words, but the trepidation apparent in her manner. Without a word, she put her paws around her friend’s neck, as she had seen Humans do, and nuzzled her earlobe. 
 
    Then, she departed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whispers needed to test their Whispering. 
 
    Therefore, she stole into the soldiers’ barracks to try to learn more about Human patterns of behaviour. How they only saw what was expected. How, in a blink of inattention, she might tiptoe from one ornamental bush to another. How a guard’s rhythmic scanning might be dissected, understood and used against him, although she did not fully grasp the exact field of Human peripheral vision. Upside-down, she used her talons to silently grip the stone as she passed overhead of two sentries, penetrating to the courtyard beyond. 
 
    Aye, and she was in pain. Not too many more crazy upside-down manoeuvers left in her, and she had barely started her sabotage. Right. What next? 
 
    Her best guess was that the higher-ranked officers’ accommodation would command views either of the canyon or of this pretty yet still functional central courtyard area, and that the lesser-ranked and the common soldiers, as Warleader Ammox called them, would be quartered within the caves of the soldiers’ complex itself. Perhaps the married officers lived nearby, but she understood that Captain Drex was single. Therefore, a room near the main barracks. 
 
    She crept along the rock-carved shendite pillars behind a thick layer of flowering red terhissa blossoms, testing the play of her still-healing muscles. Soon, a Whisper must run … she scrabbled over an archway, biting her rough tongue in concentration, and then lowered herself from above a window to peer past the wooden shutters, which stood half a foot ajar, into the first chamber. Not this one. This officer was cheerfully shaving himself with a crystal blade and a small, octagonal mirror turned to the light. He preened, and made what she supposed must pass for a handsome grin at himself. Another Human foible, their fondness for mirrors, most often exercised when they thought no-one was watching. 
 
    Her muscles protested the climbing as she completed a circuit of the lower rooms. Nothing. Then, a slight noise caught her sensitive hearing – a noise which was out of place. 
 
    Whisper scaled a thick vine anchored to the walls by its roots, flattening her body to pass silently through the branches. Two guards walked by beneath, discussing Dragon watching duty, whatever that was. She held her breath, before slipping up alongside a balcony. Not this one, either. The next, trimmed with a white and gold terhissa variant, was the source of the sound. 
 
    A man’s low chanting. 
 
    Creeping through a gap in the railing, Whisper slipped up to the open shutters and peered inside. Drex. What was he doing? The huge warrior knelt facing away from her. Just in front of him, on a small stand, lay a cream-coloured candle, a stick of incense slowly curling its smoke about the shadowy room, and three small bunches of white limthis-daisies, each neatly tied with a blue string bow. As she watched, the huge man stretched out prostrate before his – well, his altar? Was this some form of worship? 
 
    Again, the chanting emerged, muffled, words of a language or dialect that Whisper sensed was familiar to her memories, but not to her immediate consciousness. Nor did she recognise the incense. The sound rose and fell in an eerie cadence, on and on, as the warrior lay unmoving save for the slight resonance-vibration in his shoulders and neck. The sense that she watched something intensely private permeated her cognizance by degrees, so that she only belatedly realised how her paws stood rooted, her talons cramped against the stone, and her heart tripped dolefully in her throat. Sacrosanct. She intruded upon grief. 
 
    Whisper felt ashamed. Her sneaking about was not half as clever as she had imagined. His mourning plainsong wreathed her soul in melancholy as she retreated, as silent as a hunting dragonet upon her paws. Raw grief clenched her throat. 
 
    This man had saved her life. 
 
    How could a Whisper presume to offer comfort? 
 
    For the longest time she crouched just beneath the edge of his small balcony, not knowing why her tears kept flowing in a mirror of his, until she realised that the song had stopped. Clothing rustled within the room. Footsteps. 
 
    Decisively, she pushed though the foliage, making plenty of noise, and made sure her talons tap-tapped across the stones to his window. She scratched at the wooden shutters. 
 
    “Whisper? So, it were yar.” 
 
    She hissed in shock. “I – I’m sorry. I’ll go.” 
 
    “No need.” His hand pressed the shutters further apart. “Come inside. I don’t often entertain. Thar’s an old bachelor’s lair, thar is.” 
 
    “You, old? Properly decrepit, everyone says.” 
 
    “Yar too kind.” He sighed heavily. “Captains get thar quarters o’ luxury. Cot. Weapons an’ armour. Yar take the chair. Desk. My favoured hammer when I’m fightin’-like real big Dragons. Y’know, ones’ll like pass yar over to snack on me.” 
 
    A sweep of his dark hand indicated a hammer that seemed capable of demolishing cities. Whisper regarded the weapon with awe. Her quick eyes took in the simple quarters of a soldier, rough wooden furniture arranged around the traditional single hexagonal room, typical of simple Arborite dwellings, she had learned. A bed, sized and additionally braced for a man of his bulk, stood farthest from the doorway. A carved ankibor-wood screen provided privacy for changing. His chair and desk stood beneath the window to catch the light, and a lantern hung by hook and chain from the centre of the flat, unadorned ceiling. His walls, however, were painted in blocks of thick, earthy colours. Whisper liked that touch. 
 
    “That’s a nice drakkid-bopper,” she offered, smiling at Drex’s regard for his hammer. 
 
    He chuckled, “Good call, lil’un. I names her ‘Ping’ for the sweet ring she makes on yar Dragons’ ’eads.” 
 
    “Didn’t I intrude?” 
 
    “A favour for a favour?” he said, extending one huge paw. 
 
    Scrambling up into his chair, Whisper said, “I owe you my life. How’s that repayable?” 
 
    “Jus’ shake yar paw, lil’un!” 
 
    She lifted her right forepaw. “Are you certain you can catch this?” 
 
    He darted his hand forward, and then laughed as she tiptoed her digits up his passing arm, before pulling her paw back. “Yarrrr!” he growled. “Right.” 
 
    “Ask away, Drex.” 
 
    “Yar trouble!” Indicating the flowers, he said, “I was married, once. Back in Illuxor.” 
 
    Quietly, he told her the tale she knew already, but in his own way, beginning with his wife Tysi and his twin sons, Mezx and Trox. They had been but one month old when he mysteriously lost control of his glider ailerons while patrolling the skies above Illuxor – sabotage, he suspected, by his own twin brother, Gorx. When Whisper queried this with a quizzical twitch of her ears, he explained the jealousy which had soured their relationship since before he could remember. 
 
    “I tried takin’ yar high canyon, lil’un, but Gorx, he were always the lil’ Dragon of our twin-pair, an’ it done strange things to thar ’ead of his.” He spread his huge mitts and gazed at his palms as if he might find the answers written there. “Gorx said he got yar dragonet’s portion an’ I were the Dragon. Like that were a good thing. He were sly an’ always lookin’ for ill, no matter what I done or said or given-like – nuthin’. Much kin be said, lil’ Whisper. Much. But yar don’t want that bitterness. I don’t. I want to throw’t in yar Brass Mirror.” 
 
    Suddenly, his voice twisted in a way that knotted Whisper’s healing gut painfully. “Our ways mean yar brother, Gorx, should take my beautiful Tysi to wife – ’cause I’m good as dead! Thar what he done! His duty! Yar want t’ know my pain, Whisper? Yar curious?” 
 
    She shook her head – no, not anymore! Yet his anguish gripped her, the graven planes of his face so harsh in that moment, she feared Drex meant to do her harm. 
 
    He growled, “I done run with Sanfuri for a time, lil’ Whisper, bein’ a killer of no conscience – I were that embittered, that warped in ’ere.” He thumped his chest. “What yar think o’ thar, eh? Secret enough for yar? Dishonour is … curse it!” 
 
    In his grief-rage, he began to slip into his native dialect, but the words and forms came easier to her mind now, as though her cognitive processing had made new connections in the background, while she concentrated on other matters. He ground his teeth in her face, just inches away, even as he tucked his hands beneath his armpits as though to prevent them from leaping out to strangle her. 
 
    “I’ve no words, Drex,” she whispered. 
 
    He roared, “Yar pityin’? I don’t want yar pity!” 
 
    “Nor I, yours!” 
 
    Now, Drex gripped the chair’s arms until the wood groaned. “What yar mean?” 
 
    Words gushed out before Whisper could stop them. “What did you see that day, Drex? A dumb, hurting animal? What moved you to swing down that rope and take wounds of your own –” she touched the scarred upper side of his left forearm, where a draconid’s talons had sliced his flesh deeply “– and spill your blood for a furry beast? Were that pity, it purchased my life. Do you hear me? And here I sit stewing in bitter rage over my animal identity issues when I should be kissing my saviour’s bootstraps – is that gratitude? No, it’s a heart maimed!” 
 
    A laugh tore from his throat. “I knew legends o’ Whispers –” 
 
    “Save a legend? For the Kingdom’s sake?” 
 
    Her head whirled at the sense of connection between his dark, unshuttered gaze and the black depths of her own gaze, the huge dark pupils in their irises of soft, shimmering apricot colours. Connection. A thread of understanding, so fragile, that linked them now, soul to soul. The breath that each of them breathed of their lives, mingling slowly, inexpressibly sweet. 
 
    A new truth struck her: I am empathic! 
 
    Drex said slowly, “I knew not thar’n, but I know yar now. Some. Thar were a creature in trouble, cryin’ for our’n King, an’ thar pain … that were the deepest cry of my own spirit, Whisper. Thar’n why I leaped. ’Cause I couldn’t not act.” 
 
    Ever so delicately, Whisper reached out her tiny paw and touched it to Drex’s cheek. “If I could – if I can – I will sniff out a way to your homeland, Drex. I will help you to return.” 
 
    “Have yar’n oath force yar to swim the Mirror?” He shook his head roughly, but then lifted his hand to engulf her paw. “Yar sweet, Whisper, but no. I refuse, respectful-like. Yar can’t. Yar don’t know what’s lost in yar’n past. Yar nowt liftin’ my burdens for … don’t yar look at me like yar stubborn, like shendite. I said no.” 
 
    “This isn’t your choice, it’s mine.” 
 
    He growled softly, “Is that so?” 
 
    “’Cause I couldn’t not act,” she said, imitating his accent inexpertly. 
 
    His cheek twitched beneath her paw as though threatening to break out in a smile. “Thar’n nowt but a lil’ tyrant. Yar saved my knee, I saw. Thanks due to yar.” 
 
    Whisper flicked out the inch-and-a-half talons of her other paw and pretended to blow nonchalantly across them. “Tyrant in training, technically. Well, I’d also need to learn a great deal more about my quasi-legendary magical powers, first – you know, I’d have to become a real Whisper …” 
 
    “Yar walk through bulwarks-like? Prance over canyons leapin’ on Dragons’ noses?” 
 
    Suddenly, they were grinning at each other – zany, happy, hopeful grins. She said, “Aye. Once the Mage has finished pickling my brains for his experiments, I’ll know everything there is to know about Whisper-magic.” 
 
    “Pocket-sized tyrants need thar picklin’ real good-like,” agreed the warrior, sweeping her up onto his stalwart arm. “Now, tell me, how’d yar burgle these ’ere barracks, lil’un? I’ve some soldierin’ backsides t’ boot to the next canyon if thar’n be true. An’ if that Mage singes so much as one hair on thar’n cheeky lil’ tum, I’ll be thar one makin’ me some pickled magician stew…” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Whisper into Mission 
 
      
 
    The MAGE’s LABORATORY was a low, dark chamber – hexagonal, of course – in what Drex described cheerfully as a ‘burrow for nefarious deeds of the night’. However, Whisper did appreciate how the warrior lingered, making quite sure Shivura saw him fingering the haft of his smaller war-hammer before making a few swishing motions with his hand that distinctly implied the imminent destruction of men in mushroom hats should the warrior take umbrage at his behaviour. He departed with a cheerful, “See yar later for’n briefing, Whisper,” and a beetle-browed glower for the Mage. 
 
    There was a quality in that glower that clearly set Mage Shivura on edge. Perhaps the memory of a man who claimed to have served Warlock Sanfuri. Why had he chosen to reveal that detail? Did he know how much she hated the Warlock; how that knowledge must torment her? 
 
    The disgraced warrior. She shook her head slowly, peering about the lair. Magiscience? This place looked like the shiny collection of a kleptomaniac dragonet. Great shelves covered every wall, barely making room for the doorway, stacked with miscellaneous equipment and scrolls and old, dragonhide-bound tomes. The room itself was roughly divided in two by a long workbench, behind which stood seven further, smaller workbenches for the Apprentices. Each and every surface, corner, space beneath the benches and work surface was crammed with diverse instruments and mind-boggling miscellany, leaving only the smallest, most shadowy napkin-sized spaces in which to actually work. Smoky lanterns hung from the heavy rafters, lighting the dingy scene with a reluctant air. 
 
    Whisper had to pause just to work out how to breathe. The stench of this place was an olfactory Dragon trying to quarry her nostrils out from the inside. 
 
    Past the long workbench, on the far side of the room, was a miraculously clear area perhaps ten feet square, surrounded by arcane equipment, brass funnels connected by bamboo and metal pipes, clear bubbling vessels filled with brightly coloured liquids or occasionally animals like fish or miniature draconids, gently steaming metal grids and tall lamps on extensible arms, and several metal racks standing on wheels. These were stuffed with tools and probes that resembled nothing more than hideous implements of torture. A set of poles bounded this area, connected by a tinker’s toy chest of wires that ran to incomprehensible equipment Whisper took for monitoring of some nature. 
 
    “Very good, very good,” said Shivura, eyeing Whisper with a proprietary air. “Come along. No time to waste. Slack discipline is a sign of a lazy mind.” 
 
    She eyed the chaos in amazement. Really? 
 
    “Apprentice! A stool for our insanely magical guest, if you please.” 
 
    Hmm. Insane. Good word for a Mage. 
 
    Whisper mentally cracked all of her knuckles and pictured Ignothax shaking Mage Shivura in a magical cage. Oddly, the image only made her feel ashamed. Shivura, good? That would be the day Wyrms sailed the Brass Mirror! 
 
    Shivura hustled her past the benches into the open space. “No chains, locks, manacles, straps or miscellaneous maltreatment here,” he declared cheerfully. Whisper licked her arm-fur pensively. Human brushes hurt her skin, but her tongue did an excellent job. “This is magiscience, not the low, bumbling conjurations of Warlocks and Element Enchanters. The hallowed halls! The intellectual wizardry of the masters of magic, that’s what we deal in here. Magi grapple with the esoteric, the mysterious, the magical ambiguities that bamboozle lesser minds – such as yours, no offence …” 
 
    Whisper dared not laugh. To cheer herself up, she pictured Drex tapping this fool’s ridiculous blue hat with his choice hammer, Ping! 
 
    This thought satisfied. 
 
    Settling his floppy headpiece more firmly in place and pushing his sleeves up his skinny, ruddy arms, Mage Shivura said, “Apprentices, take notes. First, physical measures and parameters. We observe a female feline-humanoid animal standing erect on her hind paws with bone structures that indicate habitually upright positioning, but she could travel on all-fours, too. Four retractable talons on the forepaws, and one opposing. On the lower limbs, three retractable talons and two opposing. Total height –” he held up a stick carved and marked to measure “– thirty-three inches. Arm span – stretch out, you wretch – forty inches. We note the absence of a prehensile tail, recently severed by the Warlock Sanfuri, a pox and a bane upon him and his ancestors, but signs of regrowth are apparent. Current length, five and one-half inches. There is extensive feline structural patterning including upright motile ears, fangs and whiskers, russet-orange fur of approximately two inches length all over, shorter on the face and working appendages, and longer behind the skull. Wide eyes of a hunter or predator, colouration a jade … aye, jade green –” 
 
    “That colour’s malachite, Mage Shivura.” 
 
    Shivura glared daggers at the unfortunate apprentice, but when he spoke, his tone was soothing. “I demand precision at all times, Apprentice Stanu, but you just exceeded my expectations. Well done!” 
 
    “Five sisters, Mage Shivura,” mumbled the apprentice. 
 
    “Good!” Mage Shivura prodded Whisper with his measuring stick. “Malachite eyes adapted for low lighting conditions, but quasi-humanoid intelligence is apparently present, as posited by her communicative complexity and ability to recall messages without apparent error. Note, test the intelligence later.” 
 
    The Apprentices’ draconid-fang pens scratched away assiduously as the Mage, clearly enjoying being master of his squalid domain, strutted around Whisper making his remarks. 
 
    Next, he called in tests of her flexibility and strength, declaring himself surprised at her grip, which was stronger than the average man’s, and then further tests began with her identifying electrical, magical and kinetic shield types, fields and influences, her ability to distinguish scents, her hearing, sight, recall and what he called ‘animal perception’. 
 
    Whisper distrusted Mage Shivura, so she set herself to closely observe his methods and behaviour – always, in the back of her mind, was the question that plagued Princess Rhyme and her councillors. Who was the traitor? Who had poisoned the King? 
 
    If it was the Mage, she eventually concluded, he hid his purposes well. Too well for her to smell out. 
 
    There was no doubt she could learn much from him. As his apprentices set up and tested her with different magical fields, flavours, techniques and probes within their circle of poles and wires, there was very much to imbibe, to sense and to scent. Magical pushes and pulls. Sneaky defences that she had to describe with her eyes closed. Magiscience, she understood, was closely linked to the esoteric nature of objects and powers, sometimes contained in wands, staffs, stones or orbs of power, or sometimes produced by the Magician. Mostly through Shivura’s non-stop grumbling, she learned that although the magical disciplines shared some commonality of practice, Warlocks specialised in conjuration and binding, both of the animate and the inanimate realm – hence Sanfuri’s flying manacle which had arrested her tail, she deduced. Element Enchanters worked more closely with earth and fire, but struggled to control wind and air, unlike the Draco-Mages, who could manipulate all of the elements, including the fifth and most perilous element called mana, or raw magic. 
 
    Eventually, after four hours of intense labour, Mage Shivura stepped back and said, unexpectedly, “Thank you, Whisper. You have been a most helpful subject. We have much to ponder – and I hope this was useful to you, too?” 
 
    She must have been staring, nonplussed, because he laughed and scratched her behind the ears. Whisper suppressed a shudder. 
 
    “Aye, I am ambitious, little one,” he said. “Very ambitious. I want to be the greatest Mage that ever lived. I’ll make no secret of the fact that I’d almost sell my soul for power, and I see a fabled magical creature as one avenue to grasping that power – but the odd thing is, my ambitions don’t extend much further than this room. Sanfuri and I represent opposite ends of the spectrum. I know the Princess or Drex would rather see my laboratory cracked off the bottom of Arbor and tumbled into the canyon, but I assure you, you can trust me.” 
 
    “I do.” However, her voice cracked. Her ears grew toasty with embarrassment. 
 
    Again, he laughed. “Don’t think I can’t read your mannerisms like an open scroll, Whisper. You’re smarter than you pretend. You’re a learning machine. All those hyper-sensitive inputs from your senses, and the additional magical senses!” Then, just as suddenly, his narrow face took on a sinister cast. “Don’t ever cross me, because I will make good on my threat to pickle your brain, just like my Apprentices have pickled those other brains for study – over there!” Whisper’s eyes leaped. Ugh! “They’re taken from fresh cadavers, you’ll be pleased to know. Anyways. Continue to co-operate, as you have done, and you’ll discover I can be enormously helpful to you on your path to discovering your identity, your past and your purpose.” 
 
    Whisper trembled, unable to speak. 
 
    Stroking his beard with the air of smug dragonet chin-deep in tasty intestines, Shivura said, “Here is my offering for today. In the lore, we discovered references to unique Whisper-powers, such as what you described to me, the ability to scent out Arbor even though you had never been here. Did you somehow lift that information from Sanfuri’s mind, or Ignothax, his Dragon, I wonder? Despite their wards and protections? If that ability exists, that makes you an extreme danger to this Kingdom. Therefore, I have advised the Warleader not only to hide any talk of strategy from you, but also to avoid your presence. Secondly, you have Whisper-powers in the physical range, for example, a chameleon-draconid ability to blend into your surrounds, to fade, to exercise stealth in the physical, audible, emotional, psychic and magical spectra. I assure you, you will require every one of those skills if you wish to live long in the world of Yanzorda, our strangely fractured homeland.” 
 
    She croaked, “Thank you, Mage.” 
 
    “One last thing. Bring me magical knowledge, and I will see that you are well rewarded.” The Mage’s dark eyes glittered above his hands, clenched near his throat. “We will speak much, little Whisper. Of that you should have no doubt.” 
 
    With that, clearly dismissed, Whisper fled the laboratory. 
 
    Aye, she had much to think about. A self-declared ally, yet one who spoke with a forked tongue. Those dark hints of ambition that ruled his mind. Such a man could be twisted, could he not? Yet he seemed to care little for politics and a great deal, almost to the exclusion of all else, for the advancement of his craft. Single-mindedness could be a strength. 
 
    In which case, why did a man of his ilk serve Arbor? 
 
    She did not understand all of the nuances and currents in this place. Nonetheless, it was time to travel on. Some matters in her world were simple indeed. The treacherous Warlock must be opposed. Arbor must be saved. And, she chuckled behind her paw, she must see if Princess Rhyme’s blushes might somehow be reciprocated over in Azarinthe City. 
 
    For that mission alone, she would run. 
 
    I am resolute! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At dawn two days later, the outer doors of Arbor cracked open. Whisper faced the gap, hesitating. Already, the oath burned into her mind by Mage Shivura at the Princess’ command, shrieked, Run, run, never stop running … but what shocked her was how she felt about the city she was leaving. She had made friends here. Discovered secrets. Taken on a new charge in their service. A willing charge, in stark contrast to her previously hapless terror – how she burned at the memory! Now, the burden of thousands of souls rested upon one rather petite pair of shoulders. On her ability to cross an uncrossable ravine, to find a way passable by an Azarinthine army, and then to convince King Xaryiza-das-Azarin to commit his people to an uncertain war, all in time to return and spit in Warlock Sanfuri’s eye. 
 
    That bit, she planned to enjoy. 
 
    As in, spit the Warlock’s eye with her longest talon. 
 
    Again, the force of her emotions shocked her. Was it right to nurse such a bonfire of hatred in her chest? She must focus on the mission. 
 
    Turning, she startled to find Drex had sunk onto one knee beside her. He said, “Since yar pinched my daggers in thar battle as thar hopped ’round my knees like some crazed dracohopper, I done prepared for yar thar’n blades, with forearm-sheaths sized right-like. Aye, thar’n armoured too, but no chattin’ with thar’n draconids. Yar skewer ’em good or run real fast.” 
 
    Pensively, Whisper allowed Drex to buckle the sheaths onto her arms, even though his thick fingers were really too clumsy for such a delicate task. Each sheath held a long dagger, spring-loaded for a fast draw, and a shorter throwing knife. He must have noticed how she had refused a belt for tools, afraid it would preclude her skin-flare from opening out to save her from a dangerous fall. That man-mountain must have a heart softer than sparrow-down … clambering quickly up onto his knee, she stretched upward to deposit a shy kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “See you in a week or two, Drex.” 
 
    “Aye,” he rumbled, appearing somewhat taken aback. He rubbed the spot absently. “When yar back, yar kin polish my hammers. Alright?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Princess Rhyme, the only other person allowed to come to see her off, also knelt as Drex lumbered to his feet and stepped away. “Remember the messages?” 
 
    Whisper tapped her head. “Eidetic recall engaged. Magic is handy, isn’t it?” 
 
    She glanced down, and checked a second time as Rhyme pressed a ring-shaped stone of shimmering mistorialite into her paw. The Princess said, “Xan once gave me this. Show this to him, and tell him our need is urgent. Tell him … tell him … o Whisper, I don’t know what else to say!” 
 
    Whisper replied, “I will suggest he had better return this token in person, or you’ll let your axes do the talking?” 
 
    “Diplomatically!” spluttered Rhyme, her blue cheeks taking on a suspicious shade of pink. 
 
    “I will speak for Arbor,” she said. 
 
    Both of their eyes widened at the sudden formality. Another oath? Whisper swayed as a not-unpleasant burning sensation briefly manifested in her tail. Oh? A tail-sense? At last, after her prevarications and self-doubts, there was a knowing within her tail that she took for destiny’s call. The world of Yanzorda did not demand the whisper of her paws upon this particular mission, but now that she had determined to set out, a powerful frisson of pleasure fizzed from her tail up her spine to the base of her skull. 
 
    She wanted to leap for joy! Instead, Whisper bowed formally to the Princess, not trusting herself to say more. Then, she set her paws to the trail, slipping between the thirty-foot tall outer gates. 
 
    Quick, Whisper away! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The trail led at first past the outlying settlements of Arbor, the city serving a Human community numbering an estimated thirty-two thousand souls. As kingdoms went, it was apparently Whisper-sized – but it was by ten thousand canyons and the entire Brass Mirror, the very best, she told herself fiercely. Her paws tapped along a well-marked, level ledge that led for fifteen miles along the canyon’s edge, until she came to a place where Arbor’s relatively narrow canyon intersected with a far larger, more spectacular canyon spanned by the first bridge. For protection against direct sunstrike, engineers had suspended the bridge beneath the buttress on thick metal hawsers driven into the living stone above – a clever solution, she decided. Three-quarters of a mile across and eight miles deep, she would not have imagined a canyon could thus be crossed, but it was clearly more than possible. After showing the garrison leader of Arborite troops the Princess’ seal upon a small scroll of introduction she carried in her pouch, the soldiers waved her through to the entry area, separated from Arbor’s canyon by a narrow stele, and onto the bridge itself. Ten feet wide and floored with wooden planks, it appeared to be very well maintained despite the lack of trade, nowadays, with Azarinthe. 
 
    Filled with purpose and fire, Whisper trotted halfway across before she remembered to gawk. Oh, by her paws! This canyon was definitely gawk-worthy. 
 
    So tall and wide was the space, that sunstrike illuminated the brassy waters far, far below. She wondered if the acid would boil at midday. The sheer sides were verdant where protected by the light green sentikor overgrowth and barren and blasted where not, so she could see petrified giant fungi lower down, with new growth developing in the shade of death. To the openside, the mighty canyon walls soared to a jaw-dropping height of eighteen miles above the oceanic inlet. It was rare to gain such an unbroken view, and Whisper decided that to catch insects and a few succulent flying drakkids in her open mouth for a minute or two was definitely worth the price. Flavoursome, too. The canyon curved away long before she could see the Brass Mirror itself, broken by a waterfall rushing miles and miles down the cliffs in a dazzling series of leaps and plunges over rock ledges fringed with lush ferns and greenery, dropping over perhaps a hundred or more different steps before it pounded into the ocean in a white, frothing rage. The river leading from Arbor joined this waterfall in a five-and-a-half mile drop into the inlet. In the near distance, she saw a flight of Tamarind Wyverns, with their characteristic mottling of hot orange colours in the upper parts and white underbellies, flying lazily toward her position. Tens of thousands of Wyvern nests lined both sides of the canyon. 
 
    Walking on, Whisper took a few moments to look to her right paw, to the strongside or mainland, so very many leagues away. Her Whisper-knowledge ended not far from here, but did cover the trail much of the way to Azarinthe, such as it had been before. The Ocean ended almost below the bridge and the canyon wound away into the distance, growing slightly narrower but no less majestic in its sheer scale and glory. She spied further dragonet and draconid nests on the edges, high up, and noted how even the Dragonkind sheltered from sunstrike. How did the swarms survive on the topside? 
 
    Draconids. That reminded her. Whisper’s paws padded nimbly across the bridge, rapidly and competently traversing the terrain she had mapped together with the Cartographers. 
 
    For two days, the trail plunged through tunnels, cracks between canyons and crossed over three smaller buttresses, growing progressively less well-maintained as she travelled onward. Her fixation on Azarinthe was relentless, eclipsing all else. Beyond the Arborite hamlet of Sunidar, home to two hundred and fifty persons, Whisper entered the true wilderness once more. The trail vanished in places, overgrown, covered in landslides and crumbled by unprotected sunstrike. Whisper threaded her way through piled-up boulders each larger than Sunidar itself, sniffing out the trail with an eye for returning this way with an army of clumsy Humans. Running high on adrenaline and need, she pressed on for sixty hours straight without eating or drinking before taking refuge from a flight of Tamarind Wyverns maddened for no reason she could discern. She slept briefly but deeply in an abandoned dragonet’s nest she found in the bole of a jentiko tree. 
 
    Whisper dreamed of whippet-draconids. 
 
    Were they on her trail once more? Would the Warlock learn that she sought help from Azarinthe, and adjust his strategy accordingly? How did one lift such a magical trace from her flesh? Perhaps she would have to kill all of the draconids which carried her scent in their nostrils. 
 
    She paused just a couple of minutes to fill up on tasty jingi-nuts and a pawful of white magisberries, before unearthing an unexpected treasure, a rotten log which was home to an exciting variety of grubs and peppery crawling insects. Sampling a few drakkid worms, she found them distasteful. Whisper sated her trail-hunger until her stomach was a tight little drum. She would regret her excess later. 
 
    Her paws pattered along a rising and falling crosswise crack that entire day, as she threaded her way through a jungle formed by what appeared to be a single Bracer-giant variant, this one furnished with mauve blossoms that her sensitive nostrils warned her were highly poisonous. She jogged around so many trunks, she began to feel vertiginous. Time to pause. The idea was not to kill herself, but to come through quickly. Unscathed would be a bonus, but probably too much to hope for. This land was perilous, even for a fast-running Whisper. 
 
    While drinking thirstily from her water gourd, Whisper practiced snapping the dagger into and out of the sheath with her free left paw. Clever of Drex. A weapon that suggested the warrior was far more than met the eye, that there was even muscle of the good sort between his ears. She gobbled down the last of the nuts in her carryall. More foraging would be in order, for she burned energy at a phenomenal rate while on the run. 
 
    A scratching sound made her whirl lithely, dagger swinging up, but she quickly identified the sounds of Arboreal Dragons swarming through the foliage above her, travelling back the way she had come. Why? A sneaking suspicion filtered into her mind, but neither her scenting the wind, nor concentrating on vibrations rising through her hind paws, nor any other sense could tell her what might be amiss. 
 
    Still, it would not do to let moss grow beneath her heels. Whisper pressed on. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That evening, by the light of Hoalith, the white moon, Whisper bounded down a zigzag staircase cut into the side of a place where four canyons, clad in luxuriant green, mauve and pink vegetation, met at suspiciously exacting right angles. Perhaps the Wyrm-builder had been fond of mathematical exactitude? The scent of pollens and crystal dust hung thick in the air, and so much had fallen or blown about, her paws left clear prints in the trail-dust. How, she wondered idly, did those delicate-looking, leafy green chrysoprase formations develop? Did the crystals grow? Or the pink kunzite and the sprays of delicate purple fluorite to her left paw, with their surprising white pyrite inclusions? The crystal formations nestled cosily within the towering walls of vegetation, as if pointing the way to treasures hidden somewhere beneath these bulwarks. 
 
    This location was five Human days’ travel from Arbor, according to the maps – made when the trail was in better shape, admittedly. She had reached it in just under three by pushing hard. Too hard. Her injuries and scars ached. She rubbed her shoulder, remembering the feeling of being pinned by an arrow. Best be on her guard when she entered Azarinthe. 
 
    Yet she was also daily growing stronger. Her endurance grew, as did her desire to learn the deeper skills the Mage Shivura had alluded to. 
 
    Were those tail-powers, stolen from her but now regenerating? Could she hope? 
 
    She licked the shoulder pensively, massaging the spot with her tongue. Just as she had experienced before, the idea of Azarinthe was growing in her mind. She knew that the trail took a long, meandering detour here, but Azarinthe lay directly ahead. The problem, as always, was the terrain. The need not to climb mountains seven miles tall. The need to discover something akin to a passable route through a crazy labyrinth, which she was about to enter once more. Stick to the trail, she decided. Hurry. Always, the need for speed. 
 
    With that in mind, she stepped to the edge and looked down three miles. Why was she being a ground-bound fool? Was she afraid? She had faced worse. 
 
    Whisper leaped off the edge, taking her churning stomach with her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Whisper of Dragons 
 
      
 
    NOT A BAD landing. Whisper pulled herself out of a majisberry bush with a wince. At least the berries were delicious and plump, and the thick foliage had saved the worst of her blushes. To her surprise, on landing, her skin had un-flared and her neat shorts made a reappearance. Her whiskers tingled at a sudden thought. She carried extra skin about in the form of a clothing-like storage system? It rearranged itself according to need? She had just cheerfully stuffed her mouth full of berries when a familiar howling almost made her crumple at the knees. 
 
    A lime-green Arboreal Dragon burst out of the undergrowth several miles overhead and behind her, whirling a darker green whippet-draconid about his head with one paw. With a disgusted roar, he tossed the flightless draconid over the edge. Good riddance. Ten or fifteen more whippets surged out of the undergrowth, their long tongues panting as they set paw to the downward trail. The Arboreal kicked two more of their number over the edge for good measure – well, had that been a branch, or a Dragon’s paw? The Arboreal then vanished into his native forest. 
 
    How many whippet-draconids had been killed on their way through the crack? 
 
    Could the Warlock somehow have crossed the Sundering already, or released his Dragons to carry the tracking whippets far ahead of his ground troops? Whisper knew she was missing some element of the Warlock’s strategy. 
 
    Nonetheless, these old friends were not exactly welcome. Putting her head down, she scurried up the steps carved into the canyon’s far wall, passed through a mile-tall grove of flowering istilaki giants with their hundred-foot veils of yellow blossoms sweeping down like a girl’s lacy, layered skirts, and soon vanished into the maze of thickets beyond. 
 
    Plenty of running, dodging and two more leaps kept her ahead of the draconids for a further day and a half of hastily-grabbed snacks and the odd dunking in the ever-dangerous rivers or shady, aqua-drakkid-infested pools, but she also had to backtrack four times to find a viable route and that set Whisper back badly. The draconids drew close. She would have to fight. 
 
    That afternoon, another cloudless, blisteringly sultry affair with no change apparent in the weather save hotter and stickier days, Whisper finally pushed through a dense screen of assumbi blossoms overhanging the trail, turning herself a fine, creamy white as she was covered in sticky pollen, and broke out into the canyon where the air-bridge used to be. One hundred feet to her right paw, metal pylons had been attached to enormous rock anchors, drilled with the help of Draco-Mages controlling rock-boring black dracoworms, to support the air-bridge that spanned almost a half-mile of canyon imperfectly protected by sentikor trees. Below was another sheer drop to the Brass Mirror; above, the equally sheer, unrelieved majesty of green and ultramarine cliffs, striated with mineral and crystal deposits in a variety of colours and textures. The problem in this area was sunstrike. From the maps, Whisper guessed it might be possible to round this inlet perhaps forty or fifty leagues to the strongside, but neither Man nor Whisper had ever forged or found such a path due to constant volcanic activity and the presence of highly dangerous, territorial Igneous Dragonkind. They were the bite-first, ask-questions-later sort of Higher Dragons that clearly, according to her memories, were to be avoided even by the most desperate Whispers. 
 
    Had Whispers been many, once? 
 
    I am forlorn. 
 
    The dappled sunstrike bedazzled Whisper, so she quickly resorted to the trick of peering through her fur. Aye, the bridge had been sundered by a phenomenon the Mage Shivura called a ‘sunbolt’, a word which her memories refused to define for her – sunbolt? Sunstrike? Sundering? What was the difference? 
 
    She leaned over the edge. Whatever a sunbolt was, exactly, its effects from five years before were clear from the melted, twisted metal-mess that lay some three hundred feet below her position on the trail. Not a whole lot left, there. Most must have fallen into the Brass Mirror, where it would have been eaten quicker than a starving Whisper slugging slugs into her internal slug-pit – she flashed a quick, fierce grin at her joke. If she squinted hard enough, she could just about see the same on the far side, perhaps a thousand feet of cable and twisted metal leading to … nothing. 
 
    Climb. If she was to fly this dangerous canyon, with its swirling winds and openness to Whitesun’s forbidding glare, she would need to do so from higher up. 
 
    At once, Whisper set her talons to the cliff. Here, and for perhaps a mile or two’s climb toward the distant heights that curved slightly into the wide, blistering furnace of the sky, she would be sheltered by the sentikor growth and the mighty crystalline outcroppings above, of a type she could not identify through the brilliant glare. After that? It rather depended on her pursuers, or on her ability to brave direct sunstrike … she looked away quickly, blinking sunspots from her retinae. Careful, Whisper. To gaze upward at the unprotected sky was foolishness. 
 
    I will cross the divide. 
 
    Speaking to herself for encouragement, Whisper stretched her limbs and began to climb swiftly, competently, relying on instinct to select the right paw-holds for talon or paw-edge, and ascended at a pace that for her, approximated a fast walk. Where she could, she swarmed up the hanging ansarblue flower vines – even faster, a perfect vertical highway for a wayfinder. Ten minutes later, she heard and saw the draconids appear lower down. They appeared confused, milling about and scenting the air with eager, high-pitched yips that carried upward to her position. Why? 
 
    The assumbi pollen! 
 
    Suddenly, impressions clicked together in her mind. Assumbi contained a magical screening or dampening element similar to what Mage Shivura had demonstrated to her; the prickling of her whiskers was similar, but organic in origin rather than force-field reactive. Yes! She flattened herself against the cliff-face as the draconids spread out, searching, testing the air with their long snouts. Working silently with all four paws, she levered herself upward without disturbing leaf or bush, slowly increasing the distance from the questing draconids. Then, her rear left paw slipped. The weaker leg. A stone pinged off a boulder next to one of the whippet-draconids. Immediately, every muzzle snapped upward and the draconids charged up the cliff, digging in their talons to gain grip and leverage, yipping at each other in their strange proto-language as they fanned out across the cliff, clearly meaning to flush her out of hiding. 
 
    Discovered! Go! 
 
    Whisper charged upward in a blind panic. 
 
    No. She was rational. Smarter than these predators. Levering a rock loose with a dagger, she balanced it in her forepaw, and then hurled it downward. Wham! She whooped as the stone scored a direct hit on the beast’s muzzle. The surprised draconid skidded backward, struck a blue fandolite ledge, and cartwheeled into space. 
 
    One less set of fangs looking to trim her tail. 
 
    Now Whisper climbed more deliberately, seeking out places where there might be loose shale or boulders and crystal spars that she could kick loose. She had the satisfaction of dropping a pyrite spear five hundred feet and pinning one of the draconids in the lower flank; it tried to continue climbing, but eventually convulsed and fell. The whippets, however, were quick enough to avoid the worst of her avalanches and rocks, and as the sweltering afternoon wore on, it became clear to Whisper that they would catch up long before the light faded. That was the moment she had hoped to use for her jump, twilight, when the sun’s rabid bite might finally be weakened enough for her to risk the jump, or if it vanished completely behind the mountains … less likely, now, given the height to which she had clambered. 
 
    Glancing outward to try to choose a likely sentikor branch as her launching point, Whisper discovered a new problem she had not anticipated. Wind. As the incandescent point of sun dipped toward the canyon’s lip, the wind conversely began to rise. It was already whipping the outer branches about with abandon. How could she glide in that gale? 
 
    One second’s inattention, and a handhold crumbled. Whisper plummeted. She did not even scream. No time, no breath. 
 
    A draconid just forty feet below glanced up in alarm and began to yawn in anticipation of meat introducing itself to waiting fangs; she landed hard on the point of its muzzle, clacking its fangs together with a satisfyingly sharp snap, and deliberately rebounded outward. Skin-flare and grab for a branch! Swing, balance with flailing arms – run! Arms pumping. Talons digging into the rough bark. Not quite the elegant prancing across noses Drex had imagined, but she would tell him she had trampolined off a whippet-draconid’s snout … the sentikor was her path. Her trail. The tough, mottled bark was both shiny and reflective, her brain’s documentary-like contents informed her, reinforced with metal alloys to prevent catching fire under direct sunstrike. It conducted heat into its core and dissipated it by evaporation using special cooling spiracles half-filled with water, or passing the heat into the rock clasped in the never-slackening grip of its tough, wiry roots. 
 
    Fascinating, when one was trying to avoid being eaten alive. 
 
    Two hundred feet. Three. Secondary and tertiary growth flew by beneath her blurred paws. Thick, waxy leaves of a khaki-blue colour in this area. Another sentikor variant. Charred outer bark layers. The sun, low on the openside horizon, flashed through the thinning foliage. Each touch was a pinprick of instant heat, like an infestation of biting insects. 
 
    How could life exist around such a star? Surely, the spectrum was too white, too hot, too inimical … she narrowed her focus. There was nothing but branches as thin as her paw, now. The wind rushed through her fur with a rising roar, while her thigh and calf muscle-bundles protested as she demanded their fullest output. The draconids’ howling gathered volume and urgency as they doubtless grasped the madness she intended. Maintain the momentum! Run! 
 
    Bursting through the final layer of curling, blackened leaves, Whisper entrusted her body to the wind. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Heat licked at her body like an open firepit, cooled by the wind but far from sufficiently. Sunstrike! Whisper gritted her fangs as she flew in a long, shallow arc, desperate to find shelter under the towering crystal screens still two miles higher up. The sun’s low angle caused it to blaze through a crack in the canyon and beneath most of the crystals. She could not look directly at that inferno, for she valued her retinae with the zest of one who had recently been stuffed with an antidote to restore her vision from draconid-poisoning. Instead, Whisper concentrated through the mounting pain on the canyon walls starting to flash by as the gusts snatched at her body. The blast was irresistible. Her body and skin-flaps vibrated with increasing violence. She strained to maintain her gliding posture. She slewed more and more toward the direction of strongside, down-canyon toward the mainland. Shade! Oh, thank … sun! Shadows flickered over her, so that it seemed for a second that she flew past a succession of open mouths of fire-breathing Dragons. Her skin crisped, then cooled. She gasped at an unexpected spray of cool water from above! Gorgeous. 
 
    Now, the unadulterated brunt of sunstrike. Fire seared her sensitive soles, her legs, her upturned behind for longer than she imagined she could endure, but instinct tucked her into an aerial somersault, allowing new patches of fur to be persecuted. Squeezing her eyes shut, she faced the whiteness beneath her eyelids with arms outstretched as if to embrace that faraway yet devastating warmth. 
 
    I open my soul. 
 
    What? Mystical echoes of impending death? 
 
    As her body oriented like a leaf catching the wind, the airstream snatched her up and away. Tumbling. Gurgling with relief as she found shade once more, cast by a turquoise garnet spar twenty miles distant, but enough to give relief. Suddenly, with all the lurching about, fear speared into her gut – what if she became confused and aimed for the wrong cliff? That would be a complete waste … 
 
    If she listened, her directional sense was already starting to howl – wrong! Go back the way you came! She was miles off the trail and blowing along briskly now, sheltered from sunstrike by the natural curve of the canyon walls as she drifted lower. The geography changed rapidly. Darker, fire-blackened rocks interspersed with flashes of gemstone colour and bands of mineral deposits in strong, vibrant hues, reeled by as she flew the winds, helpless captive to their imperative. How long had she been flying? Whisper tilted her body, trying to force her way to the canyon’s far side, but the wind kept swirling and buffeting her backward. Sunstrike … she whipped past a promontory covered in sentikor growth, and startled to find the canyon’s bulwark edges flattening out. Suddenly, she spied pools below. Crimson. Emerald. Grass-green and mustard yellow, with crazy colours swirling around them through the black rock as if a child had dipped her fingers in paint and smeared it about with whimsical abandon. Farther, rugged forests snaked about between the open, steaming lakes. A vista of smoking, conical russet hills greeted her upon on the horizon. And, a new problem. An Orange Dragon of flamboyant, multi-frilled wings and long, snakelike neck detached itself from the canyon wall just behind her, from somewhere upon that huge outcropping, and winged powerfully in pursuit. 
 
    Whisper’s heart lurched nastily in her chest. 
 
    She had just swapped ten sets of ravening fangs for a much larger set attached to a brain of significantly higher complexity and intelligence. Excellent work, Whisper! 
 
    ‘No use crying into a trumpet-blossom,’ was an expression Drex had taught her. With the wind now easing due to wider airspaces, she had few options. Whisper tilted her body forward, and tried her utmost to outfly a Dragon. 
 
    Her foolish gesture lasted for about ten minutes, which was the time the Dragon took to catch up with its intended morsel. 
 
    “Greetings, o Dragon,” she called over. 
 
    The Dragon did not respond with surprise, but reached for her with its fore-talons. Whisper folded her arms, performing a decent aerial dodge. If she could just reach a treeline! That was four miles away. Sunstrike bathed them both, blazing furnace-orange through the Dragon’s outstretched wings and gleaming off his brilliant, fire-red and orange scales, as he regarded her through narrowed fire-eyes. Not the sharpest blade in the armoury, she deduced from his brutish frown. 
 
    He growled, “You do know what I am, don’t you?” 
 
    “A valiant and beautiful Dragon,” Whisper replied, hoping flattery might save her hide. 
 
    “A Titian Igneous Dragon of inimical disposition and woefully empty belly, chasing a nice little snack through the skies,” retorted the beast, with a scorching, intimidating snigger. Smoke billowed past his nose. “You strayed onto my territory. For that, you shall dance upon my tongue – hurgh, hurgh, harrr!” 
 
    “I’m not at all tasty,” she said hastily, battered by the smoky gusts of his laughter. “Not even bite-sized. Just flying through on my way to Azarinthe. I’ll be away in no time.” 
 
    “You’ll sate my hunger in even … uh, less time.” 
 
    Whisper ducked another talon-strike, wondering if the Dragon could actually manage the mathematics he had just alluded to. Just a minute or two. Keep him talking. “Look, here come your friends!” 
 
    The Dragon glanced about, snarling massively as he spied a quartet of Titian Dragons closing in from the direction of the volcanoes. She tucked herself up into a little ball, and willed herself to disappear. She did not. Thankfully, falling like a rock had the desired effect. In the Dragon’s perception, she was there one second and gone the next. 
 
    GNARR-ARR-ARRRGHH! he snarled horribly. 
 
    The Dragon scanned the skies around him furiously. Whisper shivered, but then the moment of his misperception was lost. With a low gargling sound like rocks mashed beneath the blanket of his hide, the Dragon clipped his wings and dived in pursuit. 
 
    “I’m a Whisper!” she squealed, jinking sideways to evade his razor-edged grasp. 
 
    The wide, multi-jointed wings flexed subtly on the breeze. The beast sneered, “I’m an evil Titian Dragon. What of it?” 
 
    “Dragons respect Whispers.” 
 
    “Respect?” he laughed. His left forepaw snapped out, and this time there was no escape from the orange-hued cage of his talons. 
 
    “I can … I can help you negotiate with the Azarinthine King?” Whisper gasped. His grip felt as if the Dragon had locked her in a vice and was gleefully turning the screws. 
 
    “How did you know about that?” he growled, cracking open the gap between his first and second knuckles to stare incredulously at her trapped muzzle. “They’ve too many demands. Bridges, treaties, supplies – it’s all nonsense! Nonsense, I tell you!” 
 
    Whisper tried to wriggle away, yelping as his blue-hot Dragon fire singed her whiskers. She caught the ends in her left paw and licked them frantically. To her surprise, the Dragon appeared amused and gratified by this display of abject fear. Booming his cruel, rock-smashing laugh deep in his chest, he called: 
 
    Wing-brothers! I have captured me a Whisper! 
 
    Huh. Thought those furry pests were all dead? came the reply. Bring it over here. 
 
    She gasped. Had she just heard Dragons in her mind? 
 
    The ground raced past as the Dragon swooped sharply, then lurched as his wings beat with massive power, the great flight muscles contracting beneath his chest and around his stalwart shoulders to drive the beast upward, seeking a dominant position in the air. 
 
    Landing conference, wing-brothers, called one of the incoming Titian Igneous Dragons, the biggest of the five, she judged, at perhaps forty feet in wingspan. Perhaps he was the leader. 
 
    Three minutes later, the Titian Dragons landed in a fur-flattening flurry of wingbeats on a patch of exposed granite between a coniferous forest to one side and a vermilion-coloured, steaming pool on the other. Arranging themselves roughly at the apexes of an invisible pentagon, the Dragonkind shuffled toward each other and her captor opened his paw, displaying one Whisper as the central point of a Dragon buffet. 
 
    Thankfully, they also shaded her from the last sunstrike of the day. 
 
    “Well, far too small to share as fresh kill,” snorted one. “Waste of my time.” 
 
    “Disappointing indeed, Falgurth,” agreed the second, cuffing the first powerfully on the shoulder. Twins, she decided. Dragons called them shell-twins, or shell-duplicates. “Stringy meat covered in nasty fur. Obviously tasteless.” 
 
    “Get off me, Astrogurth!” growled the first Dragon, bristling up his ruff of display-spikes just behind his long skull, and puffing out his chest. 
 
    The biggest Dragon chortled, “Oh, go practice in a water-mirror, you minnows!” Straightaway, he scratched his thickly armoured chin with an openly baffled air. “What’s a Whisper? What does it … um, do?” 
 
    Her captor snorted, “Gnargurth, you slug-brain, you’re billowing nothing but smoke. Leave the thinking to those with actual cranial goings-on.” 
 
    At least three of the Titian Dragons sniggered openly at this statement, rolling their fire-eyes at each other, posturing and contorting their admittedly impressive physiques into muscle-popping poses. There was a quality about watching tonnes of fire-stuffed Dragonkind rolling their boulder-sized muscles beneath sleek, armoured hides of closely overlapping orange scales, tearing up rock with their talons and ruffling their wings, that filled Whisper with awe and aye, fear. Yet, these Dragons were not at all like the Chalky Dragoness who had mothered and sheltered an injured Whisper. They bristled and blustered, and argued openly, insulting each other’s lineages and eggs and sires with increasing irascibility. 
 
    Shortly, the argument faded due to severely limited attention spans. Other ideas intruded. Gnargurth cocked his head like a feline stalking a rodent and growled with avaricious venom, “She’s real pretty. Can I keep her? Give her to me, Volcagurth!” 
 
    Volcagurth’s talons curled dangerously. “Mine! I found it first.” 
 
    GNARR!! 
 
    GRR! 
 
    Magnificent, breath-taking, magical – and a clutch of draconic hooligans. Before she knew it, a giggle stole treacherously out of Whisper’s throat. What? She regarded her memories balefully. What was this hint of rascally humour doing in a situation like this? 
 
    Five pairs of crystal-like orbs, swirling and fluctuating with fires of yellow, gold and white within, turned to glower at her. Gnargurth blurted out, “What? Nibbles never laugh at me!” 
 
    Volcagurth’s paw twitched as he glared at the Whisper, but thankfully he did not crush her like a bean beneath a boulder. “Are you laughing at us?” 
 
    “Sure, we’re all laughing at the swamp water you burble from your snot-dripping nose,” sniffed Falgurth. “How do my scales catch the sunstrike, Whisper-thing?” 
 
    “Oh, you are glorious!” she gushed. 
 
    For a moment no longer than the twitch of her whiskers, all was the hot, panting breath of living furnaces. Then, the Titian Dragon demanded, preening shamelessly, “How glorious? Tell me more!” 
 
    His voiced low howls of untrammelled jealousy. 
 
    “Like fiery jewels ignited deep in Xisharn’s intemperate bowels,” she temporised, then felt her fur crawl at the terrible pun she had just made. As one beast, the Dragons gurgled horribly – but it appeared to be pleasure rather than fury, or perhaps fiery delight might best describe their response. The mood-change tingled her whiskers. Truly? This was a viable path? 
 
    Astrogurth shouldered Falgurth aside. “What about me?” 
 
    His flesh was a relief-carving of striations all over as the Dragon tensed himself into a mighty, dominant pose. Whisper felt fear-sweat soaking her fur. Nothing for it now but to run her chosen trail … fear being the precursor to lightning-swift thought. 
 
    “Why, your girth is … uh, it blocks out the entire horizon!” she exclaimed. “Oh, Astrogurth, you certainly are amazing.” 
 
    Someone wash her tongue off with caustic lye. 
 
    Gnargurth slammed the ground with his long, muscular tail, and raked up soil and rock with his talons. Jealousy made him hiss like leaky forge bellows as he thundered, “And me? Tell me all about me!” 
 
    “You’ve all the brains of a lump of shendite,” Volcagurth advised him. 
 
    Gnargurth roared, “Your cracked egg whelped a scaly dracoworm, and you fly like a dracoworm, too!” 
 
    “Do not!” 
 
    “Do too!” 
 
    “Go bury your moronic skull-clanger in a volcano!” 
 
    “Boys, boys,” Whisper laughed again, deliberately forcing the sound past the constriction in her throat. “You’re all beautiful.” 
 
    Five ten-foot Dragon throats blasted her fur from every direction. “BOYS?” 
 
    Sulphurous hurricane! 
 
    Picking herself up and smoothing down her fur, she cast a deliberately admiring eye over the Dragons, who ranged from twenty-five to forty feet in length, muzzle to tail. Gnargurth had to stand twelve feet tall at the shoulder – still, Ignothax had been bigger than these. Every ruff was displayed, every nostril leaked fire as they glared at her. Again, an odd liberty possessed her spirit. She would not be eaten this evening. She was a Whisper, and she had more than a few things to prove. 
 
    Even to draconic ruffians. 
 
    Leaning against one of Volcagurth’s upraised talons, Whisper held a paw to her heart, clenched into a fist. “Oh. Oooooh …” 
 
    “She’s going to faint,” said Falgurth. 
 
    “Ugh, spoils all the fun when they just fall over and die,” rumbled Gnargurth, sounding deeply disappointed. “No chase, no exercise for my jaw. Alive is so much more flavoursome, especially when they wriggle down your throat.” 
 
    The other Dragons nodded sagely. “Aye.” “Lovely.” “I’m so hungry,” they chorused. 
 
    Volcagurth prodded Whisper with his fore-talon. “Stop that.” 
 
    Gazing up his six-foot muzzle to the cruel eyes behind, Whisper brazenly plagiarised a memory as she declaimed: 
 
    Oh, Volcagurth, thou art mighty, 
 
    No Dragon can compare! 
 
    Thy voice is thunder over canyons, 
 
    Thy talons rend the air! 
 
    O wondrous, wondrous day, I do declare, 
 
    That this vision should meet mine eye, 
 
    Exemplar of all Dragonkind, alas! I die! 
 
    She pretended to crumple on his paw. 
 
    Volcagurth squirmed with such pleasure, his stomach audibly creaked as it contracted, causing him to inadvertently belch a fireball. Whisper leaped for her life, slapping flames out of her fur as the Dragons chortled contentedly, their good humour waxing as their prey finally behaved in a way they understood. 
 
    “Gnurr, pretty poetry,” Gnargurth just about managed. 
 
    Whisper said, “So, I was just on my way to Azarinthe. How may I serve you Dragons? May I convey a message to the King of Azarinthe? Will you treat with them to rebuild the old air-bridge down that canyon toward the openside?” 
 
    Cupping his paws about her as if he expected Whisper to bolt – which was unlikely, given as he had the wings and his paws stood a foot taller than her, even turned on their sides – Volcagurth peeled back his bright orange lips to reveal a double-row of fangs top and bottom of his mouth. “I never negotiate with my dinner. Spoils the savour, you know.” 
 
    “That, I can well imagine,” said Whisper, placing a paw on his fangs to deflect his questing nostrils – a futile gesture. She summoned up her courage. “Dragons, I plead for your help by saying, Whisper of the Inferno-Spirit. Will you help me?” 
 
    Bellows of shock! 
 
    Hope blossomed in her heart. Aye, the Chalky Cloud-Dragoness had spoken truly. 
 
    GNAARGGHH! Volcagurth silenced his kin with a mighty roar and a wild, circling spray of fire, forcing the others to duck or take the blast on their shoulders. Then, his long neck snaked about the Whisper, immobilised by shock, a slow, predatory coiling that was as malicious as it was terrifying. For a very long time, the Dragon’s rasping breathing was all she heard, drowning out the nearby hot spring’s bubbling and the occasional call of a bird or wild animal from the small forest nearby. 
 
    Her mind wailed – mistake! 
 
    Volcagurth sneered, “Ignorant fool! Thought you to bind the Dragonkind by this ancient plea? It’s a formula only if you specify your need, and if you treat with Titian Igneous Dragons, or any Dragon in the spectra of yellow through crimson, you had better be very specific indeed! For we are not nice Dragons! We are fierce and proud and unchangeable!” 
 
    His bellowing thundered over forest, dell and pool as he worked up to a majestic crescendo of fury and spite, shaking the Whisper’s bones and turning her courage to dust. “I will most certainly help serve you as a titbit to my kin, you withering, fur-brained excuse for a walking slug. I will gladly aid your passage down my gullet into my food-stomach. Because you are a worm and I am invincible, the shining pride of all the Dragonkind!” 
 
    As his fury stormed over her being, ruffling her fur and blasting her ears flat, Whisper wished desperately that she could draw the ground over her imprudent head. The stench of the Dragon’s halitosis washed over her, the reek of rotten meat and sulphur mingled with a hint of rich spiciness that seeped into her lungs with the guile of a thief and the force of a thunderbolt. She knew this scent. Mage Shivura’s experiments had imprinted it upon her mind; the Dragons and draconids she had met, run from or been tormented by, all emitted this scent to a greater or lesser degree. For this, she was primed. 
 
    Magic! 
 
    Glorious, spine-jangling, nerve-searing magic! 
 
    Whisper wavered on her paws as a new sensation rippled over her skin, right down to the painfully sensitive tip of her tail. It tingled with the pleasure of guffaws of belly-laughter. It riffled her fur up and down her spine, with a peculiar, eerie understanding that caused every Whisper-sense within her to ignite. 
 
    She stared up the Titian Dragon. 
 
    The Dragon’s eyes bulged as he gawked at the space between his paws, his eyes oddly unfocussed. Then, Volcagurth bellowed, “WHERE DID SHE DISAPPEAR?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Scented Whisper 
 
      
 
    For a frozen second, Whisper did not grasp what had happened. Her paws would not move. Her heart thundered in her ears. Before she had even apprehended the sweep of the Dragon’s paws, she darted away. Scratch, scratch, scuffle. The Dragons were making far too much of a kafuffle to hear anything. Or was it still the effect of her aromatic coat of pollen, somewhat dusted off by the wind, but still crusted thickly in her fur? 
 
    Then, Falgurth inhaled deeply. Deliberately. His posture lowered, bellying along the ground, his long neck snaking about as he brought his powerful Dragon senses to bear – the senses of a supreme predator. The other Dragons copied him, spreading out. Whisper wished she could have wafted over the ground without disturbing a stone or a blade of grass, but had to settle for trying to drift away cat-footed. Their every step was a dozen of hers. Her mind prickled. They searched even with their magic … 
 
    I am invisible! 
 
    I hear a heartbeat, Volcagurth hissed. 
 
    Bluff? Or were they talking telepathic Dragonish, assuming she would neither hear nor understand? 
 
    This way, said Astrogurth, pointing a talon vaguely toward her position as Whisper skirted a large boulder. Head her off, Gnargurth. My snack’s sneaking away! 
 
    Freaking furry dragonet-thing, growled Volcagurth. Who knew she had magic? No mind. I’ll make the creature dance on my tongue while I flay her skinny little trickster-hide. Gnarr! 
 
    Gnargurth grumbled, What’s it doing here, anyways? 
 
    His mental voice was even duller than his physical voice, but Falgurth was a different presence altogether, like flames crackling against her mind. Spying for the Azarinthe Humans, no doubt. Whispers could never be trusted. Two-faced, filthy do-gooders. Makes my throat itch just to think about their virtuous perfidy. 
 
    Whisper knew she had misread these Dragons badly. Every nuance of their complaints told a tale of brutish, unmitigated malevolence. Evil alignment? Check. Ruthless cunning? Check. Well, an upgrade in the brains department would have ensured a successful snack time, on the one paw, and most likely the destruction of any Humankind within a hundred leagues on the other – might she be grateful for their stupidity? Indeed. 
 
    Spineless lackeys of their oath-masters, said Astrogurth. I smelled something familiar about her, a magical resonance that echoed of … a presence I have not felt for five years and more. 
 
    Sanfuri! 
 
    Whisper jumped inadvertently as Volcagurth’s mental roar thundered through her mind. Slipping, she skittered between the boulders. Sanfuri? They smelled Sanfuri upon her? Like one of her scent-echoes, the oath magic must leave traces in the magical aether that Mage Shivura had introduced her to, or more likely, the Dragons could scent magic as richly as she scented physical smells, knowing that if a draconid had passed that way days or even weeks before … 
 
    In here! cried Gnargurth, quarrying into the boulder pile with far greater zeal than accuracy. His talons flicked two-foot boulders about as if they were as light as petals. 
 
    Catch the slimy spy! roared Astrogurth. 
 
    Whisper bolted as the pile threatened to collapse around her furry ears. 
 
    By coincidence, her rapid exit from the boulder pile took her right between his forepaws and beneath his belly. One of the Dragons bellowed a warning; the belly flopped downward, but not in time. Astrogurth grunted as he winded himself. Her paws blurred! Whisper had no idea how she did it, but she bounced over a lashing tail, dodged several talons hissing through the air with a somersault-come-aerial-barrel-roll, and shot away toward the forest, whereupon the Dragons apparently lost track of her once more. 
 
    Wrong direction! Hellish migraine! She quelled the directional magic with a furious inner wrenching; of course she was headed for the Azar capital, only, this was a necessary deviation. 
 
    Suddenly, her paws … floated? 
 
    Her ears seemed to wriggle against her head. Gravity inversion! Her memories knew about gravitational fluctuations; her experience and her body, not nearly so much. Her short legs pumped as she rose, then slowly tilted until she reached fifty degrees to the horizontal, and she was still running as though along flat ground. What? How was this even possible? Some magical effect in the ground or the atmosphere, she reasoned, resorting to swimming motions to keep moving. The five Titian Dragons bellowed and blundered about behind her, trying to work out how the Whisper could possibly have vanished. 
 
    She hoped they did not resort to fireballs to knock her out of the sky. 
 
    “BURN IT ALL!” roared Gnargurth. 
 
    Great dancing canyons! Had her thoughts somehow transferred to a listening Dragon? 
 
    Mud-brained idiot! 
 
    Five Dragons’ throats swelled as, with a tremendous roar, they unleashed the molten fury of their kind upon the forest. Lava attack! Molten rock, held in their tertiary rock-fire stomachs, spat forth in deadly combination with their ultra-hot Dragon fire. Billows of superheated air tossed Whisper up, up into the sky. She felt her fur changing, reacting, somehow drawing from her environment through a magical mechanism or innate knowledge she could neither pinpoint nor understand, the ability to mimic and camouflage her against the darkening evening sky. 
 
    Thanks to the draconic windstorm, she was able to spread her limbs, gliding in a rapid arc back over the pool in time to catch a second, weaker thermal. The quintet of Dragons searched the ground nearby with low, frustrated growls, but she was already two hundred feet aloft, whispering away for all she was worth. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper stretched her flight for ten minutes before she was forced to skim to a landing half a mile from the Igneous Dragons. They appeared to have abandoned the search in favour of having another warming squabble – blaming each other for her escape, no doubt. Fangs clashed; wings flared and two Titian Dragons spun away, locked in battle. Moronic lizards. She eyed the clash with a certain sense of righteous satisfaction. So buzzing with relief at her good fortune was she, Whisper felt almost guilty. Almost. The state of not trotting across a Dragon’s taste-buds to investigate the sweltering delights of his stomach-cavity – possibly several bits of her person investigating several different cavities simultaneously – did inspire a certain contentment. 
 
    Odd, how Volcagurth’s Dragon-magic had triggered her own defensive magic. Whisper pondered the link between those … tastes of magic? Scents? How did one describe such a sense? Magic-sense? Correlation? A familiarity, or a kinship between the Higher Dragon’s expression of magic and her own? She theorised that a commonality of magical expression was only natural. That said, despite the Mage’s claim that all magic originated in mana, she doubted that all manifestations of mana could be the same. What property of mana, for example, affected the physical realm in such a way as to create a gravitational flux? How did Dragons cope if they flew into a gravity inversion which pulled them irresistibly into a canyon wall or down a volcano? 
 
    She could gladly flush Volcagurth and his kin down the nearest volcanic pipe! Dragons of evil-malevolent orientation … she should have known better than to ask for aid. 
 
    Lesson learned, with near-terminal prejudice. 
 
    However, Whisper was also aware that the rippling sensation of her fur had eased. She was visible again, a flame-orange furry creature lost in a volcanic, blasted realm. Mana ran out? Her ability to command her magical defences had been exhausted? Whatever the case, she did not have time to ponder her incapacity. Whisper slipped from boulder to boulder and shadow to shadow, making the fastest speed she deemed safe. Reaction-wobbles played havoc with her sense of balance. Adrenaline. The rush of relief. The levels of stress-hormones having peaked, her muscles quivered in response. She raced through a small forest and detoured around a wide set of sulphurous springs, having to leap dangerously over several boiling tributaries, before disappearing into a thicker forest beyond. She backed out far faster than she had entered. The whole forest was overrun by carnivorous protodragon plants, great green floral traps lying jaws-agape on the ground – deadly to a creature the size of a Whisper. 
 
    When the flight of Dragons took off to return to their roosts, Whisper hid and rested for several hours, well aware of the documented superiority of Dragon sight. Dark clouds began to sweep across the stars, presaging the second squall of her short life. Lightning flashed over the strongside horizon, forking repeatedly down upon the volcanic cones, and she wondered why lightning seemed to strike from the ground to the sky, rather than vice versa. She scented moisture on the breeze. A decent cloudburst ought to wash away any tracks she might leave – excellent. 
 
    Soon, the first fat raindrops splashed into the hot springs and hissed off the ground ahead of her. She scented the oddly musky, yet citrus-fresh quality of the moisture on the breeze as Whisper forged ahead, angling for a low saddle in the hills she was gaining upon, which rose several miles above her current position. From there, she would try to plot her onward route to Azarinthe. 
 
    Would the whippet-draconids dare to brave these volcanic barrens beyond the canyon – well, not entirely barrens, but the avowed territory of these Igneous dunderheads? Even draconids must seem smarter than that. She trotted on with a spring in her step, revelling in the coolness of the raindrops plopping down on her head and ears. Navigate with care. Beware the open lava flows or cracks of unknown depth, for on a dark, wet night, she had little doubt even a Whisper might make a mistake and find a boiling-hot splashdown inside one of these fumaroles or vents. 
 
    This was her gift. As she travelled onward all of that night, peering into the darkness and tracking around the dangers, Whisper turned the problem of her nature over and over in her mind. Why was she a creature born of monomaniacal purpose? How had the Warlock conjured her? From where? Had fluke or design motivated him when he drew a Whisper forth from nothingness? Where might all the other Whispers be hiding, or was the grim truth as she feared? Everyone seemed to think Whispers had once been common in the land. What was a realm without Whispers – what, forgiving herself the obvious pun – did a silence or absence of Whispers portend? 
 
    So many unanswerable questions. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The journey to the saddle took her three days of hiding, backtracking and perseverance, mostly undertaken in darkness due to the lack of cover from sunstrike. Several major lava flows formed insurmountable barriers to a land-bound Whisper, and there were no heights to work with from which she could launch herself. She was forced to track miles and miles out of her way to forge crossings, once over a narrow rock-bridge, and a second time, when she discovered the lava flow disappeared into a vast sinkhole, perhaps two miles in diameter and without apparent bottom. Huge clouds of sulphurous, acid-bitter steam poured out of the hole, billowing on the winds and dampening her fur constantly, but the cover was a boon. Whisper travelled with greater confidence thereafter, ignoring the grime and filth that encrusted her pelt into draggling, twisted hanks, and after cresting the saddle, found herself at last in sight of an abandoned or at least, little-used trail, which would according to her knowledge join up with the main trail leading to Azarinthe. 
 
    The Grey Humans would have travelled this way to treat with the Igneous Dragons, she supposed. 
 
    Beyond the saddle, she descended into another dangerous forest populated by new and – she smiled sardonically – fascinating varieties of protodragon plants, botanically speaking, sporting hair-triggers and whip-vines and a cornucopia of digestive gourds or lashing, sticky leaves with which to entrap the unwary traveller, or even the basic intelligence to stalk and sniff her out. Foliage rustled all around her as the plants crept about the boles of the ancient sarfir and mulyfir trees, until Whisper worked out that the best way to travel this forest was well above the ground, leaping from bough to bough or trunk to trunk. Then, she had the pleasure of soaring over or looking down upon open plant-mouths or hungry wooden maws champing forlornly in her wake. 
 
    Imbecilic flora! 
 
    Human Mages or Warlocks must shield themselves in order to travel through such a forest. 
 
    She pictured the Warlock crawling about down there, weeping and crying out as the plants chewed his fingers off one by one. She really must banish these vile thoughts, but they also felt just that fraction too gratifying. If only … 
 
    For an afternoon, Whisper led a nest of smallish Arboreal Redleaf Dragons a merry chase through the treetops, using her gliding ability to keep ahead of the pack, before the faint trail finally dipped into a crack in the rising shoulders of the land, and she was back to more familiar territory. Long ravines. Connecting tunnels, many freshly dug or blocked by recent dracoworm activity in this region; jagged caves of unknowable depth and isolated, towering stele forming vertical foundations for the ubiquitous sentikor boughs above. 
 
    Not all was familiar, however. Whisper noticed the increased frequency of exposed or broken geodes formed by ancient volcanic activity, and remembered now that Azarinthe was also named for azarite, a deep, blue-grey mineral with reputed magical powers that the Azarinthine people mined and sold as their primary economic activity. The exact methods of mining and preparing the mineral were an Azar secret, and she idly wondered how dangerous it might be for the uninitiated to attempt an extraction in their own right. 
 
    The following day, she stumbled upon the skeletal remains of several Humans frozen in the act of raising pickaxes to – well, a wall of rock that appeared to have been blasted by blue fire. She eyed the grisly spectacle pensively. It appeared as if all the flesh had been vaporised, leaving just the blue-stained bones as evidence of the disaster that had overcome them. They were neatly and magically fossilised in place, and recent enough not to be particularly weather-worn. 
 
    She remembered Mage Shivura’s warning, ‘Misuse of mana can be lethal. Never forget that lesson, apprentices.’ 
 
    I am chastened. 
 
    Lest she forget, she also needed to make haste. Whisper set her paws to the trail with redoubled fervour. 
 
    Whisper-memories taught her how to pace herself, but she assumed they had belonged to a stronger, faster and perhaps older Whisper. She possessed only a fraction of the endurance her memories told her she should enjoy, and her balance oftentimes remained an issue. It seemed her tail had many more uses than she had imagined. She sprinted along the clear or open stretches of the trail, which most often were the sections along the bottom of ravines or cutting through long, manmade shendite and granite tunnels, and slowed to a wary trot when she came upon more dangerous areas, infested by protodragon plants or nests of draconids, or where the trail had simply become faded due to disuse, catching her wind. 
 
    Learning. Always learning. 
 
    That afternoon, the trail climbed along the flank of a huge ravine almost choked shut by mighty burgundy-coloured alukubor boughs, with their distinctive, tinkling-bell white blossoms, well sheltered by tangled lurkibor overgrowth four miles overhead, and Whisper enjoyed watching flights of birds and colourful dragonets fishing in what appeared to be a well-stocked river two miles below, while the leafy tunnels and glades were chockfull of a startling variety of bright, busy finches. She was enjoying herself so much that she missed the first trail-sign, so that when she came pelting up behind a file of Human soldiers, she almost collided with the tracker at their rear, kneeling to do up his left bootlace. 
 
    Greys of Azarinthe. She peered curiously around a boulder behind which she had flattened herself. How was instinct faster than thought? 
 
    How should she approach these men? The scout’s hair was iron-grey, despite his apparent youth, and the cast of his skin definitely tended toward a metallic, silvery sheen rather than the dull grey she had expected. The Azar were meant to be formidable in battle, their skins naturally tougher than most of the Human or humanoid creatures she knew of. 
 
    Handy if a Dragon happened to slap your jowls with a fireball, say. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Whisper stepped out confidently and called, “Greetings, men of Azarinthe.” 
 
    The soldiers whirled, cursing. Steely swords sprang into hands and pipe-crossbows bristled in her direction, but Whisper held her hands apart in the gesture of peace Drex had taught her. 
 
    “Who are you?” demanded one of the soldiers. “What are you?” 
 
    Whisper said, “I am a messenger sent by the Princess Rhyme of Arbor, bearing tidings for King Xaryiza-das-Azarin’s ears alone.” 
 
    The soldier who had spoken growled roughly, shoving his short, broad-bladed sword back into its sheath at his belt. Even the belt was metal-link in design, she noticed, taking in his flexible chainmail armour, covering his upper body, the arms up to the elbows, and hanging down his thighs. Heavy metal greaves covered his shins and flared up to protect the knee, and metal bracers protected his wiry but strong-looking forearms. The noble grey brow remained unfurrowed, but his metallic grey eyes glimmered angrily at her from the man’s considerable height of several inches over six feet. This man did not like Whisper-shaped surprises, she deduced. 
 
    He strode past his ready men toward her. “How did you cross the broken bridge?” 
 
    She replied, “In the way of Whispers.” 
 
    The man stilled the shocked murmuring of his patrol with a flat gesture of his left hand. “You are a Whisper?” 
 
    “I am a Whisper.” She smiled as the repetition game started. Humans were so funny. 
 
    “Yet you travelled from Igneous Dragon territory?” 
 
    “Aye. I barely escaped with my hide, and I’m definitely missing a few whiskers,” she said. Not a single face even cracked a smile at her joke. 
 
    “The Whispers are no more,” the man stated flatly. She bowed briefly, choosing not to reply. Did the evidence not stand before him? “You’re definitely a Whisper?” 
 
    “No, I’m an Arborite in disguise,” she said. 
 
    He extended his right hand toward her. “Give me the message.” 
 
    “I’ve memorised it for safety,” said Whisper. “Will you let me pass? The message is urgent, and I travel much faster than you Humans.” 
 
    “You know the way to Azarinthe?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Though you’ve never been to our city?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The soldier said, “How can I be certain you aren’t a spy?” 
 
    Whisper stroked her tingling whiskers. Magic. “Ask your Mage, since he’s trying to read my thoughts.” 
 
    The soldier did not even blink. “Even the best Mages may be fooled. You’ll have to travel with us, with an escort. And you are not seeing the King, not until we’ve checked you and your story more thoroughly.” 
 
    Now, she hesitated. “I’m not certain I can prove my identity to you. But I am concerned that I need to reach Azarinthe and speak to the King as quickly as possible. The Warlock Sanfuri is about to attack Arbor. We need help.” 
 
    A second time, the man quelled his men with a stern gesture. “The King passed on two years ago. Your presentation of outdated information may be an indicator of your claim’s veracity, or might be subterfuge on your part. Your apparent point of origin lies in hostile territory. Dragon territory, to be precise. Sanfuri is no citizen of Azarinthe, nor has he been for many years, and the mention of that foul traitor’s name accords us little alarm, since we understand he is cut off behind a Sundering. Or hopefully, burned to ashes, although your message appears to preclude that enticing prospect.” Stroking his smooth chin, he stared down at her with a gaze suddenly turned penetrating, even antagonistic. “You have been well-trained, spy or no spy. I wonder which the true – now!” 
 
    If his abrupt shout was meant to paralyse her, Whisper failed to obey. She really was becoming quite disobedient. Already, she was moving as a net flashed toward her, cast somehow by an unseen Mage’s magic. Instinct informed her neat forward-roll, beneath the net’s trajectory and right between the officer’s legs. He snapped his heels together in reaction, briefly pinching her tail before she tore loose. Sprint! Leap! Glancing deliberately off a boulder, Whisper changed direction and felt a crossbow bolt part the fur of her right shoulder, scoring the skin painfully but missing anything vital. Ugh – what was it with arrows and shoulders? 
 
    She jinked sharply a second time, having the satisfaction of hearing a soldier behind her be wrapped in a Mage-net, and then she was through the patrol, sprinting down the trail toward Azarinthe for all she was worth, willing herself to flicker out of existence … yelping as a bolt sparked off the rocks beneath her paws, dodging once more as her sensitive ears caught an incoming whine. Metal ropes and blades wrapped themselves about the trunk of a tree just behind her departing hind paws as Whisper swarmed up the twisting, helical trunk of a coniferous mulyfir, and out of their sight. 
 
    Curses followed her flight into the foliage. 
 
    Shaking in reaction to her narrow escape, Whisper shook the dust off her paws, sprinting along the narrow mulyfir branches as she kept parallel to the trail, but several hundred feet above it. Gritty, redolent yellow pollens exploded around her body as she was unable to avoid the dense clusters of soft cones. Slowly, the sounds of pursuit faded behind her. 
 
    These Greys were not as easy to deal with as the Arborites, nor were they at all friendly. She had neatly led the soldier into concluding she was a spy. 
 
    Great job, Whisper! 
 
    Now, she must beat the patrol to the city of Azarinthe, and find out what had become of the King. This first part would be easy. The next, convincing the King – well, she had a day and a night’s travel to consider how she might improve upon her first attempt. 
 
    Perhaps she might play upon Prince Xan’s hoped-for romantic memories of Rhyme? Or would his Grey cunning see straight through such a ploy? 
 
    Then, she spied two dragonets flitting past her at high speed, lower down toward the trail, and another memory surfaced. Short-range messengers. Likely, the patrol’s Mage had sent ahead to warn the City Guard of a small, furry Whisper who wanted to speak with the King, and they would prepare a courteous welcome – a crossbow bolt applied briskly to the guts, say, or a snug bed in their torture chambers where a confession would be coerced out of her by the delicate application of red-hot irons to her paws. 
 
    Grr! She flew across the branches. Run! Run for Arbor’s survival! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: Grey Whispers 
 
      
 
    The city of Azarinthe clung beneath a massive outcropping of grey tihoriabite like a blue-banded dragonet hatchling clinging to its mother’s belly-grips, studded with patches of gleaming obsidian, depending from and delving into a concave wall of azarite beneath the outcropping that was as spectacular as it was unlikely. Her eyes widened at the spectacle. The city dangled. It was built hanging downward from the great heptagonal spines of azarite and burrowed in among the complex, crisscrossing segments of crystal. How did people not simply fall to their deaths? How did one even begin to assault such a natural fortress, an overhang of exposed geode some three miles wide and eight tall, and slippery beyond measure? 
 
    Having avoided five patrols en route through the vast canyon that housed Azarinthe, Whisper now gazed upon this wonder with a certain degree of perplexity. She felt miffed. Her unpredictable memories had not hinted at such a location. Such grandeur. They certainly did not serve up any instant answers as to how one might penetrate the city’s defences. Nor had they bothered to include this inkling of the presence of magical protection, either, as if the advent of an unwanted visitor would set every alarm in that city jangling or clanging in ear-splitting warning, before unseen magical bulwarks terminated a certain furry invader’s existence in a Whisper-sized puff of smoke. 
 
    Their arcane protections did not, however, preclude her tail-sense from awakening again to the presence of so many lives in a relatively small space. Azarinthe controlled a larger volume of territory than Arbor, Whisper understood from her maps, and its sphere of influence included three other cities not much smaller than Arbor itself. Whisper stroked her whiskers fitfully. Was there a Human power of closeness, perhaps a magical power behind the concept of community Humans seemed to love so dearly? A question for a Mage. She was not aware of any similar yearning between Whispers, but she had been very quick to adopt Arbor as her new home. 
 
    She searched until her tail ached, but discovered no further revelations about her tail-senses. 
 
    Ahead, the paved road, sixteen feet wide, curved innocently toward a tall set of doors carved into a sheer rock face. Beyond that, her quick ears detected the slight clinking of armour and no doubt, weapons and defences primed for the furry spy – better not enter that way. Early evening drew in, and the dazzle of sunstrike upon the crystal face lower down the mighty cliff was as delightful as it was blinding. Could she fly in? Leap, glide and hope for a clever and safe landing? Or – that lip. Her eyes rose. A long length of vine, a running start … doubtless, there would be protection atop. But what creature in their right mind would try to penetrate the Azar defences from above? 
 
    A Dragon? 
 
    Or, a mad Whisper. Until she was clever enough to know how to avoid magical city defences, the front door was no option at all. She might have an overeager Element Enchanter encase her person in solid rock, or see her ears rearranged upon the wrong side of a decorative hole blasted in her skull. 
 
    Inelegant. 
 
    So, she climbed. 
 
    Midnight found Whisper sneaking along the lip above the city, being careful not to disturb the trip wires and traps above and around her. Due to the location’s exposure to sunstrike, no soldiers patrolled the heights. They were difficult enough to scale as it was; it had taken her six hours to climb this far. The factor she had failed to ascertain was the lack of vines, or any growth at all, up above the city – just a huge, bald cap above the wonderfully craggy crystal cliff face. 
 
    Rhyme had visited this city as a young teen and found a fast friend in Prince Xan. Could he now be King? 
 
    The night was wind-still. Should the Azarinthine soldiers be watching for Dragons, she would present a ready target. Could she camouflage herself again, and whisper in on the breeze? 
 
    She had to try. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, Whisper dropped off the edge. She flared her flexible skin, prompting that now familiar stretching sensation between her outspread arms and legs. Whisper swung and swished toward the lights twinkling below; their gleam slipped charily between the azarite crystals, creating a unique and beautiful prismatic effect. Aesthetic, Whisper approved. Might a King have a room commanding a panoramic view of the canyon, rather than dwelling in one of the homes higher up? Taking her very best guess, she glided toward the twinkling lights, thinking, Be small. Blend. Be one with the night. 
 
    No bells clanged. No cymbals clashed, nor did a spray of sharp metal implements rush out to greet her quailing flesh. Only the sounds of deepest night surrounded her flying body, a strange crystalline song produced by cooling surfaces and crystals rubbing slightly against each other in places. Cool air buoyed her short flight as Whisper coasted beneath the downturned dwellings, aiming for a place sensed rather than known, a hint perhaps of Rhyme’s old memories coming to her aid. How was that even possible? Had she read the Princess’ desire? 
 
    Another aspect of tail-sense about which her knowledge remained conspicuously silent. 
 
    A balcony! Two, three balconies flashed by. Whisper missed the first row completely, sank toward a second, and realised she had misjudged her trajectory badly. She flared, trying to correct, and tumbled down toward a crystal spar – oh no! A magical charge! Making herself tiny, Whisper darted into a space too small for any Human. Crack! Blue light flared behind her speeding body. Crack-crack! Tumbling now, coughing as the stench of her own singed fur carried through with her, Whisper nosedived onto a broad desk stacked high with exactingly placed piles of wafer-thin metal sheets. Her backside fetched up against a crystal decanter of fine blue murzi-wine, and toppled it neatly into the lap of a man studying one of the sheets assiduously. 
 
    He gasped. Whisper gasped. Grey eyes regarded the creature sprawled upon his desk over a tapering, aristocratic nose furnished with a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles that threatened to topple from their perch at the scholarly man’s flinch of surprise. 
 
    “What the …” 
 
    “Prince Xanho-das-Azarin?” she guessed. 
 
    “King Xan,” he said automatically, and then, with a sharp cry, leaped away. Correction – tried to leap away. Tangling with his very fine chair, he toppled backward and fetched his skull a sharp blow on the polished azarite floor of his chamber. 
 
    “Oh no, are you hurt?” asked Whisper. 
 
    “Guards,” he groaned. “Guards!” 
 
    Whisper scrambled to her paws. “O King Xan, I bring an urgent –” 
 
    He yelled, “Back, assassin! I’m armed – guards!” 
 
    “You are not armed,” she pointed out. Unless his soft, fancy grey bed-robe hid unseen weapons? “Besides, I mean you no harm.” 
 
    “Acid-blasted canyons, how did you penetrate my chambers? Fiend! Begone!” 
 
    Rhyme would have swatted her out a window by now, having performed a swift amputation with one of her axes. Xan was not exactly cut of the same cloth, she thought disparagingly. Quivering hands. Spluttering, disjointed protests. Had she been an assassin, she could have killed him sixteen different ways before sundown. 
 
    Maybe Whispering was the wrong choice of profession, she mused? 
 
    “My Lord King!” The inner door crashed open. Soldiers boiled through, shouting that there had been an alarm triggered and an attacker had been destroyed; the King protested, with quivering finger, that the beast had assaulted his finest vintage and there the barbaric invader stood, in all her brazen glory, upon his very desk! 
 
    Five soldiers hurled themselves at the startled Whisper. 
 
    How bravely they sacrificed their bodies for their monarch! Whisper regarded them in startled admiration. Perhaps Xan was an inspirational leader in ways she could not, just now, imagine? 
 
    They had a fair distance to cover across the room, but the quintet held absolutely nothing back as they charged the desk backed by the striking, untouched blue-grey azarite crystals forming the outer wall of the King’s chamber. Three of the heavily armoured fellows piled atop the fallen monarch, clearly trying to throw the attacker off the aim she had absolutely no intention of even starting to take. Xan, who had just about found his knees, went down with a winded gasp. Incoming! Whisper leaped upward. Blam! Clatter! The King’s work scattered everywhere as the remaining pair of soldiers slammed into the heavy wooden desk, clutching haplessly at the air where she had stood a second before. Their boots immediately began to slip and scrabble on the thin plates, while Whisper landed upon one upturned soldier’s back, stepped off daintily, and decided that a strategic retreat was in order whilst the men busied themselves with thrashing about and kicking one another in the jaw. 
 
    Actually, dealing with Humans was highly amusing. Now, how might she break through all the shouting, cursing and general mayhem? 
 
    Delight in her mischief-making ambushed Whisper, perhaps exacerbated by her miraculous escape from a fine frazzling and coupled with the fact that she had landed in the King’s very lap … well, almost. Ha! Which furry-pawed buccaneer ruled the canyons, then? 
 
    Fishing about inside her small carryall, as the soldiers cried out in horror at what must surely be a kingdom-shaking secret weapon, Whisper whipped out the ring of mistorialite. Two soldiers still held the King down bodily, rendering him unable to escape her perfidious plan. Several others were drawing their swords or threatening various forms of unsociable damage, so she sidestepped an enterprising blow, and then bent and skidded the stone across the floor toward the King. 
 
    Brightly, she yelled, “Fond greetings from Princess Rhyme of Arbor!” 
 
    Fond? Bite your tongue, Whisper! 
 
    “Curse you, assassin!” howled a soldier, throwing himself right over the ring and missing by a comical margin. He winded himself with an awkward landing. “Funga – ooh!” 
 
    Chortling, she backpedalled for the hangings along one of the inner walls of the King’s chamber. The ring bopped the monarch perfectly on the nose. His eyes crossed, trying to make out what trinket she had apparently attacked him with. Meantime, the floor was a riot of armour and flailing boots as the metal plates continued their insidious work. Whisper had half a second to consider how she had survived defences that had left only the magically petrified bones of people lower down the trail, when three daggers came spinning in her direction. She dodged two but the third nicked her left thigh. Instantly, cool numbness spread from the wound. Poison! A paralytic … she wobbled on the suddenly lame limb and tripped over an ornamental vase. Crash! 
 
    Wriggling away over the shards, she rolled beneath an ornamental tapestry depicting a stylised battle between Azarinthine warriors and Dragons, and climbed the back of the heavy material using her fore-talons and one hind paw. Unholy champing draconids, that poison worked fast. Three or four soldiers had just piled against the tapestry, shaking it in their desperate search for the foul would-be assassin, when the King cried, “Hold!” 
 
    “But I saw the beast go behind –” 
 
    “Your Majesty, you must get to safety –” 
 
    “Hold, I said! You – creature – come out where we can see you,” ordered King Xan. “Slowly. Hands outspread. No tricks.” 
 
    “No friendly arrows and salutary daggers?” Whisper called back, alarmed to discover how much she was enjoying this exchange. Was she truly such a rascal? 
 
    “Out! In the open, you wicked beast, or I shall order my men to skewer you instantly.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m coming,” she called. Ha. As if they could manage that much. “I bear a message for you – well, actually for your father, King Xaryiza-das-Azarin – from –” 
 
    “Silence!” bellowed the monarch. 
 
    In a moment, Whisper perched like a dragonet atop the fifteen-foot height of the tapestry, on its top pole, clearly exasperating the soldiers below. Three of them bellowed at her to come down without delay or face an infeasible variety of nasty and terminal punishments, while another lined up her torso with one of those vicious pipe-crossbow affairs. 
 
    Shaking the mistorialite ring in his upraised fist, Xan howled, “By the scraggly beards of my ancestors, where did you get this, you wretched, pintsize thief? What ransom do you demand?” 
 
    Cheerfully, Whisper called back, “Only your ears, o King!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the realms of recent misjudgements, demanding the King’s ears was perhaps her most ridiculous blunder yet – in retrospect, once the commotion subsided and everyone came to understand that she had only burgled the King’s work-chamber in order to deliver a message, and intended nothing more sinister than to whisper into said ears … well! 
 
    By the time this troublesome concept was clarified, the precipitate arrival of ten ministers of government, four Senior Mages, two Warlocks, one animal-tamer, three Commanders of various branches of the Azarinthine military and an untold number of aides, messengers, servants and functionaries, had turned the King’s chamber into a Human menagerie. The Mages and Warlocks immediately engaged in a puce-faced, fist-waving shouting match in the corner, blaming each other for the breach of the King’s defences. The Commanders stood stiffly to attention, awaiting orders. The functionaries and servants were trying to clear the mess, which was an undertaking in itself, given as half of Azar’s governance appeared to be scattered all over the priceless azarite floor and King Xan had very exacting ideas about what he wanted placed where, almost none of which were clear to the functionaries. 
 
    Whisper decided she might as well make herself at home, since she was the only civilised creature in the room in possession of all her senses and dignity. 
 
    She observed the pandemonium with glee. Humans. How juvenile were they? 
 
    After a moment, however, Whisper sensed a chill against her mind, and spied a tall, severe-looking young woman standing in the doorway, casting non-verbal daggers about the room at this diverting spectacle. Was she Xan’s sister, or twin? 
 
    The woman cried, “Saahu’tak nuun’ka!” 
 
    Silence pooled from her words, compelled by the strange twist or inflection she had infused into her speech. Piercing grey eyes lit upon the King. “What is this ridiculous rumpus, brother?” 
 
    “Queen Xola, a message from the Princess of Arbor!” cried the clearly overwrought monarch. Exempt from the magic? Perhaps she did not dare cast spells upon her kin. “A message! From Arbor!” 
 
    “From Arbor? From the little blue Princess – what was her name?” inquired the woman, frostily. 
 
    “Rhyme! The message is from Rhyme,” enthused Xan. 
 
    Whisper brightened at his frankly smitten tone. Yes! Rhyme would be delighted – and of course, the repetition game must be played. Humans were so predictable. 
 
    “Hence your fatuous expression. You always were such a fool for that crass little axe-wielder. Do try to behave like a King,” suggested his sister, brusquely. 
 
    Whisper grinned. Better and better! Rhyme’s hopes had indeed found fertile soil, save for the frosty ambulatory icicle. Could her interference be handled? But her cheer faded the moment the woman’s eyes lit upon her, sitting upon her perch. Her hands rose. Power, even the lamplight of the room itself, seemed to gather itself around that elegant, spare form as if draining into an unsuspected sinkhole. 
 
    “Noo-hoor i’t nanhuoki? Tabra’xis!” snapped Xola. 
 
    Whisper heard herself reply, over the commanding words, “Na’xutix Whisper-loor yt, magor’ta!” 
 
    What? The lights flickered; the strange power seemed to dissipate before it reached the Whisper; the Queen’s throat worked, but no sound would emerge. The woman gestured furiously, turning a grey-purple shade of fury as it became clear to everyone present that she was held bound and helpless by words that not even Whisper understood. 
 
    Xan growled, “Release my sister at once – you’re a Whisper?” 
 
    The rushing of adrenaline faded. Dancing canyons, she could … oh no! She had no idea how to release the woman. The peril-sense tingled her whiskers. Xan’s sister was no person to be ridiculed, she sensed. 
 
    Bowing her head briefly, she said, “At your service, o King. I will alight. Don’t be alarmed. I am – well, I’m not actually unarmed. Here you go.” 
 
    She tossed down her daggers; a servant caught them gingerly but deftly, clearly expecting poison on the blades, or some other treachery. Whisper slipped down behind the tapestry. No point in shredding a precious artwork for the sake of a grand entrance. Besides, she suspected she had fomented just about enough trouble for one evening. 
 
    Time for diplomacy. 
 
    I am diplomatic! Occasionally, she corrected herself. 
 
    Intriguing. Several of Mage Shivura’s texts had been rather less than complimentary about a Whisper’s claim to having a personality. She knew exactly what Sanfuri would think – that the sole of his boot was far more valuable and scholarly than the Whisper he had, for all intents and purposes, chosen to wipe it upon. Now, her personality seemed to be sprouting in all sorts of interesting directions. Fascinating. 
 
    Emerging from behind the tapestry to the spitting-mad glares of every soldier present, she bowed again, first to King Xan, then to Queen Xola. “My Queen, I don’t know what I’ve done to you – but I apologise. I’d release you if I knew how.” 
 
    She gestured again. A sign-language! Whisper watched avidly as brother and sister communicated briefly. The King said, “My sister, one member of our triarchy of rulership in Azarinthe, is an exceptionally powerful Element Enchantress. She would have you deliver your message, Whisper, that she may be released.” Scratching his trim beard, he added excitedly, “I’ve never seen Xola silenced before! This is truly amazing, an event in ten thousand … uh, right, sister. Proceed with your message, o Whisper.” 
 
    Nobody was less impressed than the Queen. Glancing about as quickly as a dragonet shelling nuts for food, Whisper detected not a few half-smiles quickly concealed. Evidently, the Enchantress was not the most popular figure in Azarinthe. 
 
    Well, she did live to serve, after all. 
 
    Whisper returned her focus to the King. “As I said, I bear a message from Arbor. Listen closely.” 
 
    O gracious and noble King Xaryiza-das-Azarin, it accords me great pleasure to greet you in the name of the Royal House of Arbor. I am the Princess Rhyathala-Shimmira – she almost giggled as Xan sighed a tiny gust of ardour – and since my father was poisoned three months ago and now lies comatose but alive, I must perforce speak for my kingdom. My chosen messenger, who stands before you, is called Whisper, a creature most rare and magical, who recently arrived in our fair city of Arbor bearing news of an unfortunate nature. 
 
    “You even speak like Rhyme,” Xan interjected. 
 
    “It is my sworn duty,” replied Whisper. The King gestured for her to continue. Drawing a deep breath, she recited: 
 
    I ask you to receive Whisper with all honour. She has already suffered much for Arbor. She came to us bearing news of the impending conquest of Arbor by the Warlock Sanfuri, whom you know all too well. Now, the silence deepened into a terrible weight. Even Xola paled, her skin now a grey cast unrelieved by any pink whatsoever. She seemed on the verge of being sick. I will be brief, as you know is the way of Arborites. King Xaryiza, I must beg for your aid. Please, for the sake of our old alliance, I entreat you upon my knees, as it were, to send forth your armies in support of Arbor, lest we perish under the lash of this foul Warlock and his army of Dragons. We fear that alone, we cannot withstand his strength. We shall surely be destroyed. 
 
    “Aye,” said one of the Commanders. “That’s the truth, and no circularity about it.” 
 
    Whisper said, Therefore, we determined to send this Whisper to you, together with the mistorialite ring you once gifted to me, as a token by which you might verify the veracity of this urgent message. She is able to find a path where none exists. She will bring you here. 
 
    I must be frank for the sake of our old friendship. It appears Sanfuri conjured this Whisper from a place no Dragon or Human knows, to do his bidding, which was to blaze for him a trail across the Sundering and lead him to Arbor. As you know, according to legend, Whispers must obey magical imperatives. For this, he whipped the Whisper and severed her tail, and despatched his whippet-draconids to track and savage her person, yet she survived and crossed the Sundering – proof, you will agree, of her extraordinary wayfinding capabilities. 
 
    Whisper has been briefed. You can trust her, as do we. She carries much information in her mind, including a personal message for your son, Prince Xan. 
 
    Once more, I entreat you, King Xaryiza. Please rush to Arbor’s aid before it is too late. 
 
    Your grateful ally, Rhyathala-Shimmira, Princess Blue of Arbor. 
 
    Whisper lowered her eyes, indicating the end of her message. With a gasp, Queen Xola tottered forward several steps, feeling her throat gingerly before she reasserted her presence. “How do we know this is not a trick of that old lizard Sanfuri’s?” she demanded. 
 
    No revenge? Xola was even more dangerous than she had imagined. 
 
    “Because this mistorialite ring has a property that I never revealed to the Princess,” said the King. Holding up the stone, he said clearly, “Huuy’xi litho!” 
 
    At once, a tiny scene materialised in the air above the ring. Whisper heard Princess Rhyme say, ‘Xan once gave me this. Show this to him, and tell him our need is urgent. Tell him … tell him … o Whisper, I don’t know what else to say!’ 
 
    And the Whisper’s burry tones replied, ‘I will suggest he had better return this token in person, or you’ll let your axes do the talking?’ 
 
    ‘Diplomatically!’ stammered the thumb-sized image of Princess Rhyme. 
 
    At once, the magic dissipated. Far from seeming overcome by the image of his old flame, the King narrowed his eyes as he stared at Whisper. “A true message and a true messenger? Intriguing. I foresee many challenges. The trail. The Warlock’s unexpected power, not least shown in the conjuration of a living being of a kind which was thought extinct. His binding of a Dragon army. And not least, the problem of the Arborite King’s poisoning. We must turn our powers to discerning the true lie of Arbor’s travails before they become our own, as they undoubtedly will, if Warlock Sanfuri succeeds in this immoral undertaking.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Queen Xola, seeming to grow improbably taller and sterner as she approached the now-sober saboteur, and said candidly, “Whisper-creature. There is much to discuss. We must interrogate you closely – well, question you. You are not a prisoner, but also you must understand, you are not a friend as yet. Friends have proven qualities, like the finest gemstones.” 
 
    In the face of the Queen’s overt aggression, Whisper could only breathe, “But … Arbor?” 
 
    Xan nodded. “Commanders! Prepare our forces to travel at once! See also to the city’s defences. We shall ride at dawn –” 
 
    “If possible,” his sister interposed smoothly. “Just the small matter of a broken air-bridge and Dragons who refuse to – how did you negotiate with the Dragons, Whisper? Our intelligence says you approached from the direction of Igneous Dragon territory.” 
 
    “Poorly,” Whisper admitted, drawing from the Queen the first glimmer of a smile she had seen crease those severe features. “I almost negotiated my way down their throats.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Xola, in one syllable endeavouring to convey that she would have preferred precisely that demise for a creature who had just held her captive. 
 
    While making enemies was never exactly recommended, this woman was not one she would have chosen under any circumstances. Not with the magical power she saw swimming in those perilous grey eyes, and leaching slightly from the skin of her clenched fists. 
 
    Now, the Queen rapped, “Whisper. What is the other message for my brother?” 
 
    “It is of a personal nature,” said Whisper, not without a nervous lick of her lips. 
 
    Xola’s face managed to imitate an infuriated granite statue very effectively. She sniffed, “Very well. I can be spared the sordid details. I suppose that blue girl’s pretty enough, if you like the curvaceous sort. Probably as healthy and frisky as a dragonet, too, and I’ll wager –” 
 
    To Whisper’s surprise, Xan cut in roughly, “Enough, Xola!” 
 
    His sister, too, pulled up in evident astonishment. She said, “Is that the cut of the gemstone, brother?” 
 
    “It most certainly is!” 
 
    “Very well. I shall hasten to prepare my apprentices and my effects.” Bowing stiffly to her brother, Queen Xola swept out of the chamber, seemingly absconding with her personal icy wind and electrical storm. 
 
    Every person in the chamber appeared to relax and breathe easier once she was gone. 
 
    Jumping jindragons, and she had taken the scholarly-looking Prince for a wet blanket with two legs and a head. Whisper shook her muzzle in delight. She should have known Rhyme would have excellent taste in monarchs! This King was intelligent, well-spoken, completely clueless with a weapon in hand, and had just betrayed his regard for her Princess in the best possible way. He definitely had potential. 
 
    All he needed was a Whisper to guide him. 
 
    She rubbed her paws gleefully. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: Reasoning with Whispers 
 
      
 
    RaTHER LESS PLEASINGLY, the King of Grey was also a dreadful bore. For two entire days, he monopolised Whisper’s company as he demanded every possible detail residing in Whisper’s memory regarding the interactions of the Princess and her councillors. When he discovered she had eidetic recall, this catapulted him into a state of cerebral ecstasy that she simply could not understand. What it amounted to, was two days of him asking questions and her repeating conversations, her reflections upon those conversations, and then everything she had seen, smelled, tasted or intuited about those conversations, and her intuitions about her intuitions, and so on. Ad nauseum. 
 
    He was either a dazzling genius, or as barking mad as the canodraconids these Azar greybeards used for riding and carrying their supplies. 
 
    All of the canodraconids hated her. She gladly hated them right back. They were slavering, dull creatures with six squat legs, brutish faces and a grating, low-pitched bark that made her hackles rise every time she heard one, which was constantly. Their body armour looked like sleek hair, but it was Dragon scales, and their colour she might politely describe as cesspit green, which perfectly suited their appalling lack of bodily cleanliness and general state of ill humour, which varied between curmudgeonly and downright atrocious – hence the grumpy barking. The Azarinthe handlers drove them by shaking and tugging on the chains affixed to their nasty, drooling black tongues. The canodraconids regularly tried to bite their handlers’ heads off. 
 
    Must be mutual love. 
 
    However, the canodraconids also boasted strength and great stamina, which was just as well, or the snail’s pace of this small army would truly have driven her to distraction. 
 
    Abruptly, that second evening as the scouts welcomed the King and Queen to a prearranged trailside campsite, Xan said aside to her, “Now, Whisper, I will meditate upon this data. Thank you. You have been most helpful.” 
 
    Whisper leaped seven feet down from the canodraconid’s back, wincing as her weaker left knee twinged upon landing. Still not right. The men had set up camp in a natural dell that carved into a canyon’s side. A violet-tinged waterfall trickled from above, doubtless coloured by five thousand feet of purple fluorite and istorialite extrusions covering the cliff face above, feeding a pool with an outlet that ran a mere twenty feet before diving down a small sinkhole. Here, the men led the canodraconids for a deserved watering, clearly intending to reserve the main pool for drinking water for the men. 
 
    Queen Xola, apparently in charge of on-trail affairs, snapped, “Perimeter guard, report. Scouts, afore, behind and above. Engineers, let’s talk about the process of bridging the canyon. I want to know how we can reduce the time to repair.” 
 
    King Xan vanished into his tent. 
 
    “Whisper, get your scruffy hide over here,” Xola snarled unexpectedly. 
 
    “May I cool my head?” 
 
    “Aye, and rinse off your attitude while you’re at it,” snorted the Queen. “Two minutes. Now that my brother’s finished with you, it’s my turn.” 
 
    As comforting as an invitation to the gallows. 
 
    Annoyed, Whisper scared off a few miniature turquoise aquatic draconids before dunking herself beneath the waterfall. Water. Cleansing so much more than just the body. The play of droplets upon her head and ears. The cool trickling down her body. Suddenly, her senses seemed to come alive, released from the cavern of her cranium. Delight. A strange ripple of laughter through her body that seemed to originate, bizarrely, in her wet pelt. 
 
    Xola was staring. Brusquely silencing the men speaking to her, the Element Enchantress stalked to the poolside, scowling her usual daggers at the water. However, the creases around her mouth suddenly seemed to morph by a process of transformation Whisper did not understand, into a childlike smile that betrayed her youth. She and Xan, her twin, were only twenty-two years of age, while their older sibling who had elected to remain behind to administer the city, King Xorda, was two years older. So young, to have lost both parents and be thrust into rulership of a people numbering some forty thousand, according to Arbor’s latest intelligence, now six years old. The Azar were far more populous than that, Whisper guessed from what she had observed. Perhaps double the number, or more. 
 
    A fascinating model of rulership, too. A triarchy. Her memories had never encountered such a system, with Xan covering governance, research and development, Xola being responsible for defence and military, and Xorda’s administrative gifts covering just about every other aspect, including an inner council that divided the duties relating to the many detailed facets of Azarinthine life. 
 
    Xola’s smile was unexpectedly inviting. Whisper stepped out of the waterfall. “How may I serve you, o Queen?” 
 
    “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “The camouflage. It’s … astonishing. Your control of it. Do you realise you were just imitating a falling waterfall, including reshaping the water flow and even dealing with the light-refractive elements of shielding? And, most likely, playing with the ambient sound, too?” 
 
    Whisper shrugged. “Permission to annoy you intensely, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Xola’s laughter tinkled merrily around the dell, causing the Azarinthine soldiers, to a man, to stop what they were doing and stare. Evidently, Xola laughed about as often as a Dragon might roll over and submit to talons tickling his belly, rather than fight. 
 
    She chuckled, “Describe how a Whisper penetrates an impenetrable azarite-anchored shield, and I will be instantly un-annoyed. Xan’s room was protected by state-of-the-art elemental shielding of my own particular design, developed over the course of five years of intense study and experimentation. You did the scientifically, provably impossible.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’m a rogue element.” 
 
    “And how,” said the woman, feelingly. “I am annoyed – in a good way. Intrigued. You men! Get to work before I apply a million shards of mage-ice where it’ll hurt most!” 
 
    The general cursing beneath beards and grumbling meant that her threat required no further clarification. One more glare, however, and the complaints stopped as though they had charged headlong into a dark tunnel and discovered a hungry dracoworm within. Whisper imagined she might quite enjoy being around Queen Xola, if only because she was an imminent explosion on legs. 
 
    Xola snapped. “So? The seamless camouflage?” 
 
    “I think about it and it happens.” 
 
    “I knew I loathed you for good reason,” the Enchantress said politely. “More on that later. We’ve an engineering problem ahead of us and I need to know how you propose to fly the better part of a mile’s worth of cord across a canyon. Or are we hitchhiking through the Brass Mirror, perchance?” 
 
    “Your tongue is acid enough to make you right at home down there, wouldn’t you say?” Whisper returned, just as equably. 
 
    The Enchantress bared her teeth. “And?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t fly so much as … glide.” 
 
    With a wild cry of rage, Xola turned and blasted a perfectly innocent bush to smithereens. She dusted off her fingers, smoking from the bright blue electrical discharge, and smiled a completely different sort of smile at Whisper. “Why don’t you and I have a cosy little chat, girl to girl, my snarky little friend? Or would you like to see me lose my temper properly?” 
 
    Whisper opted for a dutiful nod. No point in shaking a volcano until it erupted. 
 
    The odd judicious prod promised unlimited entertainment, however. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, the Azar army was on the march long before any birds, draconids, insects or any other form of life whatsoever even thought about rising. Whisper admired their dedication. The army was a thoroughly professional unit. Scouts had run the remaining length of canyon to the old air-bridge platform, dropping off sappers and engineers and pairs of Warlock Apprentices, where needed, to clear the trail ahead. 
 
    Crystal dust-haze filtered down more and more thickly from above, Whisper observed, continuing the trend of the days becoming intolerably stuffy as heat and moisture built up in the canyons. The air was a smothering blanket, every hint of a breeze greeted by grateful soldiers mopping their brows. This muggy weather presaged a mating or a swarming, she remembered. The Grey scouts kept checking the heights with wary eyes, and the army had to pause frequently for water. The men resembled wet silver aquatic draconids, they were sweating so heavily. The canodraconids baulked and misbehaved, barking angrily at their handlers, but there was a break as they followed a shallow streambed for a few miles, and every person and beast could splash about or drink as they wished. 
 
    “Double time!” roared Xola, thereafter. “You’ll get your rest at the canyon!” 
 
    “Aye, while dangling my poxy nates eight miles over deathly acid while being menaced by savage Wyverns and dragonets,” muttered a soldier mounted on a canodraconid just ahead of Whisper’s beast, which she shared with the Enchantress. 
 
    The Queen scratched Whisper’s neck with hard, sharp fingernails. “Bet you could get us to that Warlock in half the time.” 
 
    Whisper shuddered at the note of animosity in the Enchantress’ voice. What grudge did Xola hold against Sanfuri that moved her to such a pitch of abhorrence, she actually smelled it on the woman’s skin? Not that she minded, true as Dragons laid eggs. She would far prefer to stand alongside a maddened Element Enchantress in that battle, and may she fry the Warlock in his own juices! 
 
    The Whisper cleaned her fur fastidiously. 
 
    Above her, the Enchantress’ face seemed as set as stone weathered smooth. She rode in the broad canodraconid saddle that perched atop the foot-tall shoulder spikes, so that the rider could bend their legs and keep balance either side due to the draconid’s snaking, multi-jointed gait. Standing taller than most men at the shoulder and weighing upward of five tonnes, the beasts were daunting foes, often used to break an enemy’s battle line, she understood. Transporting them across the air-bridge would be another issue altogether, one that most likely would not be solved in time for them to participate in the battle for Arbor. 
 
    Again, the fingers descended to her thick ruff of russet neck-fur, but this time the gesture was sympathetic, a friend’s touch. 
 
    I am not your pet! 
 
    Entirely unaware of Whisper’s inner acrimony, the Enchantress hissed, “Sanfuri hurt you, little Whisper. Retribution belongs to the scorned. It is your right.” 
 
    Whisper’s own breath seemed to rise up to strangle in her throat. With the Enchantress’ clipped accent, so dissimilar to the brook-like lilt of Arbor, it was impossible to discern if she had said ‘your’ or ‘our’. Could she have stumbled upon a truth? She had overhead several soldiers discussing Xola quietly, saying that the Enchantress had no regard for any relationship whatsoever; that she was devoted to building her power and knowledge to the detriment of all else. They had agreed she was a handsome woman using terms Whisper would rather not have overheard, but King Xan was definitely the one from whose loins they would prefer the future royal house of Grey to flourish. 
 
    Even if his children came out grey with blue spots? Whisper grinned. She had to wonder. Blue and grey … stripes? Mottled for extra camouflage? 
 
    The fast-moving column clattered through a narrow, shady defile at this point, barely wide enough for the squat canodraconids to negotiate comfortably. They snapped at each other’s tails and factiously tore up their favourite berry-bushes in passing, mostly redberry, magisberry and yellow linberry in these parts. Toward the rear, Whisper had observed five canodraconids lugging the reels of heavy cables that would be used to construct a temporary bridge after a certain feline-humanoid creature flew the canyon for the cause – dragging half a mile of cord behind her. 
 
    Challenging. 
 
    However, it promised somewhat more fun than having her thigh bones gnawed upon by a witless pack of whippet-draconids – which might yet again become an issue. Would she enjoy a toothy reception on the far cliff face? Whisper snapped her daggers from their sheaths! 
 
    “Freaking … oh!” cried Xola, snatching her hands back in startlement. 
 
    Whisper grinned uneasily. “Sorry, I’m still not contemplating regicide. I’ll admit it is tempting, in your case.” She clicked the daggers smoothly back into place. 
 
    The Queen glared frost-daggers at her saddle companion. “You’re fast. And insolent.” 
 
    “Sorry I scared you. Just thinking about those whippets which were tracking me. O Queen, why don’t the Dragons –” 
 
    Xola interrupted, “Those sheaths can’t be Arborite manufacture – where did you get them?” 
 
    “Do you know Drex?” 
 
    Now, the ocular daggers dripped poison. “Drex? As in the foreign traitor, Drex?” 
 
    Human tongues had to come furnished with some sort of repeat setting, Whisper decided. She must check, but not on the prickly Enchantress. “Aye, the big Illuxorite; accent as thick as this canodraconid’s skull. ‘Yar done polishin’ my boots, lil’un? Get thar t’ work!’ ” 
 
    Xola laughed with her mouth, but her eyes only hardened. “So, he’s turned to good? Wonders singing above canyons! I’ll believe that the day I weld Warlock Sanfuri’s thumbs to a passing sunbolt. Now, ask your question.” 
 
    “Uh … what’s the danger on the highlands?” Whisper pointed upward, into the haze sifting down into the canyon. She resisted the urge to clean her fur again. Her tongue would only become icky with crystal dust. “Why don’t Dragons fly above the heights? 
 
    Brightening, Xola explained, “There are a number of theories. Firstly, sunbolts and Sunderings. Even the Higher Dragonkind don’t fancy being toasted at several million degrees centigrade. Wrecks the lustre of the scales, not to mention barely leaving the dust of their bones behind. Two, the air is thin. It is much harder, if not impossible, to breathe fire up there. Even Dragons have their limits. Five to six leagues, the height of the highest highlands, is a huge pressure differential. Have you ever climbed to a significant altitude?” 
 
    “I have, but I was too badly injured to judge the impact of hypoxia on my physique.” 
 
    Although, she had not struggled as much as she imagined she should. Interesting. Did Whisper-physiology handle such huge pressure and oxygen differentials? 
 
    “Good thing you’re smarter than you look.” 
 
    Whisper looked askance at the Queen, sorely tempted to snap at the fingers that descended to rub behind her sensitive ears. Worse, the feeling was not unpleasant. She stilled a traitorous purr that shook her ribcage, but she was sure the Enchantress detected her response. 
 
    “Joke.” The young Queen sighed moodily. “Nobody appreciates my jokes. Thirdly, there are storms. Storm season is coming soon, Whisper. While reducing the dangers of sunstrike, there is magic- and gemstone-fuelled lightning to contend with. A decent lightning strike will damage, knock out or even kill a Higher Dragon. And fourthly, there are swarms. In bad seasons, the swarms overrun the highlands and fall into the canyons in numbers, and they attack our Human cities. Life is not easy even beneath the surface of Yanzorda.” 
 
    “What type of Dragonkind makes these swarms?” 
 
    “Simple. No-one knows and the Dragons are not telling.” 
 
    Whisper smoothed her whiskers with what she hoped was a sage air. “Intriguing.” 
 
    She glanced about, alert to the fact that her whisker-sense might have reacted for a reason. A trembling of the air? A sense more primal still? Carefully, she scented the breeze. Nothing … yet the fur along her spine bristled. The canyons waited. She shivered slightly, glancing about. Air streams. Scents. Hints on the wind …a hunch that a greater presence considered their little endeavour, not so much with judgement as with … a Whisper-like curiosity? Confused, she smoothed her bristling fur. It promptly stood bolt-upright again, with a sensation as if tiny biting dracolithes were investigating her spine and neck. Ugh! What was the matter with her? 
 
    Meantime, Xola added, “Excellent question, Whisper. As best we know, from experience gained at the point of talon and fang, these swarms are some kind of archetype which might be able to become any type of Dragon, drakkid or draconid, but no-one knows for certain. They are two to three feet long with the usual draconic body types, displaying small but unremarkable variations in colour and so on. Some scholars theorise that the Dragonkind might enter a chrysalis or transmutative stage, leading to the final body shape. The draconic lifecycle is a –” 
 
    Her paw snapped out. “Danger!” 
 
    Small as she was, Whisper had learned that she could move in a blur when needed – such as now, for the instant multiple serpentine loops dropped from the foliage above the trail toward King Xan’s shoulders, she darted lithely up their canodraconid’s thickset neck and launched herself off its flat green muzzle. She flared her skin, skimming toward the immobile King. Why didn’t he react? The snakelike black fangs lashed toward the uncovered nape of his neck; she released her dagger into her left paw with a soft snick, while the right paw settled lightly upon the spine-spike directly behind the King’s seat. Her arms butterflied as though she were illustrating how wide she could stretch. 
 
    Impact! Whisper hissed as her left wrist twisted, but she held firm. The white constrictor-dracosnake, not usually a predator of Humans unless grown to its full adult size of fifteen feet, impaled its own gaping mouth on her blade, which lacerated the soft palate and thrust down its throat. 
 
    Her hind paws landed. Whisper swung around with the right-pawed blade, and with a sharp, enraged scream, plunged the dagger deep into the dracosnake’s eye. She jerked the blade with all of her strength, opening a lethal cut, while the creature’s weight dragged her sideways off the King’s mount. Soldiers dived upon her and the coils, lashing about in their death-throes, levering the jaws open with their swords and even the business end of a pipe-crossbow as they helped to extricate her arm and subdue the beast. One checked the King. He was untouched, and utterly unmoved. 
 
    “Nice moves, girl!” enthused one of the soldiers. 
 
    Whisper asked, “Bit the King?” 
 
    “King’s fine,” said another voice. “Healer! Get a healer here for … it. Her.” 
 
    A Unit Leader growled, “Hold that dracosnake, you fools. And when you’re done, take the blasted creature down to the Provisioner. I’ll see it in the King’s soup tonight! Tasty, y’know.” 
 
    “Poisonous?” asked Whisper, clutching her arm to slow the bleeding. 
 
    “Nah, not this type,” said a female soldier, rapidly rooting in a pouch at her belt. “I’ve got some powders here, though. Worst you’ll get is a nasty infection. Healer! Over here! Put this on your tongue … good, and a swig of water to knock it down …” 
 
    Whisper almost choked on the dry herbs. Good. Ignoring her brain’s trying to puzzle out the exact recipe – the torrent of her thoughts could be exhausting at times – she checked the King with her own eyes. Good. No three-inch fangs trying to bite through to his jugular veins. 
 
    “What slug-blind fool missed that dracosnake?” roared Queen Xola. “Scouts! Report!” 
 
    She did not want to be those scouts. Nor did they want to be themselves, judging by the looks passing along the column. Instant execution might be preferable to the litany of execrations they were about to endure. 
 
    Shortly, Whisper was sitting at the trailside having her wounds gently cleaned with water. The Healer applied an astringent antiseptic as the column slowly filed by. Whispers followed her, as if her name had started another inexplicable round of the Human echo game. ‘Did you never see lightning move faster than that creature?’ ‘Cleaned our King’s back of that snake-stabber thing.’ ‘Incredible work, Whisper.’ ‘Glad you’re with us, Whisper.’ 
 
    Sure. She stuck her arm down an armoured dracosnake’s gullet every other day. The Azar had been prepared for Warlock Sanfuri sending Dragons against them to slow down the advance, but they had almost missed a far simpler attack. 
 
    Something must be wrong with King Xan. Surely. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The column pushed on past the hour of nightfall, wending steadily between towering, chalky white cliffs and spending a good two hours inside a dank tunnel where the roof had been freshly shored up in three places. The soldiers ducked carefully beneath the temporary shoring works, which the engineers had marked for the support groups which would follow, further clearing and preparing the trail to ensure that the Azarinthe supply lines would be as untroubled as possible. The triarchy had moved with gratifying speed to implement a plan to re-establish trade and communication with Arbor, should they succeed in stringing up a bridge. 
 
    Whisper did not entirely understand why the Azarinthe powers had not done so years before, given Xan’s evident regard for Rhyme. What was the history between the two cities? It must be complex, of that she had no doubt. She questioned the healer, but the middle-aged woman would only say that there had been ‘troubles’ and that the King must have had other priorities. Then, they spent seven hours agreeably enumerating, discussing and debating the various healing herbs and plants they passed along the trail. The healer was most gratified to plumb Whisper’s memories, but the Whisper also learned a great deal in return, even while she chafed at the relatively slow pace of travel in the face of Arbor’s undoubted need. 
 
    Four hours after nightfall, the call finally came along the line. The canyon lay just ahead. Queen Xola came striding out of the stifling darkness, sweeping her habitual coal-black cloak about her spare frame as she searched out the Whisper. 
 
    “Still languishing back here?” she growled. “Time to go to work.” 
 
    Whisper stood up on her canodraconid. “Aye, of course, I’ve been snoozing the day away.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad you’re well-rested because I intend to be kicking your undersized derriere over that canyon myself! Let’s move, soldiers of Azarinthe! Engineers! Where are those cables? Are you tired? We’ve only marched sixteen hours today!” 
 
    “If the line would move to let us through, lady,” came a voice out of the darkness. 
 
    This provoked a flood of orders liberally peppered with colourful imprecations and curses as the Queen berated her army. “One thousand rock-headed, boot-scuffing morons!” she roared. “Get me some handlers. You, clear those canodraconids off the trail or I’ll feed your sorry carcass to them, piece by piece! You – yes you, you skull-clanging fleabite! See to the rear guard! Has my brother emerged as yet?” 
 
    A call came from up ahead, “No, my Queen.” 
 
    “Carry him to his tent! Carefully! Get out of my way – Dragons’ breath, you unfortunate excrement of a pinworm, move!” Suiting actions to words, the Queen unceremoniously zapped a gaping canodraconid handler with a spark from her forefinger. “I’ll turn you into a fungus even scragglier than your beard! Whisper! Flaming sunstrikes, where is that –” 
 
    “Right beside you, o Queen.” 
 
    “Whisper! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 
 
    “Can’t help it. Whisper by name, Whisper by nature.” 
 
    The Queen’s brows drew down as if by force of stare alone, she could hammer any dissent into the dust around her boots. “I am not in the mood for backchat! Follow me.” 
 
    “Is it the problem with your brother, Queen Xola?” 
 
    “Problem?” Xola almost walked straight into a canodraconid’s rump. The creature chose that moment to deposit a mound of unbelievably foetid dung on the Queen’s boot, but the woman only stared at Whisper. “What problem?” 
 
    “His unresponsiveness. He didn’t even see the dracosnake –” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, that.” A grim smile pursed her lips, but the Queen’s ill temper somehow seemed to have been tamed by Whisper’s apparent ignorance. “That, o sassy murmurer, is my brother applying himself to the problems that face us. He is in a trance –” 
 
    “He’s alright?” Whisper put in. 
 
    “Aye! Fine … as he applies his mind to the art form that is Azar Interlocking Reasoning, at which, I will never admit even with my verimost, dying breath, he happens to be a virtuoso,” said the Enchantress, sounding, just for a second, as if she might be rather more green than grey. “Quite the finest exponent in the last three hundred years, give or take the odd century. Dear Xan will apply his towering intellect to working out who is the traitor in the Arborite ranks, while I fail to – Dragons’ breath, I am not about to bare my heart to you, you overly inquisitive little pest! Hold your pernicious, forked tongue and accompany me this instant! Mana save us from magical creatures with actual ideas in their heads!” 
 
    Whisper trotted along beside the tall Grey Queen, trying to sort out this outburst as it rang in her mind. So many nuances. So many pieces of the aggrieved puzzle that was Xola. She stopped so abruptly that Xola’s knee almost flattened her. 
 
    “What? You aren’t going to cry, are you?” snarled the woman, but her attention was fixed upon an altercation between two canodraconids just ahead. She roared, “Clear the acid-blasted trail! Unholy draconid spit, don’t make me come and do your job for you!” 
 
    “Which Element stirs your magic?” Whisper asked softly. 
 
    Xola pressed her fingers to her temples as though her head was about to explode. Then, unexpectedly, all of the fire and indignation seemed to seep out of her. Her shoulders slumped. She knelt next to Whisper, right there in the dirt, and placed her right hand upon the smaller creature’s shoulder.  
 
    The Grey Queen breathed, “Everything the legends tell about a Whisper’s powers of intuition is true, isn’t it? You’re freaking incredible!” 
 
    Whisper had assumed the Queen was talking about how she had landed literally in King Xan’s lap, but the grey eyes now seemed clouded by hurts beyond knowing. She stilled. Alert. 
 
    Xola whispered, “My Element is mana, Whisper. Do you understand now?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Whisper Aloft 
 
      
 
    MAnA, The UNPREDICTABLE element, feared and coveted more than any other. Raw power, untamed and untameable. Xola said it as if she had been cursed, and perhaps she had. Even Shivura’s voice had betrayed deep respect, even reverence, for the volatile source of his magical powers. 
 
    As Whisper ran lines up the cliff face that night by lantern-light prepared by the Azarinthine Warlock, Zintu, and his apprentices, she thought much upon what Queen Xola had shared. She did not understand a King who could shut himself away so completely behind the bulwarks of his mind, he took no notice of a scuffle literally against his back, nor even acknowledged her presence after the event. She worried for Xola. Something about her situation, her elemental link to mana and Sanfuri – some combination or interaction of those three factors triggered her danger sense, but she did not have the famous Azar reasoning to fall back upon, at least, not their Penetrative and Interlocking skills. Apparently, she had a smidgen of the third recognised stream, Intuition, and that was making her bite her lip like a dragonet with sore fangs. 
 
    Legend had it that mana flowed in the veins of Higher Dragons. Never in Humans. Never. What about a creature like a Whisper, who seemed to possess senses in some respects akin to those of Dragons, and in other cases, completely different and inexplicable except in the context of an innate command of magic? 
 
    Focus. Rappelling rapidly down from a sentikor tree she and the engineers had chosen after three hours of careful consideration and much checking and rechecking of measurements, Whisper stopped to confer with the Azarinthine Lead Engineer, a phlegmatic fellow named Manrax. 
 
    “The pulley system is ready.” 
 
    He grunted and spat on the ground. “Aye? That so? Jamax, Joz and Yarx! Haul yourselves aloft and get the running wheel, well, running.” His grin displayed teeth blackened from chewing raw azarite ore, an expensive habit, Whisper understood, and it gave him such rancid breath, she had quickly learned to stand upwind of him. “Don’t worry. It’s only a mile’s climb for young caterpillars like you. Whisper’s gone and done the difficult bit already, stringing you some ropes.” 
 
    Turning to her, he began to make the motion of clapping her upon the shoulder, thought the better of it, and settled upon kicking a random Junior Engineer instead. “Go fix something, boy!” He laughed heartily, “So, Whisper – we still on for two hours before dawn? You’ve got a cliff to climb dragging a mile and more of the lightest metal-core cable Azarinthe manufacturing can produce, depending on how far you drop. Smart thinking, shortening the distances by using the sentikor trees. You sure you know what to do on the far side?” 
 
    “Your lightweight running wheel won’t snag at an inopportune moment?” 
 
    Manrax’s grin just widened at the challenge implicit in her question. “Alright. I hear you clear as a crystal chime.” He spat again, aiming for her toes. Whisper did not flinch. “You fall, we’ll reel you in – but that isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    Whisper found herself smiling up at him. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Azarite sediment in my bones, girl. Get some rest – that’s an order. I’ll call you when we’re ready.” 
 
    Rest? She could not possibly sleep. Wandering past King Xan, whose shadow sat stock-still against his tent, silhouetted by a lamp within, she found the Queen’s quarters. Empty, of course. The Enchantress must be off somewhere applying the royal boot to an unfortunate minion’s tail end. Whisper checked her own tail. Still there. Growing, albeit slowly, and very tender again this evening. Why was that? At times during the day, the cognizance of being observed had become so powerful, she had leaped about or darted glances here and there. Nothing. In fact, the manifestation seemed chary, diminishing when she took notice of it, and sneaking up around her at the most inopportune times. It was not an apparition. It was nothing she could see, but her whiskers and her tail clearly thought something was amiss. Next, she’d be chasing wisps around the trees. 
 
    “Right, you come out where I can see you,” she muttered. 
 
    Only the sounds of chirruping draconids and a busy nest of quarrying dracolithes came to her hearing, apart from the subdued noises of an army settling down for the night. 
 
    Deliberately, she ate and drank. Sweet lime-green miskoa juice. Spicy bread. A selection of greens especially prepared by the Provisioner to a vegetarian’s requirements. Well, she was an insectivore, too. Whispers would eat most provender, just not meat, no matter its condition. Ooh, he had even supplied some of the fat brown mopani worms she had taken a liking to. Most probably, Xola had threatened to boil the man in his own hungry-army-sized stewpot if he did not cater for her special diet. 
 
    Mages and Enchantresses were like that. 
 
    Whisper was just enjoying the final throes of a fat, five-inch wriggler upon her tongue when King Xan rampaged into the tent, wild of hair and soot-rimmed beneath the eyes. Together with his strangely mottled grey complexion, that was an alarming effect. She learned the meaning of the expression, ‘leaped like a frightened drakkid’. 
 
    He cried, “Warlock Sanfuri has a Dragon for a familiar?” 
 
    “Mrrmm …” 
 
    Daggers in paw, mouth stuffed full of worm meat. Great. Her meal had to be swallowed whole. Not half as fun as sucking out its insides, and its sticky legs made the going down her throat difficult. She supposed a certain level of worm-reluctance was understandable – had she not thought the same when faced with the prospect of sauntering down Ignothax’s throat? Taking a huge swig from her gourd of miskoa-juice, she knocked the portion down. Still squirming. Yum! 
 
    “A Dragon familiar?” shouted Xan. “Speak, o creature of magic!” 
 
    There was something about a tousle-haired madman, clad in nothing but his sleeping shorts, screaming at her across the tent that put the fear of Dragon fire into her paws. Before she knew it, she felt her fur camouflage. 
 
    “Aye, King Xan, Sanfuri has the Dragon Ignothax for a familiar,” she offered carefully, coiling her legs in case there was need of a quick getaway. She sheathed the daggers, feeling it unnecessary to bait the King’s bodyguards yet again. 
 
    His mouth twisted. “It makes sense. It interlocks perfectly, every piece a perfect fit. But it doesn’t … make …” To her shock, the King collapsed as though a whippet-draconid had bowled full-tilt into the back of his knees. 
 
    Whisper leaped! 
 
    King, chair and Whisper crashed down together. Thankfully, she had his head cradled against her stomach so she saved him a nasty blow against the wooden arm of the folding chair. She struggled to catch her breath, momentarily winded. After a few minutes of heavy breathing, seeing as the monarch appeared to possess neither the will nor the ability to rise, Whisper pushed his head aside. 
 
    “Why, my Lord, you are simply too forward this evening!” she declaimed, in a passable imitation of Rhyme’s voice. 
 
    Xola came charging into the canvas tent, haloes of blue electricity or mana – hopefully not pure mana – wreathing her hands as she stared about wildly. “Where is she? Where is that girl? Rhyme, you had better not … Whisper!” 
 
    Whisper pointed. “Does your brother often throw himself at maidens like this?” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    Clearly, Queen Xola missed her jest entirely. Whisper repeated their brief conversation. 
 
    Xola prodded her comatose sibling with the point of one toe. “Great. He’s found the solution. Now, he will likely as not sleep for a week and we get to haul his sorry somnolent stuffed shirt across the canyon. Could he not have told us before collapsing in an inconvenient heap? Brothers, I tell you. You can’t take them anywhere in public. It’s just plain embarrassing.” 
 
    Whisper chuckled dutifully. Poor Xola. Social graces were not a strength, and her jokes … she was just trying too hard, wasn’t she? 
 
    Was a Whisper trying too hard to be Human? Did she even know who, or what, she was? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two hours before dawn, Whisper stood upon the bole of the horizontal-lying sentikor tree, coiling a length of ultra-lightweight metal-core cable in her nervous paws. The fate of Arbor might very well depend upon this moment. One end of the cable was tied to her right ankle. After coiling in her paws as much as she felt she could carry, the rest of the length was wound with great exactitude around a running wheel firmly bolted to the branch, which would be operated by two engineers, Jamax and Joz. Manrax stood at the ready with the follow-up cable, a heavier and stronger core, which would be run across on the cord first should Whisper succeed in anchoring the far side somewhere near or preferably on the old bridge supports. 
 
    For Arbor, I will fly. 
 
    She awaited the change in conditions which the Head Engineer, who had numerous times in his career worked on the general maintenance of the old air-bridge, had promised would arrive – a warm, rising breeze off the Brass Mirror called the estiphoon. That was the key to this madcap idea. She needed as much lift as she could muster to fly as directly across the canyon as possible. Much depended upon where she ended up, but as long as she could secure the initial cable in a good location, the engineering and Warlock-work would be able to proceed. Striking close to the old bridge supports, however, was the aim. 
 
    Her fur stirred. 
 
    “Wait on it,” said Manrax, eyeing an instrument held aloft by an apprentice. “Still, boy. Hold still!” 
 
    The apprentice looked as if his upraised arms were ready to drop off. 
 
    The night was glorious. A mighty band of asteroids spanned the night sky over the weakside horizon, toward Arbor, its sunstrike-facing edge thick and bright against the brilliant background of stars, while its trailing edge was a darker arc of black against the starlit skies. Eoxilor, the spiral galaxy, stood a paw-span above the mountains on the stongside horizon, as sharply defined as ever. Hope born of starlight, glimmering all the way into the depths of this phenomenal landmark, where they spat sparks off the Brass Mirror, it seemed to her. No, not mountains, her memories corrected her misapprehension. Broad-shouldered bulwarks, hiding life between their mighty buttresses. Would the Igneous Dragons not rise up against this enterprise? If they did, how did the Grey Men of Azarinthe propose to stand against them? 
 
    What had become of all the crystal dust since yesterday afternoon? Just the faintest sparkle persisted in the air, which was otherwise as clear as … well, crystal. She laughed at her lack of better descriptors. Whisper scanned the bulwarks, wondering if the protodragons stirred. When might they come? What triggered their swarming behaviour – was it environmental conditions, or population pressure, perhaps? All seemed still. Rather too still. 
 
    She smoothed her fur for the umpteenth time. Mad, mad Whisper. Now her little heart wanted to gallop over the Brass Mirror and past the stars, rather than be right here, right now. Her problems were all too present. 
 
    The Engineer spoke again, “Still waiting …” 
 
    “Quickly! Whisper!” gasped a young Element Enchanter, rushing up to her side. “The Queen … says … take these.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atraxa of the Water Element,” she said. 
 
    The girl’s face suffused with pleasure as Whisper effortlessly hauled her name out of the immensity of her ridiculously detailed, forget-nothing memory. She panted, “Queen Xola … instructions. Throw … whippet-draconids. It’s a reversal … even Sanfuri won’t … anticipate.” 
 
    Whisper eyed the trio of nut-sized gourds optimistically. They did not look terribly exciting. “Really?” 
 
    The grey-faced girl nodded solemnly. “If this works, the draconids will track the initiator of the spell instead. The Queen says, ‘Enjoy. Whisper aloft.’ ” 
 
    “Ha! Thank her –” 
 
    “Go, you useless, prattling hairball. Go!” yelled Manrax. 
 
    Stuffing the small gourds into the bracer on her right wrist, Whisper gathered her paws beneath her, talons fully extended, and sprang into action. The cord blurred beneath her, as did the sunstrike-blasted bark of the tree’s exposed upper side. Darkness. The Brass Mirror. A vast ocean of air between the stars and the mirror below. The wood-covered path narrowing toward the end of the trunk. Flashing past the two Engineers at a speed that whipped her fur back from her face and neck, and flattened her ears against her skull. She passed the secondary and tertiary branches, all bowing downward from either side of the main trunk as though already fearing to bear the brunt of the day that must come. The terrible heat. The blistering winds of morning. 
 
    She could not restrain a whoop of admittedly panicked joy as she sprinted full-pelt along the final stretch of branch and leaped as far and high as she possibly could, as if yearning to touch the stars above the bulwarks. Then, the cliff opposite began to tilt toward her as her nose drifted downward and Whisper assumed the most streamlined position that she knew, a position slightly modified by the Head Engineer and his staff during their interview before leaving Azarinthe. 
 
    Warm air tickled her armpits, rising past her flying body with surprising force. Whisper adjusted her glide minutely; as shallow as possible while maintaining adequate forward momentum was the mantra. She checked the crude altimeter strapped to her left wrist. The Azarinthe had never made one before, not having foreseen the need, but had used their three days on the trail so far to construct a solution on the fly. Good. Not winding down too fast. She resisted the urge to glance back over her shoulder. That would break the aerodynamic simplicity of her current position. Instead, she fixed her eyes on the target, half a mile ahead and several miles below. 
 
    One mile below the terminal line of sentikor growth, the lowest the trees would grow, stood the old air-bridge platform, and there, on its edge, Whisper spotted a familiar quartet. Whippet-draconids, a dull jade colour. She hoped they might be terminally ill, perhaps, for they looked ill-kempt and snaggletoothed. The quartet watched her approach as though she had announced her arrival with her own personal Whisper, plus trumpet fanfare and an escort of thundering Dragons. Whisper gritted her fangs. So, they wanted a fight, did they? 
 
    They would have one – when she arrived, which might be several minutes yet – for Whisper realised now that her initial target of overshooting the old platform was unattainable. Lightweight as each foot of cord might be, several thousand feet still accumulated significant mass, and the wheel also caused some unavoidable friction, despite its magic-enhanced bearings. She was forced to adjust downward, and downward again, as the seconds of her frantic heartbeat wound away and the pull on her ankle became ever stronger, dragging as if Sanfuri had strapped a boulder to her back, rather than stealing her tail. She was going to miss! Flap the arms? No, that way lay madness. Her eyes flickered to the cliffs, to the edge, to the platform and the trail leading from it, calculating. How could she land safely? How would she reach it? Closer. Closer still. Just a hundred feet remained now; she had slowed almost to a stall. 
 
    She was dinner on a long string. 
 
    Aha … Whisper palmed one of the tiny gourds. Come on, boys. Time to gobble up some of Xola’s finest brew! 
 
    An absurd thought intruded – were they actually males? Who cared? Stretching desperately for her landing place, knowing that anything at all would do, anything that did not result in the cord’s pull summarily hauling her backward into the canyon, Whisper flicked the gourd. Hit! 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Quick as a bolt of lightning vying with another to be first to strike, Whisper flicked the other two gourds in succession and then pulled up sharply. Two whippet-draconids had been leaning their ugly lengths right over the stone railing in an attempt to snag the gliding Whisper. The first overbalanced and fell, howling, into the darkness. The second jerked upward, but too late. Whisper alighted on its back. Score one for the Whisper! 
 
    “Hello, scalies! Can’t catch me!” 
 
    The draconids pounced, but Whisper’s instincts caused her to spring onto an unexpected route. She slithered around her chosen draconid’s flank and beneath his belly, right into the reach of his deadly talons. The cord tightened around the whippet’s muscular lower torso. Away! Diving between the railing’s supports, Whisper realised she had just begun to truss the draconid with the weight of half a mile of cord. Could she reach the old bridge? Aye! Three loops left in her paws, forgotten … still moving in a blur, she danced away from the scything dark talons, along the top of the railing and leaped over to the old supports, before dropping at once through a metal ring three quarters of a foot in diameter and five inches thick. She rapidly removed the loop around her ankle as the cord snaked back, hissing against the metal as it tightened under its own weight. Must tie it … what … dagger! Snick! Her paws jammed the dagger sideways beneath the ring as the huge length snapped taut, dragging the whippet against the bridge. Crushing its ribs. 
 
    The other two … oh. 
 
    Whisper paused, muscles a-tremble. More draconids! Ten whippets, eleven, scrambled down the cliff face toward her, but the two ten-foot beasts on the bridge seemed fixated on something she could not see. Their heads shook; the tails whipped about frantically – excited? Whisper’s ears twitched. What? 
 
    Suddenly, the draconids began to call to each other with sharp, authoritative barks. New orders? New smells? The Enchantress’ reversal! She watched in fascination and no small relief as the whippet-draconids abruptly charged off in the opposite direction, yipping in happy anticipation of sinking their fangs into something she fervently hoped resembled a Warlock’s pulsating, bloody heart. 
 
    She did a silly, undulating dance and yelled into the still dawn, “Xola! You’re the best!” 
 
    Relief left her breathless. 
 
    Further movement tugged her eyes closer. That draconid she had tied might sever the cord with its death throes! 
 
    Palming her second dagger, Whisper swung down onto the old staging platform. The draconid hissed hatefully at her, its fiery gaze showing only the first signs of dulling. Blood trickled between its fangs, hissing into green froth where it touched the stone. The talons reached fitfully for her, but had no strength. 
 
    Dancing around those dangerous talon-blades, Whisper said, “No hard feelings.” 
 
    The draconid looked quizzically at the space where she had stood. She ghosted forward, and buried the dagger hilt-deep between the vertebrae of its neck. Viciously, she sawed the blade back and forth, severing the spinal column. 
 
    She must alert the Azar. Walking to the edge of the platform, Whisper raised her aching arm and waved. The Head Engineer would be watching for her through his powerful looking-glass – an instrument which had failed to spy any draconids, she reminded herself. The creatures had been in hiding. Waiting. Knowing she must return this way. 
 
    Aye, small she might be. But she was a Whisper, feared by Dragons. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Just seventeen minutes later, Manrax’s wind-up cable-crawler reached her position. Whisper used her second dagger to lever it around the columns, before finally taking up a length of slack cable thoughtfully attached to the device, and running it through the loop where she had jammed her dagger. One clever, self-welding Mage-tie later, and the loop was immovable, as far as she could tell. Whisper unclipped the cable-crawler – that old Engineer obviously just made up names for his toys on the spur of the moment – and waved again, more enthusiastically this time. 
 
    To her surprise, Manrax himself was the next person to cross the canyon, riding one of his cable-crawlers while dragging a third cable. Now, she understood, they would be undertaking the delicate operation called ‘the drop’ in which the first two cables would be released from their anchors upon the sentikor tree and lowered to be welded into the equivalent structure on the far side of the air-bridge, the original Draco-Mage-forged bridge anchors. After that, the engineering teams would swing into full action. 
 
    False dawn already spread across the sky in fingers of soft pink and vivid orange. Where had the hours vanished? With sunrise came extreme danger to any person who dared to cross over. 
 
    Whisper waved at the Engineer as he approached. “You made it!” 
 
    Manrax called, “Bah. Couldn’t let the youngsters pinch your glory, could I?” He scowled fiercely over his shoulder, and then quickly checked the straps securing him to the cable. Swinging into position to land boots first, he waved at the draconid’s corpse. “History will not bother to remember a crabby old Engineer, but by azarite itself, look at the mess you’ve left. Now I’m going to have to tidy up after a heroine. I hate my job!” 
 
    She almost fell off her perch laughing, and helped pull his carryall onto the ledge. 
 
    The Head Engineer immediately fell to unpacking his tools. “Seeing as you couldn’t possibly follow orders, and I know the type from my own five daughters, trust me, I took the liberty of cramming in a few effects that’ll help us – oh, for the King’s own sake, will you stop picking your furry snout over there and come lend a paw?” 
 
    “I do not …” Whisper seethed at his laughter. 
 
    “Efficiency, my dear Whisper, is the lodestone of engineers everywhere. A slice of luck sure is welcome, though.” 
 
    To the tune of the old-timer’s rapid-fire orders, Whisper replaced her stuck dagger with another contraption which boasted a pulley and several levers. She threaded it onto the wire and ratcheted several levers until the grips were as tight as she could make them. Then, she passed a linked wire-grip to the Head Engineer, who looped and welded the free end around the first two cords just outside the railing. 
 
    Manrax snorted, “Whisper. You asleep there?” 
 
    “Bored rigid waiting for you, you crusty old dragonet,” she fired back. 
 
    “Start ratcheting away. I’ll just give this piece a wee little tap with my hammer. Come on, work up some tension there!” 
 
    In a few seconds, she had the cord thrumming as her hands whirled rapidly, tightening the highly leveraged ratcheting system. The stone railing began to groan as the wires tensed up. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    To her surprise, Manrax’s well-placed tap snapped one of the short columns in two. The draconid’s body immediately squeezed through the gap and catapulted into space. 
 
    “Saves the broom and pan business later,” he explained, patently delighted at her crow of appreciation. “Left a nasty smear, though. Right. Help me fix those loose ends with welds. Once we have three cables fixed to the anchor point and my lazy apprentices complete their piece on the far side, we’ll start bringing the heavy-gauge cables over – those will take a dint more fixing. Dragons’ teeth, Whisper, what are you waiting for? A bedtime story?” 
 
    Whisper bowed over the anchor ring. “Don’t you talk yourself to sleep, old man.” 
 
    With a sly grin, he said, “Well, when I was knee-high to a geode, like you, girl, I remember there were Whispers running all over the engineering shop, so to speak. Shall I tell you a few snippets about those goode olde times?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: Whisper of Olde 
 
      
 
    TAmping a handful of azarite slivers into the bowl of his pipe, which was as large as her two cupped hands put together, Manrax said, “Now, don’t you get any ideas, young Whisper. Smoking’s a foul addiction and I don’t want anyone claiming I tried to corrupt an innocent young damsel. Especially, don’t you even dream about smoking azarite. It’s a nasty habit only suited to men of nasty, unsociable bent, like me. I never smoked anywhere near my children, mind. I’d rather choke my apprentices – why, by Azar, there’s a revealing slip of the tongue!” 
 
    Manrax turned the beautiful, crystal-carved pipe in his hands, showing her the exquisite silver filigree decorating the bowl and stem, which was as long as her arm and slightly curved. He said, “It’s something, isn’t it? You don’t see work like this anymore. This is my fair Myra’s work, bless her hands and all that she is to me and the kids. Tongue like etching-acid, mind. Don’t tell her I said that. Nor how much I love her. I can only admit that out here, where my soul’s feeling mawkish over all this beauty.” 
 
    Did an appreciation of beauty make her sentient? 
 
    Standing next to Whisper as she perched upon the railing, the Head Engineer indicated the auroral sky. “The old Draco-Mages chose this spot with the greatest care. The lay of the land mitigates against sunstrike, see? Whitesun will rise over those hills, where the Igneous Dragons live – you know that, of course. Immediately after it rises, those sentikor trees on that headland shade the bridge almost completely. Next, look four miles closer. Notice how the canyon wall bulges out beyond those graxite and gold ores? That shields her for the next hour. Then you’re into the foliage higher up, in the normal way of canyons sheltering their denizens. It’s just that this one is unusually wide, that was always the problem here. When those Draco-Mages came, they sank pilings three hundred feet deep into this cliff face behind us, girl. You could hang mountains off these, I’d wager.” 
 
    Meditatively, he scanned the scene. “We designed the bridge to withstand sunstrike. There was cooling built into the pilings and especially into the bridge-cars, but you still wouldn’t be wanting to take a ride at any time but now, from before dawn until the fourth hour, or so. Then it’s just too crystal-shattering hot. You’d sweat your waters dry by the time you reached the far side.” 
 
    Sensing he wanted to talk, Whisper kept quiet. 
 
    “Whispers were like –” he sighed deeply, thinking something through for so long that she suspected he had nodded off briefly “– they were like glue that kept people together, that’s what they were. Society’s glue. You just kind of assumed they would always be there, see? They connected things, from governments and monarchs and cities, to a poor man with his sweetheart. You could send them just about anywhere, between villages and across bulwarks. Of course, times were also dangerous. That’s why they kept these way-stations – do you know what they might be called?” 
 
    “Whisper Beacons,” said Whisper. 
 
    “Aye, that’s a good name. We never knew what they were. It seemed Whispers stored something of themselves inside, so that who they were never became lost.” The man shook his head slightly, and, holding his pipe beneath his arm, clicked two stones together above it. Shortly, the stone caught and he puffed reflectively. “There was such a Beacon twenty leagues beyond Azarinthe, in the village where I came from. I was that poor man, Whisper. I worked hard, but my father was a spendthrift and an addict, and he beat us bad when the black moods took him. A Whisper helped me. She took my messages to every department in the entire government of Azarinthe, I guess, and she never asked why or refused, or wanted any payment, or nothing. I never even found out her name.” 
 
    “Anyways, I was accepted for a job as a cleaner of the Engineering Apprentices’ barracks. Just that. A cleaner. That’s where it began, my girl, and there, my love of engineering was kindled. Later, the Head Engineer at that time saw my good work and offered me a place in classes, if I worked at my job in the evenings and nights. I thought I had such good fortune. When that man died and I took over his job, I found a record in his office of a conversation with a Whisper. She had begged him to take me on. She paid for my place in those classes.” 
 
    Gruffly, he said, “There. Dab your eyes with my handkerchief. Sorry, but that’s my tale. All that I have today, all that I have enjoyed of a career I love close to as much as I love life itself, was a Whisper’s gift to me.” 
 
    “It was sure strange, then, how we never really noticed when the Whispers disappeared. Did we not want them? Did we not care? Perhaps not at first, as the numbers thinned, but certainly we learned to regret it later on, as Human messengers and systems replaced the Whispers of old, and by the time we knew to look for what had been lost … it was too late. They were gone. Cities became insular. The trade routes began to break down, or to grow dangerous. It seemed that along with the connectedness fostered by the presence and tireless labour of those incorruptible Whispers, trust also flourished. And without trust, we became what we are today. Village against village. Guild fighting guild. Cities cut off from other cities, and colour from colour. It’s a travesty.” 
 
    His gaze met her questing eyes a little warily, yet with a glint of hope. “I keep expecting to blink and see you gone. But here you are. Forging, by your strength of will, links and relationships in the most unexpected places and ways. Arbor to Azarinthe. King Xan seems a man transformed, and any Azar soldier will tell you, for not even the price of a bag of crystal dust, they’ve never seen Queen Xola laugh until the day she met you. It’s as if we’ve started to climb out of a deep, dark canyon, and we didn’t even know we were stuck down there. Aye, these things seem so fragile, like silk blown on the wind. But, just as crystals grow an inch a day, bits stick – the worthwhile bits – and we start to see things happening that we never thought could be. Like … bridges in the air.” 
 
    Whisper bowed her head, fighting to keep her emotions in check. Nonetheless, a huge teardrop slid down either side of her muzzle to drip onto her thighs. “I don’t know what I’m doing here, Manrax. I don’t even have a name. All I’m doing is running the paths set before me by others.” 
 
    “Aye? Was that what brought you to Azarinthe?” Smoke, unexpectedly fragrant, wafted past her on a curl of breeze. “It strikes this old bolt-cutter that some names can only be earned, not given nor bought.” 
 
    Words to make a soul oscillate, and her memories to dance like a flock of dragonets in her mind, and resettle into a wholly new configuration. 
 
    She said, “Whisper? What does that even mean?” 
 
    “Haven’t a clue. Helpful, aren’t I? Look, here comes the Queen. Don’t you be telling her I made you cry.” 
 
    Whisper whirled upon her rump, and hugged the Engineer warmly. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Huh?” he snorted, lifting his pipe away from her fur. “Surprised you put up with all my prattling. One last thing. Seems I recall that the Draco-Mages vanished just around the same time as all the Whispers. What do you make of that, eh, girl?” 
 
    She flicked her ears cheerfully. “Haven’t a clue. I guess that by the time I reach your age, I still won’t.” 
 
    Manrax prodded her ribs with the stem-end of his pipe. “I’ll wager you two random scales of any draconid you care to name, that I’ll make you eat those words one day.” 
 
    Whisper prodded him right back. “And if that happens, you’ll stop smoking, alright?” 
 
    “Bah.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Xola arrived strapped to another of the cable-crawlers, towing a fourth cable, the start of the second ring and a cable that would allow two-way traffic in a limited fashion. Behind her came cohorts of soldiers, scouts and more engineers, and then a wave of supplies. Once the cable was hooked up and drawn taut, Manrax started sending the wound-up cable-crawlers back on the new cable to be used for ferrying supplies. While he questioned his engineers closely about developments on the far platform, Xola found her way to Whisper’s side. 
 
    “Good flight,” she said. “You veered seven feet to the right. Very disappointing.” 
 
    Manrax mimed squeezing the Queen into his pipe right behind her shoulder. Whisper had to fake a cough to cover a howl of laughter. “Ah … thank you for your magic, o Queen. I put it to good use.” 
 
    “Good,” she repeated, glancing behind her. 
 
    Manrax puffed his pipe peaceably. The engineers seemed as red-faced as boys caught red-handed. There was much coughing and shuffling of boots in the crystal dust. 
 
    With a parting scowl that threatened instant evisceration, Xola turned back to Whisper and growled, “I think we’ll want your help for the first section on this side, Whisper. Then, I believe the time is ripe for you to run ahead, setting the agreed way-signs and suchlike, to assure Arbor of our coming. You will need to use all of your cunning. I’ve no doubt that Warlock Sanfuri will send part of his army against us, to prevent us from reaching and joining the Arborites. That part will likely be Dragonkind.” 
 
    “Aye, and we should travel carefully through Arboreal territory,” said Whisper, already plotting the trail in her mind. “They’re very fond of their trees, and of eating creatures that threaten their trees.” 
 
    “Then, prepare yourself. The scouts and soldiers depart in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Aye, Queen Xola.” 
 
    The Queen spun away to badger the engineers. “Hurry! The sun’s already rising. We don’t want anyone to be caught out there when sunstrike hits.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper had certainly overestimated the ability of Humans to keep up, but the Element Enchantress’ orders were firm – and, she wearily acknowledged, necessary. They would have been hopelessly lost twenty times over in the maze that abutted the air-bridge. The engineers had to roughly cut and smooth the trail in many places in the hope that the first freight cars carrying the canodraconids would be able to cross the air-bridge within two or three days, bringing necessary support to the troops. Queen Xola had the soldiers mucking in; they did so unashamedly and with a dint of zeal that put Whisper’s annoyance to shame. To break the monotony, she had begun to take lessons in weapons and unarmed combat from appointed experts among the troops. Skills. Always develop the skills. 
 
    A Whisper alive was better than a Whisper floating in the Brass Mirror. 
 
    It was fun, seeing all the men coated up to the ears in white assumbi pollen. The female soldiers had no end of diversion teasing their male compatriots. 
 
    After passing the broken and fallen-in maze, however, the Azar column progressed much more quickly. They pressed through the grove of mighty sentikor giants, which filled the floor of a narrow canyon so that the soldiers were forced to file carefully around the fifty-foot-wide boles of the trees, and duck beneath the huge, twisting roots or clamber above, until they broke out into the verdant canyon beyond, where Whisper had fully expected an ambush to take place if the Warlock was at all sensible about picking locations advantageous to Dragon attacks. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    That was either good news, or the Warlock was more devious than they thought. 
 
    Whisper voted for the latter, as did Xola. King Xan still snored like a royal rug, despite a few attendants on hand to spoon water and gruel into his mouth and massage his throat until the swallowing reflex kicked in. Anyone who could sleep like that had to be seriously magical. However, Rhyme might be less impressed with her dozy catch. 
 
    No mind, this was the canyon of a thousand steps. She eyed the trail ahead eagerly, bouncing on her toes. 
 
    Queen Xola waved her right hand majestically. “Alright, Whisper. I hereby permit you to go find trouble.” 
 
    “Can I? Can I?” 
 
    “Are you still here? Honestly. We all know the Warlock will have been busy. I’ll send a few scouts after you. If they see you along the trail, it had better be because you’re dead – that’s how careful I want you to be. Understood?” 
 
    Whisper cracked off a passable Azarinthine salute. “Aye, Commander!” 
 
    The Enchantress eyed her balefully. “Funny. Go serve Arbor, Whisper. I do have one special request, however …” 
 
    “Pickled head of Warlock, freshly served on a bed of grey canyon rice?” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Trotting off, Whisper told herself she really had to stop wriggling with pleasure when Humans called her ‘girl’. That urge to reach for identity and purpose was just so powerful; so inbuilt. Was there something wrong with being born to serve, as the Warlock had alleged – and at this thought, intuition struck her mind so sharply, she jumped – for he had noted that Whispers appeared when the times were ‘needful unto fruition’. Mystifying. Who or what, therefore, controlled the appearance or reappearance of Whispers? A creature of force and purpose greater than Sanfuri himself? Or … what? The unseen, unknowable presence? 
 
    That was thought enough to make her toes curl. 
 
    Meantime, she had a barrel of Warlock filth to track and an army that needed to reach Arbor last week already. Whisper set her paws to the trail. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Triggering her Whisper reflex, the small creature hurled herself off the canyon’s edge once more, long before daybreak. Her fur rippled with more than the wind’s buffeting. She remembered that first, overwhelming rush of life in her veins as she soared out over a three-mile drop; the glorious imperative of senses tingling with the scents and essences of every manifestation of life’s vivacity surrounding her, and the need to flee blindly into the jungles and canyons. Fleeing from pain. Now she saw pain, and fled toward its embrace. Was this what it meant to serve with every last whisper of her breath? 
 
    She swept through the night-still air, just a passing ripple in the streaming starlight, such as she could see through the sentikor trees miles above. This meeting place of four canyons would be dappled with sunstrike later on, but the scouts had already ascertained the problem and planned to move the army through within the next two hours. Xola also expected the canodraconids to catch up shortly. How would one stop a ground-bound army? She imagined even a winged Dragon force would be restricted in close quarters such as those waiting ahead, the mighty Bracer-giants filling a narrow canyon with no room for wings and manoeuvring. Perhaps that might be the place where a cunning Warlock might lay his traps to stop the movement of troops. Aye. 
 
    Flaring her skin sharply, until the long gliding-flaps pulled beneath her arms and along the outer edges of her thighs and between her knees, Whisper pulled up to a relatively neat landing on the far cliff wall, well up the stone-cut steps. 
 
    She bounded upward at once, filling her lungs with every scent, over and over. Trail-memories assaulted her in a riot of glorious colours and impressions. Incredible. She noted particular overturned stones. A few new dragonet-droppings. The changed orientation of a pile of sticks indicating the possibility of a nest of dracoworm eggs beneath. She saw every detail lucidly, her mind primed to the environment as though it sang through her senses in close harmony, cataloguing and sorting and searching for patterns in that frantic manner she remembered from before. Whispers were like crazed data-mining sponges, she told herself, feeling the pull of increasing altitude in her lungs as she dashed a vertical mile up the rough steps, and paused at the lip of the crack just where the trail entered a gloomier, heavily-shaded realm. Again, the deep, rich scents played upon her awareness. Vanilla blossoms. Sweet anise-like tensulilies and piquant, nostril-tingling terhissa flowers, the vibrant crimson flowers appearing much more sinister by night. Aye. The airstream stirring the forest giants had just the slightest tang of wrongness about it. 
 
    Metal. A Warlock’s toys, or she was a tailless … 
 
    Whisper sighed. Melancholy. What could the tail do that the rest of her could not? She had learned to survive without it, yet how she yearned for the day that its regrowth might be fully realised! Would she ever regain all of her abilities, however? That was unknown. 
 
    Had she been alone, Whisper would have raced up high through the Bracer-giant jungle, dancing amongst the toxic mauve blossoms with ease. Now, she needed to consider the passage of an army through this wilderness. Pensively, she slipped a message tube out of her carryall and scrawled rapidly upon a curl of metal with the stylus she had been provided. Activating a tiny Mage-trace, she set the scroll in an abandoned penpiper’s nest just beside the entrance. 
 
    Pretending she was a clumsy Human, she sidled into the wilderness, searching with all of her senses alert. 
 
    When eventually she found the first trap, it was because the trap found her. Snick. Whisper blurred aside, throwing up her right arm reflexively. Poisoned darts sprayed the area, but her dagger blade deflected one which had searched out her nose with coincidental but deadly prejudice. A mechanical trap triggered by a wire invisible in the gloom. Of course. There would be a variety of nastiness, because stored mana was often detectable, Shivura had taught her. It depended on one’s perspective, but the natural leakage of mana was either annoying or highly useful. 
 
    Picking up a fallen branch, Whisper rapidly trimmed a few leafy tufts with her left-paw dagger, and then started poking about from a safe distance where she thought there might be further traps. 
 
    Help – leap! 
 
    “Alright, that was stupid,” she grumbled, picking squashed green magisberries out of her fur with a grimace of annoyance. She popped half a handful into her mouth. Always grazing. Trail hunger … “Safe for two seconds. You’re evidently as clumsy as any Human.” At least she had not lost her overconfident head to the Warlock’s spinning-blade trap. 
 
    Whisper hauled herself out of the bushes and plucked a thorny spine out of her smarting derriere. “Punishment. Right. How’s about adopting an approach with the slightest whiff of intelligence about it, Whisper?” 
 
    It took her a good half-hour, but Whisper eventually found the two things she was looking for. Hungry draconids, and a fresh, juicy carcass of the most irritating avian she had yet encountered, the yellow-crested hoopoe, which seemed to enjoy following a certain Whisper through the trees while constantly cawing and cackling at her. 
 
    After flicking a few bloody gobbets at the olivine murka-draconids, a variant of forest-dwelling draconid no bigger than her, but with a far more factious temper than a Whisper with a dozen burrs stuck in her fur, she charged down the trail waving a bloody flag of meat. Result! Within twenty seconds, she had a good fifty draconids in tow. In forty seconds, the number had swelled to over a hundred and she had undoubtedly booked her place at their dinner table. 
 
    Running up a tree, she hurled the meat into the distance. “Fetch!” 
 
    Two draconids charged for the meat. The rest turned and raced up into the trees after her. 
 
    “Stinking Dragon breath!” 
 
    Camouflaging herself, Whisper leaped off a Bracer-giant branch and glided rapidly toward the ground. The pack charged after her – hunting by scent? At the instant she thought she would have had to commit to running right through the traps, there came a sharp snapping of metal ahead and the two unfortunate draconids screamed at a pitch of mortal pain that sawed right through her nerves. More usefully, their erstwhile pack-mates responded immediately to the more pressing imperative, to fall upon and rend their wounded kin with tooth and claw. 
 
    The pack thundered past the hidden Whisper, snarling like a single animal in their untrammelled bloodlust. She shuddered. Keep alert. Flatten herself behind a boulder … crack! Snick! Snap! 
 
    The bushes beyond her position exploded as planned as the stampeding draconids set off every trap in the vicinity. Some seemed to run on further, judging by the slight fading in the sounds, before another round of twangs, snaps and howls advertised that they had discovered a further zone furnished with multiple examples of a Warlock’s nefarious tendencies. 
 
    Silence. Whisper twitched her ears. Now, would the Warlock have left sentries to watch and report? Aye, there came the sound of wings. Dragonets, she suspected, spying a flash of bright yellow and crimson through the foliage. How did the Warlock control the Dragonkind so completely and over such distances? That was a mystery none of the Azarinthine Warlocks seemed able to understand. They had not found any record of a Warlock commanding a Higher Dragon for his familiar, either. Unprecedented. Perhaps that melding of powers through the bond with a familiar allowed him some level of access to draconic minds? If so, Sanfuri was canyons ahead of any of his compatriots, enjoying a level of command and control that boded ill for the victims of his foul schemes. 
 
    Hearing and scenting nothing more, Whisper crept forward. Carnage. Three hundred feet of bloody carcasses and sprung traps led to a place where the canyon had been completely blocked by a snarl of razor-edged chains, undoubtedly poisoned. She climbed. The blockage was sixty feet tall and would prove more than challenging for fully armed Human soldiers. Scouting a ways ahead, Whisper found no further traps or trouble as yet. 
 
    She hesitated. Aye, return. A clear warning, and then she must run ahead once more. 
 
    The Higher Dragonkind lay in wait. She sensed it in her bones. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Whisper Scout 
 
      
 
    LeaDing THE AZar army through the tangled wilderness toward the outlying Arborite hamlet of Sunidar was an exercise in stretching a Whisper’s patience to the limit. They were just so slow! So methodical, so frustratingly possessed of the need to sleep for many hours, every night. It was not as though they were working as hard as her, given as she probably covered four or five times the pathetic distance they managed, each and every day. However, she wasn’t carrying armour and weapons and equipment and a laughable overkill of clothing. She had her hide, and that was enough. 
 
    That evening, the army camped beside a boulder slide which had not quite succeeded in blocking the trail, given as the boulders measured upward of two hundred feet in diameter. Even the canodraconids, which had now caught up together with Xan, High King of Sleep, and his escort of minders, had no trouble passing through the gaps. Could mental processes truly demand that much of a man’s resources? Xan’s colour was improving to a healthier grey with each passing day, Whisper noted. Each evening, she was required to give a detailed briefing to the scouts and engineers regarding the terrain and challenges to come, before teams rushed ahead to clear the obstacles. Even Queen Xola allowed that they were making ‘reasonable’ progress. 
 
    Manrax was full of dour compliments. “Whisper’s got the rights of that, lady,” he said to Xola as her usual briefing concluded. “Never forgets a detail.” 
 
    “An engineer’s dream?” growled the Queen, glancing back at her brother’s pentagonal tent, set against the rocks behind, with two guards stationed at each of its five corners. For a royal, that tent was fairly modest, Whisper decided, approvingly. Not so modest, his retinue, which included a man whose sole job appeared to be to polish the King’s already spotless, gleaming armour. 
 
    Humans. 
 
    That said, she was sorely in need of creating a touch of mischief, and she knew exactly how, based on a conversation yesterday evening. She had even given her word. Nice Whispers like her kept their promises, oath-magic or none. 
 
    Trotting over to the King’s tent, she addressed a tall, young soldier standing so firmly to attention at his post, that he trembled slightly all over. “Yatux. A message, if you will.” 
 
    “Uh, Whisper? What is the message?” 
 
    She placed her hands on her hips. “You’ll have to bend down, you oaf.” 
 
    “Cannot possibly, lady.” 
 
    “Has your armour been welded into place?” His long, serious face threatened to break into a forbidden grin. 
 
    The girl next to him, Sihui, did smile. “I suspect it has, Whisper,” she said. 
 
    Full Azarinthe plate-armour was a wonder of engineering, comprised of metal plates for the upper body that slid over each other to create a surprising freedom of movement, set upon the usual base of chainmail, and similar strong plates for the thighs and calves. The boots were the universal soldier-tough, round-toed leather sort that laced midway up the calf, and for protection of the head they wore Azar round helms, with a loose flap of chainmail to protect the neck. 
 
    Yatux managed to stiffen even further, until he would have put a petrified tree to shame. “I am on duty, my lady. I apologise.” He thumped the halt of his long spear on the ground for emphasis. The weapon was unusual, being able to fire the spearhead if needed. He would carry seven spare spearheads at the back of his belt. “Later, if you would. My monarch –” 
 
    Whisper scaled his leg and reached for his belt. 
 
    “Hey! What …” 
 
    “Silence. You are on duty. Look alert, soldier,” Whisper ordered. “What do you Humans say? Eyes front! Attention!” 
 
    Yatux twitched as Sihui, stationed at his right hand, stifled a giggle. Whisper knew she had the most amazing hair, a lustrous grey waterfall that fell just past her waist, right now, braided up in a pretty design thanks to somebody’s paws while they chatted last night. He did not budge as she swung up his left arm and perched upon his plate-mail clad shoulder, but she sensed his outrage. Duty, with a capital ‘D’. He stared ahead fixedly. 
 
    She was mischief. All capitals. 
 
    Whisper leaned close to his ear and lowered her voice. “I am authorised to pass on the following message. When you finish your duty at the ninth hour of this night, someone would very much like to speak to you behind the vegetable wagon. Will you attend?” 
 
    “I, er –” he licked his lips nervously “– who?” 
 
    “She is known to you.” Whisper ad-libbed, “Just between you and me, I think this person might have certain intentions. But who am I to judge?” 
 
    Yatux managed somehow to stop his eyes from rolling wildly to the right, but Whisper could clearly scent the aroma of chemistry in the air. Interesting. Humans attracted each other by scent? Pheromones, said her memory. Invisible carriers of attraction. The young man’s pulse leaped about in his throat like an eager fish, while Sihui’s fingers betrayed a tell-tale tremor as she adjusted her belt unnecessarily. 
 
    “Would you like to send a return message?” asked Whisper. 
 
    “I … I will attend, of course. With all gladness,” he stammered. “Will you tell her that, Whisper? I have great … regard. For her. I mean, uh … if it is who I think … she is?” 
 
    She tickled his cheek with her whiskers as she bent closer to his ear. “Consider the message delivered. Well done, Yatux. At ease.” 
 
    “Ease? That is not acceptable conduct, lady!” 
 
    Poor boy. He must starch his underwear daily. 
 
    Nonetheless, Whisper avoided catching Sihui’s eye as she slipped down Yatux’s arm and leaped to the ground. She rather suspected Sihui intended to initiate an un-starching process at the appointed hour. Passing on whispers could be most agreeable, she concluded, abuzz with delight. Job done. The rest was up to them. 
 
    At the very instant her paws touched the tough, mossy footing, King Xan came bursting out of his tent, bawling, “Whisper! Where’s the Whisper?” 
 
    “Right here, o King,” she said promptly. “You forgot your –” 
 
    “Whisper! You must go evacuate the hamlet!” 
 
    “– shorts,” she finished. “At once, King Xan. Why?” 
 
    “The Dragons will attack there, or if they cannot use hostages against us, they will attack at the bridge beyond Sunidar.” 
 
    “Cloak for His Majesty!” snapped Whisper. Sihui dashed inside the tent. 
 
    Xan said crisply, “They will have a bolt-hole or some escape route already planned. The timing is critical, Whisper. Those dragonets you mentioned, those that flew from the Bracer-giant crack once you had triggered Sanfuri’s traps, those were the warning. Don’t stare, you gormless furball! Don’t think that just because I look like I’m sleeping, I’m not actually listening.” Then, he smiled wryly as Sihui threw a cloak over his shoulders, hiding his nakedness. “Oh. That’s the curse of my gift. Will you go, Whisper? Their lives depend upon it.” 
 
    She bowed. “With all speed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I snapped at … oh,” he said again, probably watching a blur of russet fur heading out of the encampment. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper ran as she had never run before. She knew the trail. She had every rock and turn, every descent and shortcut blazed in her mind. That was the only mercy, the factor which had allowed the Humans to make progress that satisfied the Queen, for they did not need to repeat any of the mistakes she had made before, or backtrack from blind canyons and trail portions buried beneath landslides. She whipped by poisonous, sneaking drakkids and inquisitive frill-tailed bush-dragonets with abandon, not waiting about for their carnivorous instincts to ignite before she shook the dust off her paws. She did, however, pause when a group of lime-green Arboreal Dragons blocked the trail ahead, demanding to know what trouble the Whisper was running from, this time? 
 
    She skidded to a halt. “Dragons. I thank you for your aid, last time I passed through.” 
 
    “We were only protecting our territory,” said a large male. 
 
    “Well, I was protecting the Whisper even if you weren’t, you old flame-fart,” said one of the females. 
 
    “Smoke-breath.” 
 
    “Grizzled old tangle-claws.” 
 
    Whisper observed this exchange with surprise, then burst out laughing as the two Arboreals twined necks fondly, chorusing, “I love your wings!” 
 
    Another of the Arboreals, a twelve-foot male with the characteristic leaf-patterned scales of his kind, a perfect camouflage in shades of green, mock-snapped toward her. “Are you laughing at us, you walking fang-cleaner?” 
 
    Boldly, she returned, “Oh, pack it away, numb-gums – and, before you ask, I don’t love you.” 
 
    The Dragons, including the one who had threatened her, fell about laughing. Shortly, they asked her about her mission, and why the tearing hurry? Immediately following her reply, the older male growled, “Well, that’s Arboreal territory.” 
 
    “Our cousins’ territory,” his mate corrected. 
 
    “Huh. I’m not senile yet, unlike you, you hoary, armoured slug,” he snorted. “That’s cousin Maxurbranch, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, Yantobrach claims the territory over the hairless monkeys’ rock-house,” argued his mate. 
 
    “Oh, little Yantobranch?” 
 
    “He’s bigger than you, you decrepit fungus-farm.” 
 
    The old Dragon laughed, “Is that why you keep scratching your armpits, because you store last year’s snacks under there?” 
 
    “I love your wings!” They nuzzled each other fondly. 
 
    Several of the younger Arboreals rolled their fire-eyes extravagantly and argued between themselves, or advised Whisper that this was normal behaviour from their sunstrike-mad parents, but with a territorial invasion in the offing, there was only one answer. These Dragons would visit their relatives, today – just to see if there might not be a fun battle to sink their talons into. 
 
    All help, couched in insults or not, was definitely most welcome. 
 
    I am impertinent! 
 
    These moments of self-discovery were definitely not following a salubrious trend, Whisper told herself sternly, showing the Arboreal Dragons a clean pair of heels. They charged off in several directions, some to ‘sound the tree-drums’, whatever those were, which apparently would summon various other colonies of cousins to battle. It appeared that there would be outright family war if the right protocols were not observed, such as not sharing the good news of a nice all-claws-flying brawl, she assumed. 
 
    For four hours longer, Whisper charged through canyon and tunnel, crossing two rock-bridges that might have provided buttresses for Human hamlets, and scaling a rockslide that shifted beneath her weight and almost dumped her into a fast-flowing river. Trail-signs rushed past her, as fast as her regrets. Why had she not stopped, even briefly, at Sunidar on the way out? Arborites were famously as stubborn as only axe-wielders could be, according to Xan, while Rhyme had described Azarinthine ways as ‘subtle to the point of obfuscation’. Had she ever met Queen Xola, that subtle wielder of verbal clubs? Would the citizens of Sunidar believe her word, or only act with the benefit of a few fireballs to warm their backsides? 
 
    Sometimes, she did wish to be a Dragon. They had wings, fireballs and all the charm of ambulatory furnaces – but people did stop and listen to them. Petrified with fright, of course. 
 
    Nonetheless, her paws whispered upon the trail until the light clouds scudding above the canyons blushed pink on their undersides, and the world of gemstone-augmented radiance grew wondrous, flashing with crystal-refracted beams so thick she could almost sieve their light with her talons. Mystical auras and evocative aromas played against her senses, but Whisper had determined to play coy with what she had begun to call her world-sense. Aye, there was something. That something wooed her, shadowed her and flew down trails with her; it was present in a fragrant breeze or winked indigo hints off a mighty fandolite spar; it drummed beneath her paws flying over stone and loam, moss and water; it sang delicately in starlight chimes, but she pretended to ignore all of this. She absorbed instead. Everything, every trace, every hint – she breathed so deep, the ache in her lungs seemed to transfer to her tail, but she could not capture this elusive sense. 
 
    No mind. Whispers enjoyed games, unless they were the deadly sort played by Warlocks that involved cages, whips and severed tails. 
 
    At last she saw the low buttress, really just a wide shendite and mauve granite ledge jutting out of the side of a canyon eight miles deep, that sheltered the Human hamlet. No Dragons. 
 
    Whisper sagged with relief. 
 
    Less relieving was the argument she proceeded to have with the Arborites. Being a creature freshly plucked from legend did not count for as much as a finch’s tweet out here, nor did her threat to bring Princess Rhyme down on them with enormous prejudice. At least they dispatched a few scouts to check their surrounds while the rest of the village elders and warriors fell to arguing properly. Cue much flexing of muscles from both men and women, hands upon axes, and soon she was being ignored as they shouted back and forth: 
 
    “Rhyme? We got a Princess, now? You know something about a Princess?” 
 
    “It’s that snotty-nosed urchin used to march through here with her father, King whatsisname, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Ah, the girl who always played with axes?” 
 
    “Aye, that’s the one.” 
 
    “Pretty, she was,” the Chief put in. 
 
    “Aye, for shame, with your wife standing right here, you rock-chewing dolt!” Smack! 
 
    Whisper decided her diplomatic skills were sadly in need of refinement. Funny how all these blue-skinned people appeared so chunky in the frame after so many days spent with the tall, slender Azarinthe. They were not about to listen to a messenger who barely reached the height of the shiny belt buckles adorning their generous stomachs. 
 
    It was just as well, then, that a young girl burst into the gathering in the chief’s hut, yelling, “Fire! Fire on the columnside ridge! Dragons!” 
 
    “Take cover!” bellowed Chief Horine, evidently forgetting all about his winsome vision of a young Rhyme. “Gather the people and get them down into the tunnels! Defences! Catapults!” He rounded on Whisper. “Who’s behind this attack?” 
 
    “Sanfuri,” she growled. 
 
    The man stared down at her, his large hand twisting on the haft of his axe. “Why didn’t you just say so before?” 
 
    “Because you were too busy chattering at each other like a pack of idiot drakkids,” she burst out. “Ah, sorry. I meant –” 
 
    A huge gong resounded beneath the stone buttress, summoning the villagers to battle. 
 
    “Shut it, Whisper. We just weren’t listening – well, we sure are listening now.” 
 
    Perhaps her theory of Dragons and fireballs worked. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper stood with Chief Horine as he organised his defences. Now, she could appreciate Arborite stone architecture. The cosy hamlet’s tan sandstone block-houses were spread out beneath the buttress, but despite the cover, still had heavy slate roofs up top and walls that had to measure two feet thick. Each and every house was apparently connected by tunnels carved through solid rock, in the first instance for fleeing to a cave deeper within the cliff wall, which could be closed by Dragon-proof doors that were solid granite, five feet thick, and secondly, the tunnels were their fighting-base. She observed that the overhead buttress made the flying space treacherous even for the Dragonkind, while the hamlet also boasted five catapult emplacements located strategically around the edge of the village, only, these were the type of catapult that hurled Dragon-sized axes over decent distances. 
 
    Arborites and their obsession with axes! 
 
    However, when she saw the welcome the Arborites gave the first Gold-Red Dragon, a forty-foot veteran missing one forepaw, she heartily approved with a victorious dance. An axe hurled into the fangs certainly made for a decent conversation-starter. The Dragon banked, howling in rage and pain as golden Dragon blood exploded out of his mouth. 
 
    “Down!” roared Chief Horine. The defenders ducked smartly. 
 
    GRRROOOAARGGH!! 
 
    Fire hosed over the defences as a flight of Gold-Reds shot by, their throats glowing all the way down to their thickset bellies as they expectorated great sweeps of fire. The men and women crouched beneath the flames, fingering their axes eagerly. 
 
    To Whisper’s shock, the Chief groaned, “Oh, those twisted, gutless slobs! They fired my wife’s vegetable patch! I’m so going to get it in the neck today.” Then, he bounded to his feet. “Don’t touch –” 
 
    “Ouch!” Whisper snatched her paws back. 
 
    “The stone’s hot. Fire, you idiots! FIRE! Show no mercy, ’cause they sure won’t give us any!” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Whisper. “What can I do, Chief?” 
 
    “Did you mention some Arboreals? How much trouble are we in, here?” 
 
    Whisper blenched as a headless Gold-Red Dragon spun away, crash-landing on the open ground just openside of the village. “The Arboreals are friendly. They just don’t appreciate an invasion by other Dragons.” 
 
    “Territorial sons o’ sunstrike, they are,” growled the Chief. “Runners, message the others. Any Arboreals are on our side. Don’t make any mistakes – down!” 
 
    GGNNARRGH!!! 
 
    A second wave of Dragons burst past the forests on the strongside flank, their fire licking powerfully over the stone defences. Men broke away or rolled over and over to snuff out the flames, screaming as a Dragon found a deadly angle. The Chief swore furiously, but it was already too late. The Dragon flared his wings, coming in for a landing to finish his dastardly work, when the men behind Whisper swivelled their catapult and essayed a fast shot. The Dragon howled in pain as the spinning, double-headed axe sheared off the outer two-thirds of his left wing. He crashed heavily. Now, he was a sitting target. 
 
    Massive bellows resounded around the hamlet as the other Dragons circled, trying other avenues of attack, while the defenders hit back robustly. The downed Gold-Red roared again, spraying fire about in a blind welter of rage, but a second catapult further around the hamlet fired, striking him a heavy blow in the flank. The Dragon toppled onto his side, twitching horribly. 
 
    “DOWN THE DRAGON!” roared the Chief. 
 
    Suddenly, Whisper’s head whipped around. Ignothax! No, it was not him, but a smaller beast that looked so akin to that brute, she knew they had to be related. Suddenly she was up, running beneath the buttress toward the forest, shouting for the Arboreals. Where were they? She couldn’t have been that much faster than Dragonkind over a relatively short distance, could she? 
 
    There! The trees stirred. A strange Dragon-thing lunged out of the forest, snapping up one of the circling Gold-Reds in its jaws and retreating with the speed of a striking snake. Whisper’s steps faltered as her brain tried to process what she had just seen. How … was that a group of Arboreals … linked together somehow? Whatever it was, the head disappeared back into the trees with a roaring, forty-foot Higher Dragon trapped crosswise in its bark-like beak. Fire rocketed out of the deep, purple-red treetops. The leaves and branches shook violently, and then appeared to dip inward, as if acting as a group to club something to death. Vegetation exploded upward as an unseen battle shook the forest. When the trees stilled, the Gold-Red was gone. 
 
    What the … 
 
    Well, she could try calling the Arboreals, but they appeared to have their own ideas. Whisper decided they could very well take care of themselves – and, wild Dragons could not drag her into that forest! 
 
    Change tack. 
 
    She charged instead for one of the catapults, under attack by two Gold-Reds. They had slipped beneath the buttress; now one stood atop a roof, casually tearing it apart with his talons while the other lined up the catapult engineers with a salutary fireball. Blam! An axe chipped off the stone wall beside the nearest Dragon and whipped past Whisper, making a whap-whap-whap sound as it hurtled by two feet overhead. 
 
    She was racing for the house when her sharp ears caught a strange hissing noise. Whisper threw herself flat instinctively. BLAM! The roof exploded outward with a thunderous concussion, driving hundreds of shards of rock into the Dragon’s belly! Unperturbed, the second Dragon dived upon the catapult and savaged the men there, biting and rending with a fury frightening to behold. He glanced up as Whisper leaped to her paws and charged in, perhaps startled to see a creature that stood the height of his ankles actually attacking him. As the burning fire-eye bent upon her, silhouetted against the darkening evening behind, Whisper’s paw whipped forward with the speed of a striking dracosnake. Score! Dagger in the eye! The Dragon convulsed, spewing fire in all directions as his head whipped about madly. 
 
    Whisper could only dive and roll for her life. Boulder! No, not safe! She darted away on the wings of a roiling wall of fire and hid for a second behind someone’s water bucket before that too exploded into flame and she had to run again. 
 
    Fur and fireballs did not mix! 
 
    Momentarily safe, she peered around the corner of a house. Four Dragons were setting the forest ablaze with powerful gouts of Dragon fire, and the trees hung back, quivering – only to whip outward! Branches and shards of wood smashed into the flying Gold-Reds with an impact that Whisper felt across the hundreds of feet that separated the village from the forest. As the Dragons reeled, their scales burnished crimson by the reflected fire and the colours of sunset, the trees parted before the massive, burning shoulders of the Arboreal Dragon. It stamped deliberately on one of the downed Dragons, before chasing off the other three with a full-throated, reverberating roar. The threesome limped away, flying badly. 
 
    The Arboreal pounced on the hindmost and proceeded to rend it limb from limb, slowly, with great malice. The Dragon’s dying screams made every hair of her pelt crawl. 
 
    Closer to Sunidar, several dozen axmen rushed toward two fallen Dragons, protecting themselves behind a phalanx of overlapping shields as the dying Dragonkind put up their last fights. Heads popped up here and there behind the low stone battlements, or from behind houses, checking the skies. 
 
    The Dragons were gone. 
 
    Chief Horine walked over to Whisper, settling his axe at his belt. “Well, that could have gone better if we’d listened to your warning. Tahu, alright there? Aye? Hmm. Seems we’re going to need to award you your first axe, Whisper.” 
 
    Over near the forest, the Arboreal Dragons had been putting up a raucous celebration, when suddenly, a warbling call came from farther away. The pack broke apart, leaving the fallen where they lay as they raced for the treeline on the trail toward Arbor. More Dragons? Clearing the way for the soldiers? Either way, the damage was not too serious, she hoped. A few vegetables were still burning; the Chief eyed that patch with undisguised disappointment. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, you killed your first Dragon. I saw how your dagger struck the optic nerve. Sometimes, if you catch them just right, the nerve-shock explodes the nerves all the way back into the brain – I’ve seen that once, when I was knee-high to a dragonet.” 
 
    Whisper said, “Oh, er …” 
 
    “Earns you an axe,” he added cheerfully. 
 
    “Do you make axes in my size?” 
 
    “Sure, for toddlers,” he returned. “Er … small toddlers. So, what brings a Whisper back to these parts?” 
 
    “Well, the Azarinthe army is just down the gorge –” 
 
    “What? An invasion?” 
 
    “No, I invited them – I mean, Princess Rhyme invited them,” she said, with some consternation. These Humans! She had to explain everything ten times. “Warlock Sanfuri is about to attack Arbor. I ran to Azarinthe and brought their army back to help you Blue Humans. Simple as that.” 
 
    Ah. She had the deep, deep satisfaction of seeing the Chief’s rotund jaw drop to his chest. He spluttered, “You … you did what?” 
 
    Perhaps the poor man needed a more straightforward explanation. 
 
    Whisper shrugged. “I caused trouble?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: Whisper to War 
 
      
 
    BY THe TIME the Azar army arrived at Sunidar hamlet in the early hours of the following morning, Whisper had already returned to the bridge, twice. The first time, she had seen the Gold-Red Dragons attacking the metal and stone bridge in an attempt to burn it. Idiots. Rocks for brains. Fungus for wings. The one which looked like Ignothax, however, had disappeared. Probably creating more havoc closer to Arbor, or taking a message of defeat to Sanfuri, may his bowels be riddled with a dracolithe infestation. 
 
    Then, the Arboreals boiled out of the bushes near the bridge, formed up into something that slithered along and had tentacles, and started tearing boulders and crystal shards from the rock face above the bridge and slinging them at the hovering quartet of Gold-Reds. A short, sharp battle ensued, with both sides taking casualties before the Gold-Reds were forced to retreat once more, nursing a plethora of injuries. The Arboreals broke down their formation, raced across fire-blackened span, and chased the fliers off into the forest beyond the bridge. Whisper stared. That could not possibly end well for Sanfuri’s Dragons. 
 
    Shame. 
 
    She checked the bridge again several hours later. All seemed quiet. 
 
    Quiet and Sanfuri were not a reassuring combination. Whisper trotted back pensively, to find Chief Horine squaring off with Xan and Xola. The Chief was easily as wide as the pair of them put together, and about as yielding as the stones of his homeland. 
 
    “As I was telling you about the Whisper,” he said, raising his voice as he evidently spied her approaching from behind the royals’ shoulders, “she killed a Gold-Red Dragon. That one over there, soon to be pushing up mistaflowers and fertilising my wife’s vegetable garden. Do I not speak plainly enough for you? We share a common tongue!” 
 
    “She killed a Dragon?” asked Xan, so politely that Whisper knew he did not believe the first word of Horine’s claim. Or the last. 
 
    “A Dragon?” The Queen’s tone was as belligerent as an incipient fireball. “A two-foot-something Whisper brought down –” 
 
    “Good morning, Azar royals!” Whisper called. “Pleasant march last night?” 
 
    Xola turned purple-grey. Fascinating how she could do that at the drop of an axe, or an Azar spear. That really was an impressive colour, complete with a vein pulsing dangerously in the centre of her forehead. 
 
    Xan just folded his arms and growled, “You! Finished chasing off an entire flight of Gold-Red Dragons, I am led to believe?” 
 
    Perhaps, the truth? Whisper replied, “Well, that’s a bit of an exaggeration. I merely recruited a few family groups of Arboreals to help out. Have you ever seen Arboreal Dragons in action, my King? Between them and these brave Arborites, they dealt with nine of Sanfuri’s Dragons. And aye, one kill belongs to me. That Dragon, slain by my own paw,” she pointed unnecessarily, “and served up with fresh greens.” 
 
    Xola pulled a face as if she had swallowed a dracowasp. 
 
    Whisper said, “Don’t worry, my friends. I’m quite certain that the Warlock has plenty more surprises planned for us. Shall I book the next Dragon into your schedule, my King? My Queen, one for you, with extra garnish? Or, we could march on, if you’re ready?” 
 
    Xan smiled a thoroughly discomfiting grimace that made him resemble a dragonet chewing on a tough bit of gristle. “We need to rest. The men are finished. One canodraconid dropped dead of exhaustion on the last part of the trail. We … we just can’t keep your pace, Whisper.” 
 
    His sister opted for a moody glare aimed at nothing in particular. 
 
    Her paws decided to essay an eager little dance, designed to irritate. “Can I scout ahead, o King? Please? I’m still fresh and full of vim after this little skirmish.” 
 
    “How’s about I make you lug around fifty pounds of armour?” grated Xan, but his eyes had returned to their habitual twinkle. Perhaps that was a hope-to-see-Rhyme-soon sort of glint, the kind that Yatux seemed to have acquired recently. 
 
    The Queen suggested, “How’s about I dispatch you with a message for Hoalith? Do you think you could manage to fly to the moon, Whisper?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I won’t know until we try, will I?” Was that threat even viable? Could the magic distinguish? “I’ll make the run for Arbor, now. I’ll drop messages as agreed if Sanfuri’s army has encircled the city, as we expect. Will you join forces with these stalwart Arborites? They may be few in number, but they know which end of an axe to employ on a Dragon’s skull –” 
 
    “Or a Warlock’s,” the Chief put in, sounding indecently eager. Bobbing his knees with a small genuflection of respect, he added, “We remember Sanfuri’s depredations all too well in these parts, o King. My Queen.” 
 
    “As you’re almost definitely cut off, will you be willing to serve under their command?” asked Whisper. “Temporarily?” 
 
    “We’d be honoured,” said the Chief. 
 
    Xan began, “And we’d be –” 
 
    “And any other villagers their runners will recruit on the way,” Whisper interrupted. “There’s another twelve similarly-sized hamlets this side of Arbor that can be reached quickly, and a larger city several days away. Those trails are all well patrolled and free of trouble, so far. Are we all agreed?” 
 
    “Diplomacy at Whisper-speed,” Xan said wryly. 
 
    After the briefest pause, he and the Chief stepped toward each other and clasped each other’s right forearms, and reached out to place their left hands on their respective right shoulders. They smiled warmly at one another. 
 
    Xan said, “I’ve longed for this day, my new friend. I bind peace between us.” 
 
    “As do I,” said Horine. “I bind peace between Arborite and Azar.” He repeated the gesture with Queen Xola. “I bind peace between Blue and Grey. Long may the trail remain open!” 
 
    The Queen winked at Whisper. “What he means is, hurry to Arbor and liberate the city so that he can be rid of the yoke of Grey as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The Chief’s chuckles turned his ample belly into an earthquake’s playground. “Would I dare, o Queen? Would I?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    King Xan, having drawn Whisper aside for a private briefing, folded his arms as he perched on a low boulder, and frowned darkly at her. “Do you have to keep baiting my sister? She’s insufferable at the best of times.” 
 
    “Why is she like that?” Whisper asked. “Is it Sanfuri?” 
 
    The King’s gaze seemed hooded. “Stop probing into matters that don’t concern you. Focus on the task. Arbor. I need to brief you on my requirements. Now, I know with an extremely high degree of probability who the traitor is. Judging by the symptoms you’ve presented to me from your excellent memory, an unknown agent is keeping King Rhuzime in his current state. That implies a trusted servant, but my reasoning has not yet locked onto that particular target. Therefore, there is still danger. I need you to do some sniffing about, a talent with which you seem inordinately blessed.” 
 
    Whisper stared at him, reading the nuances in his speech. “You want me to find the traitor?” 
 
    “No, the agent. Whoever is poisoning the King.” 
 
    “You think the King’s the traitor!” 
 
    To his credit, Xan did not flinch, but her quick ears detected a hitch in his breathing, and her nostrils caught a change in scent that she had come to identify as sweat glands opening to exude unwanted waste products, also a Human reaction to surprise or fear. 
 
    He growled, “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “You did. I can reason as well as – well, I can’t, clearly. But I do have a brain, which you seem to forget whenever it’s convenient.” 
 
    Xan abruptly leaned toward her, and hissed, “I can’t tell you how dangerous an accusation that would be, Whisper. Learn to hold your tongue!” 
 
    Confirmation. She knew. He knew she knew. Her fur crawled with a peril-sense. Suddenly, trotting glibly into Arbor with the good news of the Azarinthe advance seemed an endeavour fraught with shadows and danger. 
 
    She folded her arms defiantly. “I am not an animal. I have feelings, and I understand the danger you’re alluding to. Princess Rhyme – all the royals – but most especially her, would be … I owe her, King Xan. We’re friends and I’d die rather than see anything bad happen to her.” In the face of his inscrutable, blank-faced look, her anger deepened and her voice rose, “And I do care about the fate of Arbor, and yours in the forthcoming battle, more’s the wonder. Even spike-monster Xola gets my vote for being one of those people I’d like to have around to talk to afterward!” 
 
    Reaching out, Xan took her paw and shook it solemnly. “Whisper, I apologise.” 
 
    Oh. Misread? Or the Grey love of subterfuge … 
 
    She said, “And … me, too. I know I’m a pest and far too curious. I can keep my mouth shut.” She stifled a laugh, knowing the moment was solemn. “I will learn to keep my mouth shut, o King. I guess that’s sort of an essential skill for a messenger who might carry important secrets?” 
 
    “Or heart-secrets,” said Xan. 
 
    Whisper’s mouth curved up at the corners. “Oh? Would you like send a polite note to the Princess Blue, then?” 
 
    He laughed quietly. “Indeed, I would. Very much. She’s a young woman now, isn’t she, Whisper? A lady. What’s she like? Does she … it was quite a … formal communication?” 
 
    To his rising laughter, she mimed being unable to speak. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t need magical reasoning to penetrate the glimmer of mischief in your eyes, Whisper!” he crowed, a young man whose heart had just wriggled like a happy dragonet in his chest. “Very well, I accept your proposal. A message. Then, I must entirely change what I was about to tell you. Aye. The King is the traitor, and I don’t understand why – but it is possible to be a traitor to the kingdom or the people in any number of ways, I’ll admit. There are pieces missing where the interlocking doesn’t work, and I need you to find those pieces before someone I very much … before someone gets killed. Listen closely.” 
 
    After her briefing with the King, she took a quick crust of bitter grey trail-bread and a swig of water. A concise, intense consultation with the Head Engineer followed before Whisper raced off into the gathering dawn. Where would Warlock Sanfuri be waiting next? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A day and a half later, she had her answer, and it was the worst one possible. The Warlock’s forces held not only the most beautiful bridge she had crossed on the way out of Arbor, with its majestic spectacle of eighteen mile-tall cliffs broken only by a single white torrent that fell fifteen of those miles over a series of steps into the Brass Mirror far, far below, but also – unfortunately – it was by definition, location and reputation, the only bridge. Period. 
 
    Here, where she had paused to gawk before, Arbor’s side-canyon cut into the main gorge in a narrow crack some twelve miles deep. The ledge-trail led around the corner and out of sight, a good five miles above the river that joined that amazing waterfall just above one-third of the way up. Arbor lay a mere fifteen miles along that cliff-hugging trail. High winds and thousands of belligerent Wyverns nesting the length and height of these cliffs accounted for any idea that she might glide across. The bulwark that speared across the three-quarter mile gap crawled with Gold-Red Dragons, below the bridge, above and all around. The Wyverns, gathered in stripes and spots of variegated colour upon the cliffs, would give their larger cousins respect. Not so much, a Whisper. On the near side, hundreds of Sanfuri’s troops worked with Warlocks and a dozen Enchanters of the Stone Element to fashion battlements that spanned the entire V-shaped access to the bridge. Seventy feet tall. Forty thick. No canodraconid was about to bulldoze through that. They had already fashioned balcony-like emplacements above to provide additional discouragement to any ground-based assault. 
 
    Whisper lurked a quarter-mile higher up, looking down upon this hive of industry with a frown that matched Xola’s best efforts. Sunstrike frazzle that Warlock! His pick of location was as predictable as it was perfect. 
 
    Worse, the battlement affair was being repeated on the far side, where the Arborite garrison had recently stood. Only a dark smudge upon the rocks betrayed its previous existence. The trail would be cut off from the bridge. 
 
    Sighing, she pulled out an Azarinthe stylus and a few message reels, and began to take detailed notes. Xan would be hard-put to think his way through this one, unless his sister had a couple of handy, localised earthquakes hidden up her magical sleeves. First, she must provide all the data she could and return it back a ways down the trail; then, it would be time to run the gauntlet against two Warlocks stationed either side of the bridge and a horde of beasts that could hear her heartbeat from ten paces and, according to the lore, distinguish a single scent amidst a million. 
 
    Great odds, Whisper. A shame she couldn’t shield scent – not yet. Her stylus scratched away. She paused, tugging at her whiskers until the skin pulled painfully beneath her nose. 
 
    Convulsively, she wrote: Does the Warlock seek to consolidate his operations, based in Arbor? 
 
    Her heart was acid, a mirror of the Brass Mirror down below, reduced to a thread by the incredible distance. Not a crossing for any creature which suffered from vertigo. Pensively, she touched her tail, willing it to regrow. For that alone, she owed it to Arbor to attempt this crossing. Where was her courage now? Drained into a canyon of despair as stunning and overwhelming as the panorama that faced her? 
 
    She felt so small. 
 
    Then, she smelled a hint on the breeze. Assumbi blossoms. Oh, could she? Whisper’s heart lurched in her chest, making her clutch the spot. She flushed with hope like sunstrike impacting unsuspecting flesh. Madness! 
 
    The sort of madness that just might work … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two hours after dawn, Whisper made her move. The motley cohort of guards down below had relaxed; they stood about, chatting and joshing each other. Nothing would happen. Sunstrike played in spots upon the bridge, slowly tracking across the grey-orange span that protected the pedestrian walkway dangling beneath. In the middle stood a patch of unmitigated sunstrike four hundred feet wide, a brilliant, blinding band of sunshine. Nothing could pass through – no creature would be foolish enough to attempt a crossing, anyways. 
 
    In theory, Whisper told herself. The problem with proving theories upon one’s own flesh was that the result could be … well, messy. 
 
    She had crept down the cliff over the course of an hour, gliding in a few spots so as to preclude any possibility of dislodging a speck of dirt or a leaf. Now, she had found a spot between the workers and two indolent Gold-Red Dragons. She drew a deep breath, focussing on the closer beast, the female. Deliberately pitching her mental voice into the lower range of a male Dragon’s tones, she said: 
 
    You blithering snot-rag, did your dam drop your egg before you were born? 
 
    The Dragoness’ head jerked up. She stared at her companion, who stiffened perceptibly at the hostile gaze. What? he growled. 
 
    Did you just speak to me? 
 
    He snorted, You’re mad. Go bother a smaller Dragon. 
 
    After exchanging heated glares for a few moments longer, the two Dragons shifted apart, ignoring each other ostentatiously. 
 
    Whisper tried again, You’re so full of bilgewater, you’re leaking pustulent scut around the earholes. 
 
    The female snarled, Shut it, Red, before I slam your sorry, gummy trap shut for you! 
 
    What are you prattling about? he bristled, ruffling his spikes to their impressive maximum. His wings flicked restively. Are you with egg? 
 
    With egg? Typical flame-headed male. Don’t think you can bait me without comeback! 
 
    The male turned his shoulder stoically, pretending interest in the building works – obviously, he was far too stuffed with self-importance and draconic nobility to rise to a few barbs. Creeping closer still, Whisper now tried to produce a more mellifluous female-like voice. Well, in your case, you waddle like a pregnant dracoworm. 
 
    What the – the female’s head jerked about, searching. Whisper had half a second to apprehend her mistake before the male clashed his fangs against the female Gold-Red’s neck. 
 
    GRRAARRGH! 
 
    The Dragoness responded as Dragons would, in a vicious whirl of talon and fang. Whisper let them go at it for a few seconds, to let the fires build and the tempers rage, before she yelled, Last one across is a blind flatworm! 
 
    The male jerked away, only to suffer the Dragoness pouncing high onto his back, all twenty-four talons gouging away with abandon as she clambered up to his shoulders before using him as a springboard to leap into the lead. Roaring incendiary insults at each other, the Dragons sprinted for the bridge, scattering the shocked Warlocks to the winds. Whisper sprinted after. Aye! Her plan was working! And she did not possess a single functioning neuron inside of her skull. Rational concerns were useless. She was committed. 
 
    That said, if she did not catch them in time, or if the race stopped … lifting her knees, Whisper galloped after the Dragons for all she was worth. The Gold-Reds were quick, but they were more concerned with snapping at each other and scrapping, while she was solely motivated by catching up well before they hit the band of sunstrike. Heat! Whisper ducked through a sunbeam. Watch out! The male’s tail almost thrashed her off the bridge, but as she wobbled toward the edge, desperately trying to catch her balance, the female braked slightly. Wham! The bigger male slammed into her haunches. The Dragoness cuffed him with a terrible blow to the jaw, her hind talons fully unsheathed, while Whisper made herself useful by leaping onto the male’s tail, not as yet having attained the pinnacle of her fungus-brained plan. The crucial moment arrived as she slipped beneath the base of his tail, hanging onto his rough scales with every talon and every ounce of strength she possessed. This was the risk. If she fell, scraped off, or was crushed between tail and stone … 
 
    Podgy old bloatworm, sneered the female. 
 
    The male thundered after her, bellowing, I’ll bloatworm your bloated, rock-scraping belly, you skanky fungazoid! 
 
    Ah, Dragons. Full of insults as always. 
 
    Sunstrike! Heat boiled off the bridge, washing over her body in stifling waves, but the Dragon’s tail shielded her just enough. Fractions of inches. Her paws burned, but Whisper dared not shift her precarious grip as the Dragons charged through the open area. Even they could not bear direct sunstrike for long. She smelled the smoke starting to curl off the Dragons’ wings and bodies as they raced into the sentikor shade once more, and the male immediately took his turn to pounce! Sinking his talons into the female’s tail, he exerted all of his enormous strength, leaning backward as he dragged her beneath his forepaws. Whisper groaned aloud as the Dragon’s tonnage crushed her briefly against the stone buttress. She felt as if the Dragon had sat on her sternum. 
 
    Both Dragons froze, searching with nostrils a-flare and ears alertly pricked upward. Instantly, the fight was a wisp of memory-smoke. 
 
    Very well. Unclipping one of her daggers, Whisper swung for the one region she could reach, which was squarely between the Red-Gold’s hind legs. There she scored, well, not a devastating stab as she had intended, but she succeeded in carving a shallow slice of flesh out of his masculine pride instead. 
 
    The effect was salubrious. The male howled a strangled note and choked out an agonised fireball as an involuntary convulsion of his steely thigh muscles flung him into an improbable, handstand-like pose above the female’s hindquarters. Whisper tumbled free. The incensed Dragoness kicked her pursuer off the bridge and swung about, searching. Her eye-orbs blazed the crimson of her towering rage. 
 
    Fire licked from her nostrils. “Where are you? I hear your frightened heartbeat, little one.” 
 
    Whisper backed up a step. Here came the male, easily catching himself with a few wingbeats that were slightly more tentative than usual, she hoped. 
 
    “What is it?” growled the Dragon. 
 
    “The Whisper’s here. I scent nothing, but I’m quite certain I heard something … whatever attacked you. That voice – it wasn’t you or me. That creature spoke telepathically!” 
 
    Wicked fire-eyes scanned the expanse of bridge, burning crimson with rage. Any second now, they would douse the entire area with fire. She would appear and expire in one puff of smoke. 
 
    Whisper willed herself to reappear, screeching, “Surprise!” 
 
    Even more surprisingly, her ploy paid off for a superheated second as the Dragons saw something emerge from nothing. They goggled. She stuck out her tongue and waggled it as best fright and adrenaline allowed. “Pair of corpulent slugs! Can’t catch me!” 
 
    The Dragons sprang for her. Unfortunately, they were both forty feet long and weighed at least ten tonnes each. She was tiny, and by far the nimbler creature. Whisper had the satisfaction of seeing the Dragons slam together right above her head, before she pelted for the end of the bridge. Flat out. Almost flying. Terror lent her paws the proverbial wings as the Dragons thundered their rage at each other, then came silence. Horrifying, skin-crawling silence. Don’t risk a backward glance! Even over the wind hissing across her pointy ears, Whisper heard their approach, the mighty beating of the wings as the Dragons gave chase. A trio of Warlocks and four further Dragons faced the incoming Whisper with open amazement as she sprinted straight at them. Her hearing tuned in to the cavernous double-inhalation of breath behind her as the chasing Dragons stoked their belly-furnaces; now a bubbling of fire and lava and the crackling of flames up their long throats as in her mind’s eye, the necks extended to become muscular tubes for aiming the Dragon fire where it was most wanted, which happened to be squarely at one fast-moving, furry little rump. 
 
    She gave it an extra-cheeky waggle. 
 
    At the very last instant she could imagine, Whisper triggered her camouflage and flung herself sideways off the bridge. Twin airstrikes screamed past her departing tail and detonated not only against the paralysed Warlocks, but through them. They seared furrows in the ground all the way up to the fortification works, splashing a wave of molten rock against the engineers there. Screams rose above the crackling of bushfires and the outraged bellowing of Dragons attacked by their kin – or, that was their instinctive response, as the attacking pair skidded to a halt that churned up a wave of rock chips and moss. Before she could blink, a massive, fangs-flying brawl developed in the landing area just weakside of the bridge, where the battlement spanned slopes that rose thirty feet before turning almost immediately to the vertical; to her right paw a towering stele that flanked the trail-crack, and to her left paw, the even more uncompromising canyon wall. The Dragons tangled with each other, ripping wings and gnawing on limbs and tails as they held nothing back. The Human engineers fled, screeching like frightened gaspafinches. 
 
    Whisper grinned fiercely. Dragon emotions. Predictable. 
 
    Flare! Catching the cliff just fifteen feet below the lip, Whisper swarmed upward while she enjoyed the cover of the chaos she had created. She raised her head and scanned the scene. Half a second later, she pelted for the cover of the nearest works cart. The arched metal gate on this side stood ajar to allow the workers access. No doubt, it would be swung shut if ever trouble threatened from across the bridge, and the metal looked to be three inches thick, perhaps supplied with further wooden reinforcing behind. Whisper’s eyes fell on a mound of welding rods just nearby. Each carried a charge of mana; Manrax had introduced them to her just a couple of days ago. Scooping up a pawful of awful intentions, Whisper crept beneath the cart. 
 
    Aha. Discarded metal cuttings, even better. Selecting a couple of suitable candidates, she crept to the front of the cart. Rod. She twisted the end and tossed it up and behind her, in the hope that some of those supplies might be flammable. Now, a metal shard. Selecting a target from amongst the men – a mix of races and skin-colours from what she could see, standing beside the gates looking on as the Dragons disagreed, quarrelled, bit each other’s wings and tails and searched for her all at once – she whipped her arm into a hard, flat throw. 
 
    The metal veered. Whisper had just begun to hiss her frustration when the greenish fellow standing just behind her target clutched his neck and went down with an agonised, lingering scream. Perfect. She could not have paid him to create a better distraction. 
 
    “Over there!” thundered the Gold-Red Dragons, charging at the engineers and soldiers, who reacted predictably. They scattered like dragonets chasing tasty flying drakkids. 
 
    Whisper would have done exactly the same. No point in waiting to see exactly how flat an enraged Dragon’s paw-stomp would leave one, was there? One inch thick or two? Picking another target further back from the gate, she let fly with an activated welding rod. The smoking point spun away from her to smack into an engineer’s ribs. Unfortunately for her, it left a trail of smoke linking her hiding place with the yelling man. Two Dragons pounced upon the hapless fellow even as he pointed in the opposite direction, howling about her being near the cart. His neck snapped audibly, cutting off the sound mid-wail. Ouch. 
 
    Whisper broke for the gate. 
 
    KAABOOM!! 
 
    An explosion whisked her effortlessly into the air, propelling her just inches beneath the lintel of the fifteen-foot gap. Result! From the cart? Her ears throbbed painfully. Landing, Whisper charged onward, took a drunken lurch to her left and rebounded off the tunnel wall. She tore out into the brightness, and found herself facing off with a squad of twenty of the Warlock’s finest. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    She puffed out her chest. “First man who moves, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Not one of them so much as blinked. Right. So she was not about to intimidate anyone. Any second now, she’d have Dragons breathing down her neck, and – net! 
 
    From a standing start, she was quicker than most Humans credited. Avoiding the swishing rope net, Whisper only succeeded in slamming into a soldier right at the corner of their formation. A heavy hand scragged her neck. “Come ’ere, you.” 
 
    A frozen second. Blinking. Rising into the air. 
 
    I am not a victim! 
 
    Her paws dived into her carryall, a split-second raid. Welding rod. Snap. Deftly, she inserted the business end of the rod into the man’s chainmail sleeve. 
 
    “Unholy – yeeeee!” shrieked the soldier, dropping his catch. 
 
    Oh aye! Manrax had been very particular when describing the use of these welding rods. Whisper palmed two more. Snap. Snap. Activating the rods, she blurred toward the nearest soldier and touched the rods to his sword. Sparks! Crackling! The fellow jerked backward, jabbing the soldier behind him in the throat with the point of his elbow. 
 
    That was all the measure of grace she enjoyed. The soldiers broke for her with a low, concerted growl not unlike the Gold-Red Dragons still kicking up a fuss on the other side of the battlement. Whisper ran for her life, jinking and masking her presence until she realised the rods were, of course, still smoking. Ugh! When would she learn? She flicked them back into the pursuing pack of soldiers, raising a few outraged yells, before bounding away as an assortment of swords, spears and daggers sliced through the air she had just vacated. 
 
    Whisper had a couple of breaths to appreciate where she was as she swerved around the stele and onto the trail. Home run! Fifteen miles to Arbor. The end was close enough to entice her eager nostrils. From here, the trail led all along a fairly broad ledge on the edge of this secondary canyon to the city, but thankfully, any further settlements lay beyond and openside of Arbor. Where would she find the opposing armies? 
 
    Skittering around a long bend at top speed, Whisper found them dead ahead. Three hundred feet. Through a sparkling turquoise screen raised by at least a dozen of Sanfuri’s Mage-stooges, she saw a massive siege engine creeping along the ledge, protected by armoured phalanxes of Arborite soldiers. On this side stood a legion of Sanfuri’s Irregulars, numbering at least three hundred, supported by five Gold-Red Dragons. Why did they not attack the soldiers of Arbor? 
 
    If the City of Blue already knew about the Warlock’s capture of the bridge, why had she run all of this way? The truth was fierce, defiant and raw. Whisper’s heart swelled painfully inside her chest. 
 
    I am hope! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: Whisper of Hope 
 
      
 
    Hope hAD A way of regularly having to jump off cliffs. 
 
    Perhaps that was why the Princess of Arbour had recruited her? Either way, without a miraculous means to leap hundreds of feet over the massed ranks of Sanfuri’s soldiers and the Mage-shield, no Whisper was about to make a difference in this situation, apart from feeding herself to the magic users or becoming trapped between Dragons behind and Dragons before. The siege engine looked like something Drex might use for a toy. She had no idea what it did, apart from that it boasted an improbably large mouth that screamed ‘I blast things’ and a plethora of pipework and storage vessels behind that suggested an insane inventor who raged about in a locked and barred laboratory deep beneath a city somewhere, muttering the word ‘overkill’ beneath his breath and cackling with chilling abandon. 
 
    Shaking off that charming image, Whisper charged confidently up behind the Warlock’s men and discovered, to her consternation, that they could see her. Magic had a way of running out. Most annoying. Hurdling a hospitable arrow aimed at her kneecaps, Whisper veered, slipped on a patch of moss, and did not manage anything even remotely resembling an elegant dive off the ledge. Instead she rebounded off her knees, cracked her chin on a boulder in passing, skidded eight feet along on her left shoulder, and nosedived into space. 
 
    Arrows buzzed past her departing torso. 
 
    Falling a few dozen feet was probably her most sensible achievement yet, because Whisper suddenly noticed her fur being sucked sideways as she fell into a gravity inversion that drew her back against the cliff. Abruptly, she found herself running at ninety degrees to her usual orientation, with a ribbon-like river miles below at her right paw, and the sky to her left. Her stomach wobbled horribly. Her sense of balance gave up entirely. Her legs ignored everything and kept pumping, taking her past overhanging branches and gemstone spires, on and on, and then smoothly bending back up the cliff, if her poor brain could figure that out, and returning her to the ledge as though she had merely stepped out for a morning stroll. Wow! 
 
    Her inner ears rebalanced, and Whisper promptly fell over sideways. Thankfully, the ledge was still mossy in this part, so she merely ploughed a purple-and-green furrow toward a familiar set of oversized boots. 
 
    “Whisper!” Drex snaffled her up and proceeded to hug the breath out of her. “Whisper! Yar alright? Thar done inelegant-like, lil’un, but yar got’n news?” 
 
    She wheezed and mimed dying. 
 
    “Oh. This better?” He eased the vicelike grip of his arms. 
 
    “Alive beats elegant any day of the week,” she managed, but gave her best effort to hug his thick neck right off his shoulders. She did not even come close. 
 
    “Come, thar’n speakin’ today?” he demanded. 
 
    “The Azar are coming.” 
 
    “Men, the Azar are on thar trail!” roared Drex. 
 
    The hullabaloo they raised visibly staggered Warlock Sanfuri’s troops. The Mage-shield wavered as the men and women holding it in place glanced about in confusion, perhaps expecting an imminent attack. Two Dragons took off to fly back and check on matters at the bridge. 
 
    Under cover of the din, Drex said, “Yar done fixed the air-bridge?” 
 
    Whisper shrugged. “That was the easy bit. They are coming from Sunidar with all speed, Drex, but I don’t know how they’ll win across this bridge in time to help.” 
 
    The huge warrior just ruffled her fur fondly. “Thar’n something else, Whisper. Now yar run along good-like an’ brief our Princess an’ we’ll just tidy up thar’n Mages an’ thar boot-lickers blockin’ our nice trail. Oh. ’Fore yar git in any battle-like, an’ I mean anythin’ at all, yar must see Yadron the Armourer.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    He tapped her wristlet. “Upgrades.” 
 
    “Upgrades?” 
 
    Ugh, now she was parroting just like a Human! 
 
    Drex just swatted her shoulder, albeit withholding his massive strength. “Go on, Whisper. Git yar cutesies t’ Arbor’n brief our Princess. Shoo!” 
 
    That huge weapon would likely blow everyone off the canyon-side, especially Drex and his ‘cutesies’ comment, but Whisper could not bear to wait any longer. 
 
    She had her imperative, and it owned her, body and soul. Arbor. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rushing along the narrowing, verdant canyon trail toward Arbor, a new insight struck Whisper. There was a canyon’s worth of difference between looking and truly looking. 
 
    I am unobservant? 
 
    Some of these ringing inner observations, which seemed to retrieve, recalibrate and return her memories to their rightful places, were downright discomfiting. Whisper had thought she noticed everything. Perhaps she was not unobservant, just focussed. If so, then focus could be narrowed, a cognitive process that protected the overwhelmed senses or allowed a drakkid-like chain of inner thought to proceed uninterrupted, but ignored many if not most of the inputs. 
 
    Now, she invited her senses to drink in her environment in all its immensity. The ledge ran approximately midway along a canyon some fourteen miles deep, heavily shaded or even buttressed in this initial region, but the buttresses stood miles lower down, hiding further layers and biomes, such as the fungal zone inhabited by fungaziods, fungodrakkids and other darkness-loving fauna and flora. Right at the bottom, if she squinted through the occasional gaps, she could make out flashes of an emerald-green river. Its many tributaries arose from cracks or cave mouths in the canyon wall, pouring or seeping down the naked rock and snaking between massive crystal formations that conducted light without sunstrike deep into a canyon’s otherwise murky depths – garnet, aquamarine, quartzite variations and shendite-grounded extrusions, as the orange-hued crystals were called. Several of the tributaries poured out from miles overhead, even on this side, so that several times Whisper passed behind screens of falling water, or splashed through streamlets running across the ledge. 
 
    Arbor’s location was not quite the Canyon of Light, with its ubiquitous creamy myrkiorite crystal formations and prismatic light displays, but it was immodestly and memorably, fabulous. 
 
    No other word sufficed. 
 
    The abundance of water supported an accordingly jaw-dropping profusion of plant, animal and insect life. There were more subtle varieties of sentikor, tangled plum-coloured lurkibor and the giant, spreading ankibor shade-trees with their mottled green and white leaves seemingly large enough to build houses upon, than even the overeager botanist in her memories could identify. Then came the flowering trees, the pollen-shedding creamy assumbi, the long-fronded jentiko trees with their characteristic mauve, trumpet-shaped blossoms, and hundreds of varieties of creeping and hanging vines, bushes and climbers, from the spiky snuggle-vine – whimsically named since no creature would ever snuggle into those three-inch thorns and poisonous clusters of five-petalled crimson flowers – to the profuse instabu with its pure white flower-sprays that reached two hundred feet and more, which her memories drolly noted as the bush so designated because a Blue Draco-Mage scientist had identified it as the plant most likely to trigger an ‘instant sneeze’. 
 
    Dragons had a sense of humour? Curious. The Draco-Mages must have been different to most Dragonkind she had met thus far. Had they been good or evil? What did it mean that alongside Whispers, the Draco-Mages also appeared to have died out or simply disappeared? 
 
    Charging up to an approaching Arborite patrol, Whisper called, “The Azarinthe army is coming to help!” 
 
    Twenty blue faces topped with that characteristic blue-white thatching of hair, tilted to stare at her as she pelted toward them. “The Azarinthe?” they chorused. 
 
    “The Azar! Your old allies!” 
 
    “From Azarinthe? The Greys? How?” 
 
    Silly Humans. They were like dragonets, parroting back every bit of information they received, as if they processed data with their mouths rather than their brains. Or, was there a vital connection she hadn’t yet understood? 
 
    She whipped up to the patrol of bemused, stolid axmen, and pulled a face sideways at them in passing. With a rousing gesture of her hands, she yelled, “Celebrate!” 
 
    As she rushed on, she heard one young fellow call after her, “You’re pretty loud for a Whisper!” 
 
    Hmm. So she was. 
 
    Pelting down the long, curving ledge, Whisper chuckled to herself. Nothing like warming up with a short Dragon race before embarking on a fifteen-mile run in the morning, was there? That said, her hind right leg ached from its mistreatment. That Dragon who had sat on her had definitely eaten plenty of breakfast; he was no stripling and her joints knew that for a fact. Hope his underparts hurt! She watched swarms of brilliant yellow crystalloid butterflies working their way along the sprays and garlands of cream and white blossoms, and laughed as a pair of green jade-dragonets whizzed through, stuffing their mouths to bursting with wriggling beauty before clipping their long, sleek wings and darting away. Perhaps other creatures appreciated this bounty differently! 
 
    Slowly, the riverbed below rose, leading her toward Arbor, which stood five point three miles above its lake, according to the cartographers. Here, she passed a plumy, turquoise-tinged waterfall on the far cliff face dropping from about three and a half miles above her onto a buttress two miles beneath the ledge; it pooled toward the middle of the canyon, before splitting to drop off either side in further vegetation-brushing plumes into the hazy green depths. Wondrous. 
 
    What was it about beauty that stirred the soul? Was this a sign that she shared a common existence with Humans, that her claim to identity and personhood had grounds and substance? She eyed the prismatic blue light entering this section of the canyon from enormous, almost-touching thickets of azurite spars above, and sighed. Always the questions. Less strong on the answers. 
 
    Her watching presence could just consider this: If Whisper had a world-sense, it was abuzz with natural glories, even in the face of dire need. Could it be that she sensed her part as a tiny mote in a greater consciousness that spanned Yanzorda, or even the cosmos beyond it? 
 
    If she whispered in silence, would it be as if she had never whispered at all? 
 
    She would not slow for so much as a heartbeat. 
 
    Ahead, the city spanned the gorge. She saw a Gold-Red Dragoness lazily sunning herself on a buttress a mile from the city, as sleek as an aquatic draconid but far more impressive. Watching. Threatening. Where was Ignothax? Always close to his master? The city itself stood inviolate, according to her careful observation, spanning the canyon with that improbable airiness of fluted, shaped supports and arches, from which flowering vines and sprays sprouted and dangled in profusion, hiding the dwellings and oftentimes the defences. Above, on the broad buttress or rooftop of the city, she saw new emplacements of dressed stone encircling the vicious, spinning-axe catapults – that would be what was keeping the Dragoness at a respectful distance – and huge, multi-firing tube crossbows, which used both springs and pressure to drive crossbow bolts distances of over five hundred feet through the air. Ammox’s favourite, he had claimed, for serving up skewered Dragon meat. 
 
    All appeared still. 
 
    No smoke. No thundering army driving Sanfuri’s wrath against the defenders. 
 
    “The calm before the Dragon storm,” she whispered, snapping her dagger into her left paw. She wished had a better weapon with which to confront the Warlock. 
 
    Her paws were so tiny. Could they make a difference? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The city gates stood open but were heavily guarded, which pleased Whisper, but less pleasing was the man standing right in the centre of her path, arms folded and bulky legs akimbo, glaring at her. 
 
    “What news?” Warleader Ammox barked, by way of greeting. 
 
    A thick-necked bull of a man, the chainmail he wore made his formidable forearms appear like brassy Dragons’ forelegs improbably sprouting from Human shoulders. Given as either limb was thicker than the entirety of her torso, the comparison was not only appropriate, Whisper decided, it made him resemble a rock-chewing dracoworm perched on a pair of stubby tree trunks. Right now, his expression could have ignited dry tinder at ten paces. 
 
    “Success, Warleader Ammox,” she said crisply. 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    His belligerent roar cut off a rising cheer from the soldiers he must have been chewing over, judging by the alacrity with which they snapped to attention. 
 
    Could he be the one poisoning the King? Ammox was certainly cantankerous enough. She must keep her pointy ears sharp and her surveillance even sharper, Whisper reminded herself. Xan needed data to lock the final pattern of his reasoning – or, however that worked in Azar doublespeak. 
 
    Pitching her piping voice so that every person present could hear, Whisper said, “An Azarinthine army has already approached to this side of Sunidar, where we defeated the Warlock’s Dragons in battle, Warleader. They will begin to assault the bridge by tomorrow evening, latest. We repaired the air-bridge, so the supply lines are open.” 
 
    Ammox’s eyebrows twitched at the word ‘we’, but all he said was, “Good work, soldier. The Princess is inspecting the fortifications behind the city. You will brief her without delay.” 
 
    “Aye, Warleader,” she said. 
 
    “Be quick!” 
 
    Whisper sprinted off, chuckling as the cheers and hoots started again, only to be cut off by another bellow from the Warleader. Ah, the soldier’s life. Perhaps he should try whispering. It was much easier on the throat. 
 
    Rushing through the ‘outer circle’ of defensive structures, which was anything but actually circular, Whisper entered the city proper between a second set of fortified gateposts that ran from the ground to the bulwark above, originally rock columns which had been massively armoured with metal mined in the gorge below. Immediately, she took a metal gangway which arched elegantly over to The Hexagon, a central courtyard meeting place that dangled from the shendite buttress by hundreds of metal-cable hawsers each a foot thick. 
 
    She paused to ask a child, “The Armoury?” 
 
    Pain blossomed inside her head as she thought about delaying her message. Whisper thanked the boy for his quick directions, and took the second gantry to the openside, before laughing softly to herself. She was thinking like a Human. Gaily, she leaped for a hawser and slithered down to the tertiary level, shortcutting a number of gantries and steps. This was the industrial zone, covering everything from food production to textiles and weapons, located in a cavern complex in the far canyon wall. Was that a potential vector of attack for the Warlock? 
 
    Ammox would know this better than he knew the tracery of veins on his own hands. 
 
    The homes and workshops were scattered thinly across the canyon’s divide, so she could easily observe progress on the protective nets below. Almost finished. Whisper skittered through the branches of a spreading air-whisker, a flowering plant with burgundy leaves, white flowers and no need of roots, and borrowed somebody’s washing line to flip herself into the middle of a studious class of boys and girls, apparently working on maps. 
 
    Whisper peered past a girl’s shoulder, and pointed with her left fore-talon. “That’s wrong. This area is all Sundering now.” 
 
    Four Arborite hamlets had been vaporised on this side, and if she was not mistaken, the underground Red Human city of Garshaaz must be no more. Melancholy filled her spirit. Mage Shivura’s nation had suffered a terrible blow. 
 
    “Thanks … uh, who are you?” The girl’s eyes flew wide. 
 
    “Whisper.” 
 
    “Ooh. My Great-Aunt Sigis – she works in the Palace kitchens, you know – says you eat like a Dragon. Is that true? Are you a Dragon? You’d be very cute for a Dragon,” prattled the girl. “Where are you going? Why aren’t you in class? Are you a child?” 
 
    “Bessamy, who are you – by my blue ears! It’s the Whisper!” 
 
    “Just checking her map,” Whisper said politely. 
 
    The teacher’s brocaded turquoise robes looked hot and extremely heavy. Perhaps that was why her face was a decidedly florid shade of blue. She mopped her forehead with a blue handkerchief Whisper could have used for a blanket. “Dragons eating worms, beast, would you prefer to take my class? I’d certainly appreciate it in this heat – why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    Whisper said, “You smell … fruity. It’s nice, but you should see a doctor very soon, teacher. I think you have the Human condition called ketoacidosis, which may be linked to diabetes.” 
 
    “I smell?” screeched the teacher. “You’re telling me I smell?” 
 
    “It’s a sickness –” 
 
    “Get out! Get out of my class, you vile, wicked creature!” 
 
    The students were frozen between laughter and the grating shock of the woman’s shriek. Whisper unstuck her paws, and fled. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she was perched upon Yadron the Armourer’s workbench in the stifling heat of his cave, which housed an open forge, having her arms measured. “Bless me old Arborite soul,” said Yadron, blinking at her through round goggles that appeared to house four or five layers of lenses to aid his vision. Reaching up, he clicked out one lens and replaced it with another. Now, his eyes looked bigger than her head. “Drex got yer measure just honko-monko.” 
 
    Whisper’s arm jerked. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Honko-monko? It’s an expression from nearer the mainland. I guess as Reds use it most, least, that’s what they used to say before the Sundering stole so much from us,” Yadron said sadly. He did seem to be very melancholy, with his slow, gloomy voice and round, dejected face. “I once loved a Red girl, I did. Merchant’s daughter. Sweetest girl you ever did see, with just the smallest hint of a cute beard. Turn yer wrist a smidge. Good. So, let’s show yer what ol’ Drex dreamed up. Fabulous armourer, he’d make. So inventive. Obsessed with hammers, though. Just can’t understand why the man won’t pick up a proper axe. Inexplicable. Here. Don’t touch the points.” 
 
    She hoped that Styxor the Arboreal Dragon would have survived. Would he know what had become of the Red cities? The maps seemed rather unreliable, in her experience, misrepresenting distances and elevations by a considerable margin in some places. 
 
    Whisper handled the set of darts carefully. There were four in the set, linked by a clever piece of reinforced webbing, that Yadron showed her how to clip into the sheath and unclip. “Flechettes,” he said, “or, in the common tongue, poison-loaded metal darts. These attach to the outer portion of the wrist, while the spring-loaded dagger remains on the inside. Please?” 
 
    She placed her daggers in his preferred palm, then removed her old wristlets. 
 
    Yadron said, “They pack quite a kick, so do handle these weapons with care – unless you’re facing a Dragon, in which case you slap a few in his mouth or eyes, sharpish. These ones with the blue band deliver a vial of fast-acting paralytic. Red is for Dragonkind. Neurotoxin. It won’t affect you, but a dose of the paralytic would probably kill you. You need more darts, come see me. Right. Let’s fit you and show you how it all works.” 
 
    “Drex made these wristlets?” 
 
    “Technically, these are probably closer to vambraces,” he said. “However, vambraces are usually just plate armour, such as is worn by the Azarinthe. Drex is a cunning son o’ the canyon, weaponising these. Got to love his eye for weaponry.” 
 
    Three of his apprentices looked on, clearly having been instructed to observe closely and take notes, while many others worked around the forge and in other linked caves. The clanging din rose and fell against the backdrop of the forge’s roaring, where five young Blacksmiths worked under the attentive eye of an older Master Blacksmith on making axes, judging by the shapes and forms they were creating. Whisper’s memories told her that female Blacksmiths had to be unusual. 
 
    Meantime, Yadron checked Whisper’s fitting of the straps and clips, and then showed her how to arm the flechettes. She could launch them with a smack of her paw in the right place, one at a time or all at once, but not when twisting or battling, as there was too much danger she’d trigger the weapon accidently. 
 
    “Close range only; up to twenty feet or so,” he said. “Go on. Hit that sack over there.” 
 
    Taking careful aim at the tan canvas sack holding some kind of meal or grain, Whisper struck the release. Flit-flit!  
 
    “Oh … dancing dragonets!” The flechettes had completely penetrated the sack, vanishing inside in a narrow spread. The apprentices clapped politely and discussed the spread in low voices. Wider? Narrower? More darts? 
 
    Yadron almost managed a smile, but the corners of his mouth drooped like tired slugs. Whisper kicked her unworthy thought into the canyon. Not now! “These are so good, we’re thinking of working the design into the uniform for our scouts. Now, for something with a bit more punch – yer crossbow, Whisper.” 
 
    He pulled a small weapon out from beneath his workbench and handed it to her with a quirk of his scarred left eyebrow. She examined the crossbow with a gasp of delight. “It’s … extraordinary!” 
 
    “I know,” he grinned at last, showing a fine set of steel-capped teeth. “Yer’d thank Drex good for this one. Same flechettes. So, there are two tubes which can be loaded simultaneously. After raising this clip, you crank it here. Drex said you’d be strong enough not to need a foot stirrup; that you’d value a compact-sized weapon. If you need modifications, we can do those in the workshop. Do you like it?” 
 
    “It’s deadly,” she whispered. “So light.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “The craftsmanship is masterful,” she added, sensing a query implicit in his voice. “Perfectly fitted to my paw. It’s almost too beautiful a weapon, Master Armourer. May I test it?” 
 
    “Outside,” he said firmly. “Made this prototype myself, Whisper.” 
 
    Ah. She bowed gravely. “I shall be pleased to present your personal compliments to Warlock Sanfuri’s larynx, Master Yadron.” 
 
    “Aye, that’d be a trick,” he grinned. 
 
    Stepping into the cooler, fresh air outside the busy cavern, Yadron pointed sixty feet along the balcony to a chunk of sentikor branch which had evidently seen previous use, dangling over the canyon on a short rope. “Gemmini?” 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    Whisper jumped as another apprentice, clad in the black smock and round, flat hat of her Guild, appeared with a small tray in hand. She knelt at Whisper’s side. “So, I made these for you,” she lisped cheerfully. “As my father said, red is for Dragons. Blue, paralysis. These unmarked ones are hardened especially for penetrating armour, and I’m working on a design to deliver mana-shock as well. Green injects a vial of dracosnake poison and yellow shatters on impact, creating a larger wound.” 
 
    “Delightful,” said Whisper, rather drolly, eying the selection. The girl made it sound like a tray of assorted fruit rather than an array of deadly weaponry. 
 
    “Gemmini is sixteen and a very fine apprentice,” said her father, returned to sounding as if someone had died. 
 
    “Try the armour-piercing type,” said Gemmini, dimpling. “Is it true you ran to Azarinthe for us, Whisper? Did you convince the King of Grey –” 
 
    “Shoot first. Girl-chat later,” ordered Yadron. 
 
    Whisper missed with her first shot, overestimating the drop of the dart over that distance. The hawser holding the chunk of wood twanged. Smoothly, she adjusted the weapon downward and struck the wood with a satisfying – and slightly unnerving – hss-thonk! Like a sharp hammer blow. Satisfying. Buried up to the fletching. Whisper was just turning to congratulate the Master Armourer when the rope snapped with a loud twang. The wood dropped. 
 
    Clang! It struck something out of sight. 
 
    “Which idiotic lump of drakkid-faeces drops trees around here?” came an outraged yell from below. “The same metal-mashing moron who hung it up there in the first instance?” 
 
    “Oops, that’s Mom,” said Gemmini. 
 
    “YAAADROOOONNN!” The Armourer turned a rather watery shade of blue as a voice like a constipated dracoworm thundered from below. 
 
    “King Xan’s coming with his army,” said Whisper. 
 
    “Xan? Is he handsome? I can’t wait!” cried Gemmini, forgetting all about her tray as she waved her hands about excitedly. “You’ve brought us so much hope, Whisper!” 
 
    Whisper dived! 
 
    “Oh dear,” said Gemmini, eyeing the blue dart stuck in her thigh. 
 
    “I saved you from the bad ones,” said Whisper, showing the girl a couple of green darts and a yellow cupped carefully in her paws. 
 
    “Aye, but I –” 
 
    Gemmini stiffened and fell over, thankfully not atop her creations. 
 
    Yadron sniffed unhappily, regarding his daughter with a jaundiced expression. “Aye, a very fine apprentice. Just a touch forgetful, as in, she’d forget her own backside inside a furnace. Oh well. She’ll recover in five hours or so. I guess I’ll go below and speak to the Dragoness.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: A Necessary Whisper 
 
      
 
    LeaVING THE ARMOURER to check that his daughter was able to breathe adequately, Whisper loped toward the city’s rear entrance. There was none on the openside flank of the canyon, for the thickset supports dived straight into a sheer, unrelieved vertical mile of granite. The builders had simply finished a hundred feet of battlements flush against the buttress above, which itself had to be five or six hundred feet thick, Whisper supposed, wondering how such geological anomalies came to exist. Oh. This was Wyrm-design, of course. Why would Wyrms design? Were they not engines of destruction – yet she had seen them labouring intelligently toward a goal, building layer upon layer of sediment and substrate, and marshalling their minions to the work. Still, why blast anything and everything that moved nearby? Would their labours eventually result in an entire Sundering being refilled with vaulting cliffs, tremendous depths, and a broad variety plants and animals? What seeded the new plant growth? She eyed the Arborite Engineers nearby affixing a war-crossbow to command a field of fire beneath the buttress toward the direction Arborites called windward. Were Wyrms a kind of maintenance team? Repair and reconstruction? 
 
    Well, it was not as if she was about to trot out there and make enquiries. 
 
    Whisper settled the two bandoliers of darts Yadron had given her crosswise over her shoulders, chafing at the discomfort. She would have to work with Drex on this problem – she startled as, several gantries ahead, she saw a large troop of axmen rushing toward the rear gates. Trouble? Oh no – her Whisper-senses located the Princess out there somewhere! Hefting the ultra-lightweight crossbow, she broke into a flat-out sprint. 
 
    The heavily armed axmen shook the metal gantries as they trotted along, double-time. Whisper flashed past as though they were standing still, then thought the better of charging into an unknown potentially populated by brutish militia, hostile Dragons, sundry Warlocks and their nasty familiars. She slowed. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she called down, rushing along the railing next to, of all people, Myntix. 
 
    “You’re back?” the woman growled. “Keep out of the way of us real soldiers, hairball.” 
 
    “That’s the Whisper, Myntix,” snapped another. The man waved an arm, speaking in rapid-fire bursts. “I’m Tyrax. The Princess was inspecting the fortifications nearby. They received a message from one of our troops. The Warlock’s minions attacked them four days ago; they’d been struggling to fight their way back up the canyon to Arbor. The Princess rushed out to give aid –” 
 
    “The message was fake,” Whisper gasped. 
 
    “No, true. But, sent by the Warlock to draw them in,” the soldier gasped. “We just spied the conflict from the long-sight above the city.” 
 
    Whisper gaped at him. 
 
    Tyrax grinned. “State secret. Don’t even whisper that one.” 
 
    Myntix punched his shoulder so hard with her chainmail-clad hand, Whisper felt the impact from four feet away. “Fool. Shut your yapping-drakkid mouth!” 
 
    She darted aside to dodge a looming bridge support and crossed onto solid ground alongside the troop. “If I shoot a few, Myntix, will you be upset?” 
 
    The woman essayed a ferocious grin. “I’ll gladly dice up your leavings, Whisper. I saw you act to protect Drex – don’t think we soldiers didn’t notice. Now, you’re twice as fast as us! Straight down-canyon, four or five miles. What are you waiting for? Go!” 
 
    Her legs blurred. 
 
    Whisper overhauled the troop and left them in her figurative dust, seeing as her talons only kicked up moss from between the chinks in the paving stone in this section. She must have come in on a secondary trail, she noticed. Just near the small bridge, a larger trail led windward, rounding a small promontory before slowly dipping lower into the canyon. Four hamlets down this way, she recalled. A tunnel which could be blocked against invasion, but likely had not been to save the villagers from being cut off. 
 
    Refugees! 
 
    Whisper’s paws clenched involuntarily, almost toppling her as she beheld the state of the first family straggling up the long slope toward the city of Arbor. The man carried two children in his arms, their faces bloodied and burned, as was his. His wife hobbled along using a stick, stumping along strongly despite her wounds. Dragon attack. Dragon fire. Behind them came others, some dragging hand-carts, a few driving carts drawn by hexapod drakkids, piled high with people rather than belongings. Had the Arborites not anticipated an attack on this vector? Or was this Sanfuri’s Conqueror persona, the one whereby he ground down his enemies by sowing fear and destruction? 
 
    She saw a few soldiers amongst the people, those too badly wounded to continue fighting. Other soot-blackened men and women put their shoulders to the carts, heaving them up the sometimes uncertain trail. 
 
    Draconids! A trio of her least favourite draconids in the world, the swamp-green whippets, thrust their muzzles out of a cave lower down the trail. Sniffing. Hunting. For her? Or worse, contemplating a trailside ambush of these refugees? Reflexively, she raised her new weapon. Too far. Wait. Racing down the trail past the carts, which almost filled the scant fifteen feet of ledge in this area, Whisper sighted with the crossbow. How did one fire this thing when running? 
 
    Boulder. Veering, her instincts took her to the side of the main track. She raced up the slope of a large, flat boulder and leaped from the top, delighted when her skin managed to flare despite the bandoliers. For two seconds, she skimmed along in a stable position in the air. Fire one. Fire two! She pinned one draconid in the neck and missed her second shot, but it took a lucky ricochet off a stone and plugged in the right hind leg of the draconid at the rear of the group. Now, she swooped down as the third draconid leaped forward, raising her left arm – Warlock! Not Sanfuri, but a shorter man, hardly less fearsome in his commanding presence and dark grey cloak. Raising his hands, he pushed outward. Veins and tendons in his neck popped into sharp relief as the man tilted a cart toward the edge of the precipice! 
 
    Whisper punched her wrist. Four darts sprang away, taking the man in the shoulder, chest and tearing into his jaw. One missed. The cart dropped, slewing as the Warlock lost control of his conjuration. A man missing one leg at the knee hopped away from the cart, with what looked like a blacksmith’s metal tongs gripped in his hand. He bludgeoned the Warlock twice over the head before the whippet-draconid tore out his throat. 
 
    Palming a red flechette, Whisper hurled it into the draconid’s lower flank. Even as it whirled, she saw the poison’s effect on its muscles. The whippet stumbled, and then fell to its knees with a surprised gurgle. Within ten seconds, it was convulsing; in less than a minute, it lay dead. 
 
    Useful! 
 
    Should have been obvious Humans would have developed methods of fighting Dragons. 
 
    She raided the draconid bodies for leftover flechettes, and the Warlock for good measure, then rearmed her wristlets and the crossbow. Loaded for Dragonkind. 
 
    A soldier in the cart groaned, “You’re the Whisper? It’s bad down-trail, ’bout a mile … bulwarkside …” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    After remembering to check the small cave for any further nasty surprises, and finding none, Whisper ran down-trail again, passing thick screens of tumbling assumbi and jentiko foliage and splashing across a narrow river leading from a cleft to her left paw, along to where the canyon appeared to take a sharp bend. According to her mental map, the first hamlet was located across another buttress, through a tunnel and around a number of stele to a location a day’s travel away, deeply buried in the wilderness. That trail appeared deserted. 
 
    She bounded past another group of refugees. Someone called, “You’re going in the wrong direction.” 
 
    “Where’s the battle?” 
 
    “Just keep going. Poor little thing …” 
 
    The voice faded into the distance, but her annoyance did not. Whisper decided to save her anger for later, which meant about two minutes, give or take. 
 
    She charged around a corner, and skidded to a halt. A wall of fire roared up from a huge pile of dry tranbis-vine which appeared to have peeled off the cliff above to fall across the trail, blocking it entirely. Hot ash rained down around her. The flames leaped to a hundred feet tall and were gathering intensity as more foliage, dry as tinder on the underside, slid down. Whisper backed up as her whiskers threatened to shrivel in the heat. Dragons would enjoy this. Not Whispers, and surely not all the Humans trapped on the far side. All she could hear above the massive crackling of the bonfire was the occasional earth-shaking roar of attacking Dragons, and a metallic clacking or ringing that she took to be the work of axmen or Warlocks. 
 
    Up? Down? How could she – 
 
    With a new, mighty roar, a river crashed through the conflagration. Hissing branches swirled past her as the Whisper haplessly floated into the embrace of a spiky sabbis-thicket, perhaps twenty feet down the cliff. For a few seconds more, the deluge roared over the edge, sweeping tonnes of debris and a few bodies into the canyon below. Whisper gasped as a Dragon heaved himself out of the flow, gasping with the effort as the water threatened to crush his outspread wings. Strange colour – Ice-Orange, her memories said, but she could not work out why. Lava attacks. Evil … an impulse raised her hand and the crossbow with it. Red dart. Fire! 
 
    The flechette feathered into the base of the Dragon’s pricked left ear as he veered away, perhaps obeying an instinct of his own. Now, the clash of battle came clearly to her ears. Whisper began to move, and then froze as the Dragon swung about, searching. She was under no illusion that her flechettes might stop a thirty-foot Dragon in its tracks, for there were just so many more tonnes of flesh to poison. The Dragon’s throat swelled; the white-fire eyes narrowed as the beast appeared to fixate on her bush. Did it see? Smell her? Sense the crossbow waiting, her paw curled upon the trigger for the second shot? 
 
    She could not possibly outrun a Dragon from this position. One tiny shake of a leaf and the Dragon would treat her to an especially toasty reception. 
 
    Then, a fist of ice whizzed out of nowhere and smashed the Dragon across the jaw. 
 
    Her paw jerked. The flechette vanished between the fangs and down the beast’s maw. Thirty very irritable feet of Ice-Orange Dragon flapped hard, rising to address someone standing on the trail. “So, Water Enchantress. Running short of mana, are we?” 
 
    Shards of ice shot at the Dragon; it responded with a lazy stream of fire, melting most of the attack. A few spears penetrated its flank and neck, but hardly enough to cause permanent damage. 
 
    “Curse you, Dragon!” screamed a woman. 
 
    “Curse me? I find that … offensive,” chortled the beast. Whisper raised her right arm, checking its flechette load with the merest flick of her eyes. Two armour penetrating bolts. One Dragon-toxin. One yellow … she would have just one chance before the Dragon rediscovered its joy in burning hidden enemies. 
 
    She aimed for the eye. 
 
    The Dragon’s chest heated up from the inside, white clearly highlighting the snakeskin pattern of its scales as the fire burned within its throat, hotter and hotter, held back by the inner valves. Ice-Orange. That colour was why. A thin splutter of water washed over its scales. The Element Enchantress was finished. 
 
    She punched the release. Nothing. 
 
    Again! 
 
    The flechettes fanned out slightly as they shot upward, a distance of a mere twenty-five feet. The two solid armour-piercing bolts crunched into the eye socket, followed by a dull, fleshy thud as the yellow bolt exploded inside the Dragon’s fiery eye-orb. The red dart vanished into the mess that gushed out of the wounded eye; the injured Dragon fell away with a howl seemingly bent on waking the souls vaporised by the Sundering. 
 
    After a moment’s silence, a blistered blue face peered over the edge. “Whisper!” 
 
    “Oh … Inshari?” Rhyme had called her a promising young Water Enchantress. Whisper had met her during the initial briefings before leaving for Azarinthe, along with many of the magical establishment of Arbor. 
 
    “Inshari it is. Saved me a Dragon-grilling. Hand up? Paw?” 
 
    “Thanks. Is Rhyme close?” 
 
    As Whisper scrambled out of hiding, the girl added, “We’re all here, stuck like idiot Mages in a spell of our own casting. I think I just learned how difficult it is to summon water when the atmosphere’s as dry as the inside of a Dragon’s fire-stomach.” She pulled Whisper up onto the trail. “You’ve a plan?” 
 
    “Find you an axe.” Whisper selected flechettes from her bandolier. “If you look after my backside, I’ll shoot anyone who dares to peek at yours. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal. Start there.” 
 
    Whisper followed the stab of her finger, and looked a second time. Two of Sanfuri’s Warlocks appeared to be walking about in flexible metal cages armed with multi-jointed tentacles, perhaps a dozen arms to a cage. The arms flailed about holding a motley assemblage of bladed weapons, the only criterion for which appeared to be, large and barbed in nasty places. As she watched, an Arborite axman whanged an almighty blow atop one of the cages; the metal reverberated, but held firm. A magical shield, she deduced. Four arms simultaneously tried to hack the axman’s head off his shoulders, but he retreated behind his shield, clearly shouting although she could not hear the sound above the din of battle. Meantime, flocks of metallic silver dragonets and more whippet-draconids made merry among the refugees who had not drawn behind the protection of Rhyme’s phalanx. As she watched, the diminutive Princess unleashed a two-handed meat-cleaver of a blow that split a draconid clean in half. Twirling the axe about her head as she rotated to build centrifugal force, she slammed a second draconid so lustily in the fangs, bits of teeth sprayed over twelve feet ahead of her, giving the other whippet-draconids pause. 
 
    If Xan saw her in combat, he might just run screaming back to Azarinthe. 
 
    If there were more Higher Dragons about, Whisper could not spot them immediately. The two renegade Warlocks closed in grimly on Rhyme’s position; the phalanx held firm with impressive discipline, but it was only a matter of time before whippets attacking low or the steely, champing fangs of dragonets flitting above found a chink somewhere. 
 
    Inshari said, “To think this was only one of their skirmishing forces. Those Warlocks have incredible control and power.” 
 
    “Cover me.” 
 
    Kneeling, Whisper loaded the crossbow, selecting one blue and one yellow dart. She hastily loaded her wristlets with full clips for Dragonkind. She glanced up. Three Mages at the back of Rhyme’s group kept the Warlocks’ machines at bay – barely. The blades skittered and scraped against a glowing, dome-shaped shield, furiously trying to hack their way through. 
 
    It was almost impossible to line up a good shot. After five seconds, she gave up and simply fired both darts simultaneously. One flechette pinged off a blade, the other struck but appeared to have no effect. Angrily, Whisper whipped her arm forward, trusting the distance to open the spray of darts as she fired at a group of draconids, hoping to free up the Arborite formation. Another flechette deflected off the Warlock-machine! Armour-piercing didn’t seem to work. Yellow? Or acid green? Selecting her last two green darts, for Gemmini had not made enough, Whisper blessed them with a fond tap each and loaded the crossbow. Quick paws. Deft. Tension the As the nearer Warlock spun his machine, seeking to overpower a defender to Rhyme’s left, she realised that the arms were mostly located on the front and sides of the machine, optimised for a frontal attack. That left the rear relatively undefended. 
 
    Snick. The trigger clicked beneath the pressure of her talon. 
 
    Square in the region of the kidneys. 
 
    For a few seconds longer the man pressed his attack, but the machine suddenly jerked and began to flail wildly as the acid boiled through his metal armour. Whisper, not feeling in the slightest bit merciful at this juncture, fired at the other Warlock’s head. The dart struck an upraised blade, spraying highly concentrated Dragon acid from the shattered inner vial directly into his face. 
 
    “Whisper!” Rhyme’s delighted scream carried over the mayhem as the two Warlocks grappled in an unwitting dance. She walloped a draconid to emphasize her joy. 
 
    A team of six axmen rushed forward and slammed their shields against the machines. They shoved them unceremoniously off the cliff. 
 
    Whipping one bandolier over her head, Whisper rushed in, plucking flechettes out of their clips to hurl them rapidly at any and every enemy in sight. The stolid phalanx stood its ground as Whisper danced around them, dropping Dragonkind as fast as she could manage and trying, by any and all tricks she knew, not to have her intestines cut out a second time or the other knee mangled in order to sport matching scars. Rhyme marshalled her group to drive the draconids back. 
 
    Oh. She had news. 
 
    Whisper yelled, “The Azar are coming!” 
 
    “What?” The Princess held a hand to her bloodied ear. 
 
    “Azar! Coming!” 
 
    With that, Rhyme yelled, “For Arbor! Charge!” She showed the way by clobbering a draconid off the edge of the cliff. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That evening, after a dint more fur-ruffling than any self-respecting Whisper could stand, and a five-hour military briefing, she retired to the Princess’ quarters to groom the stink of Human hands off her fur. The Arborites had a right to feel cheerful, she told herself crossly, unable to work out why it was that suddenly, every Human in the vicinity seemed to stink. Armour. Sweaty armpits. Unwashed groins. Boots that caused their toe-ooze to suppurate for days. She supposed the oils and grime kept the dragonhide leather of their footwear supple. Flying buttresses, did this entire colony reek? Or had one of her Whisper-senses taken another lurch toward nonsensicalness? 
 
    She dunked herself entirely in the bathing bucket. New-fangled Drexor innovations such as warm running water for showers – or just a diverted waterfall, say – had not yet arrived in Arbor’s tradition-bound Palace. 
 
    Intuition struck. Whisper twisted her head underwater to glare at her tail-stump. 
 
    I am mutable. 
 
    Of course she was mutable. She was a Whisper who was coming of age, her Beacon-knowledge reminded her. Her senses and abilities would continue to develop apace. If her world-sense continued to expand, she’d be talking to canyons, soon. Whisper gave that notion the forceful snort it deserved, and instead glanced at herself in the mirror. Humans did this all the time. She just could not see the attraction. She had wide malachite eyes and tiny threads of white in her russet ruff of fur, especially in the finer detail around her eyes, giving her the alleged cute or innocent look that, considering her nature, was a complete lie; white bases to her four-inch, curving black whiskers and a dainty white bridge upon her nose, and further white spotting and detailing up around her pert ears, three inches tall and fetchingly pointed. Whisper smiled at herself, and then nearly bit through her tongue in annoyance. She was no preening Human! No! 
 
    At least, in a nod to refinement, Arborites produced towels in the super-fluffy astorox-yarn variety that were big enough for entire villages of Whispers to burrow into. One wet Whisper was just happily building herself a nest when a Princess’ delicately booted foot introduced itself to her ribcage. 
 
    “Whisper.” 
 
    “Aye?” She peeked out of her hidey-hole. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I mistook that for a nest of draconids that had moved into my bath chamber.” 
 
    “You need to bathe,” Whisper said politely. 
 
    “That’s the aroma of freshly-smoked victory,” the Princess advised, starting to strip off. 
 
    She wriggled out to help Rhyme with her greaves and bootlaces, saying, “That, my dear Princess, is the reek of sweaty axe-wielder bits that will chase any respectable Prince back over the bulwarks and into the embrace of a canodraconid quicker than you can say, ‘Kiss me, o Xan.’ ” 
 
    A quirky look from the deep blue eyes ensued. “Oh, is it now?” 
 
    Whisper grinned over her shoulder before stacking the pieces of armour against the wall. The armourer would check them over before morning. “It was a nice trip. Xan is nice. All the Greys are nice. It’s nice to be back in Arbor.” 
 
    Rhyme prodded her firmly in the ribs. “Death or details – you choose.” 
 
    Whisper observed, “You wear frilly underwear into battle?” 
 
    “Excuse me! That was –” Rhyme hurled said underwear at her. Whisper caught the garment smartly. “Accident of choice this morning. Alright? No more shall be breathed outside of these locked doors. Or, shall I don the locking chainmail sort of underwear that keeps handsome Princes at bay?” 
 
    “Judging by Xan’s response, I advise the locking ones,” Whisper said with a droll wink. 
 
    The Princess skidded on the wet floor as she stepped up to the bucket, but caught herself on the towel rail with a wobble and a low growl. “Oh – Whisper!” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “Or, perhaps the frilly ones. Either way, a virtuous Prince might be successfully diverted from his morals – blub!” 
 
    That earned her a dunking. 
 
    The Princess had just started lathering up with soap of the hyssop-like ansarblue flower when a smart knock sounded at the door of her chambers. Whisper sniffed the air. “Drex. Locking or frilly, milady?” 
 
    This time, she had to catch a fast-flying chunk of soap. 
 
    Given as the Princess’ chambers boasted double doors and the soldier on duty was thoughtful enough to swing both open, Drex could forego his usual wriggle-and-scrape routine. Instead, he did a wriggle-and-dance when he discovered that the Princess was bathing, and backed up to the barely-ajar door of her bath chamber with a slightly deeper colouration than usual about his dark neck as he stared fixedly in the opposite direction. Interesting. She needed to find this fine man-Dragon a wife last week, Whisper concluded, bumping this task up on the list she was developing. He loved his Tysi with adorable devotion, but twelve years was a very long time to be faithful, wasn’t it? Oddly complex, these Human notions of virtue, fidelity and truth – she must investigate, just not on Drex. He was the first man who had stood up for her, and she had a strangely squishy feeling in her chest when she considered his precipitate, draconid-smashing advent. Whisper rubbed the spot pensively. Could her Whisper-homing sense respond to emotional imperatives as well as magical? 
 
    “Report, Drex,” Rhyme said crisply. 
 
    Quickly, the huge man updated her on the inconclusive battle on the near side of the bridge. Sanfuri appeared to have air-dropped troops on both sides of Arbor, clearly intending to cut the city off from any possibility of help from Azar-side. “Thar’n his strategy whether we sent’n Whisper or not,” he concluded. “Plus, stretchin’ our lines fifteen miles-like to the bridge makes yar difficult to combat. Dragons crawlin’ through our canyon. Ammox read the rights of it. Sew up the front, burst through the back. Thar’n happening t’morrow, Princess. Battle’s been thick th’ night long, m’lady. Also, we heard yar Azar arrivin’ far side of the bridge. Makin’ some tasty Warlock-soup, sounds like.” 
 
    “We can hope,” Rhyme called through the door, towelling off vigorously considering the kafuffle in there. The Princess squeaked in annoyance as something crashed to the floor. 
 
    Whisper winced. “Back in two flicks of a Whisper’s tail, Drex.” 
 
    “Aye, Whisper.” 
 
    Perfumed toes of Princess aside, all was well. 
 
    Shortly, her towel-clad Princess finished debriefing and distracting Drex. The warrior would return to the battle line with fresh troops and equipment. In the city, the refugees were being settled into new caves and homes, she knew – the night was rife with the sounds of people arriving from the outlying villages and hamlets. The hospital caverns next door to the Palace were full to bursting. Rhyme sent a messenger to order spare rooms lower in the Palace to be given over to the cause. 
 
    The Princess eyed the mound of rolled-up missives and briefing notes covering her desk, broodingly. “Looks like a late night ahead. Work never stops.” 
 
    “Rhyme, can I see your father?” 
 
    She took pause, and then nodded. “What’s Xan up to, Whisper?” 
 
    Smart! Whisper covered her surprise by combing her whiskers. She said, “Chasing your tail, Rhyme.” 
 
    “Was there a message – ugh, look at me! Blushing again.” 
 
    Whisper grinned. “You’ve pale skin. Maybe you should try blushing blue?” 
 
    “Maybe I should trim your whiskers with my axe?” 
 
    “I need to observe the King’s situation, Rhyme,” she explained carefully. “I need as much information as I can gather about everyone who works in the Palace and who has access to him.” 
 
    Rhyme’s eyes widened. “Oh … oh no, Whisper.” 
 
    She took the Princess’ hand in hers. “He’s a Wyrm-sized genius – but less so when he’s preoccupied with Princesses Blue.” She winked at Rhyme. “Come on, girlfriend. This is just another type of battle, one that won’t be won with axes. You give me information and I’ll tell you all about King Xan.” 
 
    “King?” 
 
    “Aye. He’s one-third of a ruling triarchy with his twin sister Xola and his older brother Xorda.” 
 
    “Outranks me by the proverbial flying buttress, then,” Rhyme said ruefully, shucking her towel with mock irritation and tossing it back into the bath chamber. “Right. I’ll feel positively underdressed without my armour, but I’ll pack a couple of calming axes just in case. So, girlfriend. I’m starving for flower-detail. Start spilling that eidetic memory of yours.” 
 
    “Aye.” Whisper clenched her fist over her heart. “Every look, every question, every shade of greyish sunset he turned every time I mentioned your name.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Whispering to Kings 
 
      
 
    The King’s CHAMBER was located on the same level as Rhyme’s, just around the corner and a few doors down. A lilac chaorite statute stood in a corner recess just where the corridor turned, and here the Princess paused to touch the regal woman depicted in stone, then she kissed her own fingers, and touched them to the statue’s lips. 
 
    “My mother, may her soul soar free of sunstrike,” she said faintly. 
 
    “How –” 
 
    “Her name was Sonjé. Died in childbirth, after delivering my youngest brother,” said the Princess. “They thought she was fine. Late that night when everyone was finally sleeping – including the midwife – she haemorrhaged suddenly. Never even woke up. Never got to speed her soul …” She pressed her forehead against the statue, which was almost exactly her height. The workmanship was easily detailed enough to show the similarities in facial features; the Queen was depicted smiling sweetly, her right hand outstretched. “I was the one who found her, Whisper. I stepped in a puddle of blood seeping beneath the door.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” she whispered. 
 
    “Aye.” A gruff sob misted the beautiful, polished chaorite surface, with its rich striations of colour exhibiting subtle chatoyancy as Whisper moved to comfort her friend. 
 
    Rhyme said, “Not really a forgettable moment, is it?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Like your moment of … what did you call it? Quickening?” One axe-calloused hand descended to touch Whisper’s left ear and deliver a meditative scratch. “No Human remembers their birth – although for you, it might be better understood as a rebirth. The Azar believe in the fundamental connectedness of all life, that the sins of past lives or forefathers must be expiated in the present, for example. You might think them rabid scientists, but I can tell you, their spiritual practices and beliefs take some unexpected detours that they wrap up in the most fantastically convoluted theories. Xan used to talk about the discovery of the past being the key to unlocking the future. He’d be very happy with any whispers of reincarnation he might happen to run into.” 
 
    Whisper appreciated the double meaning of that joke! “So, riddle me this, o Princess Blue. Why do you present a simple axe-girl on the outside, when your inner thought life is this rich?” 
 
    “Because my thoughts are private,” she said. 
 
    “I think the King’s councillors underestimate you as a result.” 
 
    “Better that, than …” Rhyme sighed. “To be honest, it was Xan who first sparked my interest in grasping the nature of Yanzorda’s miraculously complex forms and cycles of life. He’s really a very deep thinker.” 
 
    “He was after your frillies,” Whisper said bluntly. “Still is.” 
 
    “Whisper!” 
 
    The quartet of royal guards stationed outside the King’s chamber glanced about at Rhyme’s dismayed squeak. Whisper had felt their gazes upon them all the while, but when the Princess had paused at her mother’s statue, they had politely averted their more obvious stares. 
 
    “Shall we open the doors, Princess?” one asked. 
 
    “Just a moment, Fared,” she replied. She pinched Whisper’s ear. “You! Impossible keeping a decent conversation with you. Actually, it was perfectly innocent back then, just friendship between a boy and a girl. We took long walks around his crystal gardens in the caves beneath Azarinthe. We talked and laughed together – we laughed so much. It was only after the sunbolt that I realised … perhaps I felt more. It was the kind of love that sneaks up on you and has ensorcelled your heart long before you realise it. Perhaps, since he’s three years older than me, he knew sooner. But by then, it was too late.” 
 
    “Loss begot knowing.” 
 
    Rhyme threw her a perfectly exasperated look. “You’re a few weeks old, hairball. You’ve no right to sound wiser than any scholar. Come along and meet my brothers. Here’s a picture of my mother Sonjé. Looks slightly like me.” 
 
    Whisper grinned as she eyed the row of pictures hung on the wall. “As in, like your twin? She’s pretty. And these – are they the royal scamps?” 
 
    “Aye. So, between me and Source, my mother lost three babies, all stillborn, all girls. Then she had four boys.” Hence Rhyme’s deep-seated desire for a girlfriend, or even a sister, Whisper concluded, with a melancholy curling sensation deep down by her tail. “Source is eleven. Symax, ten. Emory turned eight three weeks ago, and River is just six. Of all of us, River misses her most. Xan said babies have a maternal bond in the womb that is magically testable. He also said my mother would not have suffered. That was the first time I hit him. The only time.” 
 
    “Decent damage?” 
 
    “Broke his nose,” Rhyme said ruefully. 
 
    “It’s quite an elegant nose now, mostly poked into the business of kingly governance. He wears glasses.” 
 
    “Glasses? Jumping jindragons, he didn’t look clever enough before?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Whisper said. “You’ll never look scholarly. You’ll have to settle for being a distinctly handsome Princess instead. I’m sorry if this comes as bad news.” 
 
    “You’ve a tongue like a buzzing dracowasp, you do!” 
 
    “I’m trying to be a good friend.” 
 
    “Try lying!” 
 
    “You’re uglier and smellier than a moulting canodraconid.” Rhyme stiffened, shaking with unvoiced laughter. “Furthermore, you stand absolutely no chance with you-know-who unless you try the chainmail –” 
 
    “Different lies, Whisper. Haven’t I taught you anything?” 
 
    Rhyme wiped her eyes as she led the way into the royal bedchamber. Whisper discovered a suspicious leakiness of her own. 
 
    The King lay abed in a mighty hexagonal six-poster bed furnished with beautiful, pale blue linens depicting scenes from Arborite life – the stitching was so fine, Whisper almost imagined a mechanical process must be at work, but the artistry … the needlework must be a magic-enhanced skill. What a gift. She sighed unconsciously. Axes featured everywhere, naturally. Gauze screens hung from railings above, ostensibly to keep healing odours in and detrimental odours out. A nurse and a Mage-Healer were in constant attendance, thirty-three hours per day. Two Royal Recorders sat upon straight-backed chairs beside the wide, ornate wooden doors. Their job was to record every single aspect of King Rhuzime’s treatment, Rhyme told Whisper. The room was kept bright and the windows stood ajar, each one guarded by a dour-faced axman without and a metal screen within. A painting of a much younger King and Queen seated alongside each other adorned the wall immediately to Whisper’s left paw, and the furnishings, while simple, were exquisite. Fit for royalty. 
 
    The great hangings had been drawn to reveal the pale, composed monarch lying between his spider-silk sheets, looking as peaceful as if he had just fallen asleep. There was no sign of foul play, nor should there be, Whisper thought privately. This was a deep matter. His soft blue-blonde hair lay perfectly coiffed across his rounded, broad forehead. His eyes were closed. Long, almost-white lashes rested against his slightly puffy skin. He wore the royal azure, a simple shirt buttoned from mid-chest to waist. 
 
    Whisper sniffed the air and then tasted it with her tongue. Dry notes of pepper mixed with tangy narthafruit and a nutty scent her memories identified as jingi oil, often used as a base for medicines. The air was free of any pervasive malodour of sickness. 
 
    “Feel free to poke your nose into anything you like,” said Rhyme. “Just, be respectful.” 
 
    Whisper grimaced, knowing she deserved the reproof. 
 
    Addressing the Recorders, the Princess said, “Please answer any and all of the Whisper’s questions, holding nothing back. I brought her to the King to employ her special investigative Whisper-powers in my father’s service.” 
 
    Watching and listening to the room’s inhabitants as the Princess delivered these words with more than a hint of a threat, Whisper detected nothing untoward. Perhaps the traitor was not present. Nonetheless, she extended all of her senses and began to prowl about the King’s chamber, investigating every nook and cranny she could find, under the bed, up on top of the bedposts, even the sheets and his shirt. Nothing. She questioned each of the staff present, including the soldiers guarding the windows, and even sniffed their hands and clothing, to the evident discomfort of most of them. If mental-monster Xan wanted a complete picture, he would have one delivered to the best of a Whisper’s capabilities. She examined the Recordings, committing those to memory, even the contents of the King’s meals. Xan had not been willing to rule out an unexpected allergy. She grilled the Mage-Healer for an hour, covering the courses of treatment used and considered, and complimented the man afterward. 
 
    He pretended to wipe sweat off his forehead. “You know much, Whisper.” 
 
    “Much more now than before, Mage-Healer Gasharn,” she returned, with a polite bow. 
 
    The changed rhythm of Rhyme’s breathing alerted her. She lay asleep beside her father’s pillow. Yessimy had arrived. Now, if anyone was a prime suspect, she had to be – wittingly or unwittingly – as the provider of the foods that kept the King alive. Aye, there was the manipulation of the King’s limbs and the taking care of his physical needs, which proceeded apparently unhindered. Xan found that a great mystery. Most poisons had an obvious physical effect on the body, he noted, and Whisper’s scent-memories agreed. She poked her nose into the King’s bedpan for an especially long sniff. Nothing but a fine, healthy stench that set her coughing! 
 
    Yessimy held the King’s right hand and chatted quietly to him for a long while. Just gossip of the Palace, nothing more. Who was doing what in the kitchens. A cook who had fallen in love with a carpenter. Jamzo had mistaken her forefinger for vegetables that morning and tried her best to chop it off. Afterward, Whisper took note of the signet ring on that hand, worn on the forefinger in Arborite style. The central gemstone was a very rare blue shinzorlite dodecahedron set in an iron gusset, decorated with a delicate lettering of violet semforiole which spelled ‘Kingdom of Arbor’ in an ancient runic script. Under the Recorder’s watchful eye, she hopped up onto the bed to check the ring. She licked it. Nothing, save the musky tang of Yessimy’s sweat. The woman did sweat a lot, like most of these Humans, Whisper thought. Whispers’ physiques were far more efficient with their use of water. 
 
    Hmm. Next stop, Yessimy’s kitchens. It was often those closest to the victim, with the best access, who made the most effective traitors. 
 
    On an impulse, she leaned over to kiss the King’s cheek. She whispered, “You don’t know me, o King, but I’m the Whisper who’s going to find out who or what is at the bottom of all this. You can trust me. I’ve nothing to gain and everything to lose in the Kingdom of Arbor – so if you can hear me, you’re in good paws.” 
 
    He gave absolutely no sign he had heard, but Whisper had to wonder. 
 
    Just a Whisper-sense. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I am committed! 
 
    Perhaps ‘fanatical’ might be a better word to describe her latest insight. That night, Whisper explored every last stone of the Palace at Whisper-speed. She found plenty of secrets, but nothing useful. She interviewed every night guard and maid on duty, and during the following day, did the same for every single person who worked in the Palace, right down to the junior pages and cleaners. People began to grow wary of her popping up at unexpected junctures with her questions. 
 
    If there was a traitor, he was cunning. 
 
    With the battle at the bridge having ground to a standstill – exactly as Drex had predicted – and Warlock Sanfuri making no sign of attack from the opposite direction, that day was a terribly long one for Rhyme. Whisper had never imagined how much the leader was required to project assurance and conviction, and how exhausting that might prove, but her Princess had the right sap, and plenty of it. That afternoon, she took a fifteen-mile jog to the front line to convey messages and intelligence to Captain Drex, and to question his soldiers. He and his Mages and Warlocks hammered patiently at the enemy’s shielding, but thus far, given the presence of Dragons and the powerful Warlocks on the other side, they had found no viable solution. If all the enemy sought was to hunker down, the Arborites would need overwhelming force to break through those magical defences. 
 
    To her annoyance, the stoppage was too far around the canyon’s curve for her to spy on the Azar forces, but she could certainly hear the low, dull booming of their siege engines taking on the newly constructed defensive battlement on the bridge’s far side. Good. Hope those Gold-Red dracoslugs enjoyed being blasted to a pulp. 
 
    When she arrived, Drex asked, “How’s thar’n crossbow?” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Whisper replied. “Yadron’s making adjustments today. Otherwise, I’d have a little shot at those Warlocks myself.” 
 
    “Yar be careful, lil’un. Thar’n learned a thing or three since yar last blasted through ’ere. Better body shields. Whisper-detection. Least, thar Mage says so.” 
 
    “Oh. I was considering a little exploration.” 
 
    Drex grinned at her. “I like yar livin’-like.” 
 
    “Mostly, I fancy that state of being myself,” she agreed. “You keep alive, too. Alright? We’ve got a wife to find for you after all this smoke blows over.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    “Tomorrow, a wife – oh, the Warlock, do you mean? How do you know?” 
 
    “My bones ache.” 
 
    “I shall inform the Princess of your aches, old man. Meantime, any actually useful messages for Her Blueness?” 
 
    “Aye. She hates being called names. Right. Yar listen good, lil’un. I’ve a few requests and a briefing for Warleader Ammox. Yar brief my Unit Leads. Then yar show us some o’ yar best dust, right-like?” 
 
    She waved a paw. “Fifteen miles. It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Try bein’ my size, lil’un. Thar’s a decent run for a lumbering Dragon. Now, shut yar yappin’ muzzle an’ let me order my thoughts.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rearmed, Whisper sneaked about the Palace all of that evening, invisible to everyone but a passing Mage – her appearance from nothingness cost him ten years of his life, he claimed – and found a round, fat, useless hole in the Brass Mirror. Aye, that was an old joke. Rhyme had not even known what she meant. Heaps of information, some of which ought to be acted upon at a better time, but not so much as a drakkid-dropping of a clue to go on. 
 
    What a brilliant saboteur and spy this Whisper was! 
 
    I am presumptuous! 
 
    Aye. All part of the package. Still, a sour taste lodged in the back of her throat. She must do better for Arbor’s sake. 
 
    When she came within a whisker of nodding off and falling into the monstrous cauldron of terhissa flower soup in the sweltering kitchens, however, Whisper realised that being too tired to think made her useless to Kings, Princesses and cities alike. She skulked out of the kitchens, filching a few nuts along the way, meandered off to find her pillow and made a fond reacquaintance with creature comforts. 
 
    Pun intended. 
 
    Before dawn the following morning, twenty-five Ice-Orange and Gold-Red Dragons supported by innumerable draconids and dracoworms simultaneously undermined and overran Warleader Ammox’s outer perimeter at the city’s rear, and in an hour of bloody fighting, forced the Arborite forces into a full retreat. This strategic withdrawal was accomplished in stages, as the highly disciplined, dogged troops dragged those huge axe-catapults with them and made their shots count. By the time Whisper arrived at the battlefront, numerous axmen were streaming back to take up new positions at prepared locations she knew were carefully mapped out. Rhyme joined those troops, despatching a few reluctant soldiers to the city to receive medical attention, while Whisper picked her opportunity to sneak off. 
 
    She smelled beard of Warlock. Toasted. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sanfuri seemed to be somewhere near the back of his army, preparing a variety of witty surprises for the Arborite forces. Mechanical spiders the size of small Dragons. Charming. Dragons carrying firebombs in addition to their usual fireballs. Amusing. Dragonets armed to explode on contact. Hilarious! Her whiskers buzzed with fury. 
 
    Biting back her disappointment, Whisper stalked his Warlocks, Mages and Dragons instead. The Master Armourer’s improvements had included a better ratcheting system for faster loading of her crossbow, and a higher tension on the wires that increased her range by thirty feet. Increased range also promised better accuracy over longer distances. Gemmini, none the worse for her brief flirtation with self-inflicted paralysis, had spent her days creating two new designs for the flechettes, an orange Mage-tangler that delivered a burst of very fine, caustic wires, and a white dart which delivered a powerful electric shock, which she fondly nicknamed the ‘frazzler’. Gemmini had a taste for the macabre in exactly the right way. 
 
    Whisper patted her rearmed bandoliers ardently. “Nice work, girl.” 
 
    Willing her fur to change, Whisper crept down the trail and found a position upon the small outcropping just past the last bridge into Arbour. First to go down was an Earth Element Enchanter, spiked in the neck with a vial of Dragon acid. Nasty. Most of the Gold-Red Dragons remained stubbornly out of her range, patrolling, picking off straggling Arborite soldiers or refugees, or menacing the city. Three, however, advanced toward Rhyme’s holding line together with a pair of Mages, a clutch of Warlocks and a column of regular troops. The Princess already had her catapults wound up, but was smart enough to hold off because the Mages were working with the Dragons, holding up a shield over their advance. 
 
    Whisper wriggled down through the bushes. Those Mages had forgotten one small detail – their shield brushed an uneven trail at its base. 
 
    Unfortunate. 
 
    However, her shots would have to be made from a mere ten feet off the trail. That could be … exciting. Whisper willed her heartbeat to steady as she selected her darts and laid them out, ready. Tension the crossbow. Wait, wait … whirr! She jumped as a speculative axe shot whanged off the shield and decapitated the bushes three inches above her departing, alarm-flattened ears. 
 
    Whisper rolled, bounced and found herself right beneath a Dragon’s nose. Her terrible, jerk-of-a-paw reflex shot ricocheted off a boulder and drove an orange dart straight up his left nostril. AAAAHHH … the Dragon roared, and then clutched his nose in a comical gesture. OO-AAGRR-AACHOO! 
 
    With a dull thud, greasy black smoke exploded out of his nostrils and mouth simultaneously. The Dragon rocked back on his haunches, hiccoughed violently and then, bulging of eye as if the inner pressure had simply become too much, belched a fine gout of fire all over the first Mage in their group. Magic plucked at Whisper’s fur as she dived aside a second time. Retreat! Scooping up her fallen darts, Whisper flung a handful into the face of a pursuing Dragon. The beast did not flinch, but his lunge faltered as a whirling axe struck true. Four feet of curved blade lodged in the thickset base of the Dragon’s neck. 
 
    Perfect timing. That catapult engineer deserved a medal. 
 
    Change direction! Leap! Suddenly, as if she had clicked into a subtly different mode of consciousness, Whisper found herself beginning to ride the swirling tides of battle. She saw-heard-sensed the mighty axes whirring in from Arborite emplacements. She tasted-knew the intake of a Dragon’s breath prior to the slight creaking of his throat scales as his fire-crop expanded with a swelling outflow of incandescent Dragon fire. The thunder of the troops’ exultation rolled over her as one of the Dragons fell. She dived back under cover, heat exploding around her body as the Dragon fired the wrong bushes with an unhappy roar. 
 
    “Back! Behind the shield!” cried the remaining Mage. His companion Warlock, a thickset red-skinned woman with a decent beard – if Whisper saw that right – was preparing a jar of dracowasps. So this was the reason for the jokes about the redbeards of Mage Shivura’s people! 
 
    Sanfuri’s Irregulars gathered close to the Mage. They were armed with swords, pikes and axes, and heavily armoured – variants on chainmail and plate armour, many with magical enhancements, she noted peripherally. That was how Men could stand against Dragons. The Gold-Red Dragon with the bundle of caustic wires steadily cauterising the inside of his nostril charged Rhyme’s position in a feral fury, sweeping flames before him to expire tens of feet before they would do any good. Whisper shut that out, and bellied rapidly down through the trailside bushes to line up her next shot – the one she had first intended. A ricochet shot beneath the shield. Not the yellow dart. She switched out rapidly. Electrical. Aye. 
 
    Her eyes scanned the trail. Every detail, every stone and angle and tramped area of moss. Calculating. Talon to the trigger. She sank lower, sighting the shot. 
 
    Click. 
 
    The dart pinged off an upturned stone, flitted beneath the Mage’s shield and took her victim in the right knee. Dzzz! Whisper blew him a kiss. “Nice dance moves, Mage.” 
 
    He collapsed in a heap of robes. Smoke curled delicately out of his mouth as the man expired. 
 
    The bearded Warlock raised her jar, muttering beneath her breath. Whisper slammed a yellow dart into the woman’s throat. Ugh. Carnage. She much preferred the Mage’s less messy end. He still lay twitching and crackling on the ground. She licked her dry lips, rapidly reloading. From the corner of her eye, she saw the third Gold-Red Dragon, a juvenile female of twenty-five feet, orienting on the bushes where she hid. The Dragon opened her lips as if to speak, and an axe kicked a fountain of blood and bone out of her neck. Another slammed into her lower belly. A third punched the bulge of the right shoulder’s flight muscle, opening a bone-deep cut, before slewing away and burying itself in the loose scree not four feet from Whisper’s shoulder. 
 
    Those axes were lethal. 
 
    Whisper ran away from the Arborite lines, leaving the dying Dragoness in the throes of her agony. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Whisper Where? 
 
      
 
    BATTLE WAS NEVER fun. There might be moments of grim amusement, a kind of ghoulish pleasure in evading evisceration or being chargrilled, say, or that first Mage’s bone-rattling dance as the electrical charge partially cooked him inside his metal armour. 
 
    Mostly, battle was a bloody, grinding waste of life. 
 
    Did the very earth not cry out in anguish, and the bulwarks of life groan at the travesty enacted beneath their sheltering flanks? Whisper considered this. How would a pacifist survive this day, yet another where the light grew misty and the heat was as intense as the inside of an oven? Surely, the swarming must come soon. 
 
    By afternoon, the steady rumbling and grinding of Warlock Sanfuri’s incoming siege engines resounded in the canyon. Whisper had used up every last whisper of fortune, camouflage and her capacity to annoy Sanfuri’s Element Enchanters, Mages and Dragons. The magic users had learned, to their loss, that to poke so much as a toe out from behind a shield – literally – meant a nasty death from the furry sniper. Even an army as powerful as the Warlock’s could not sustain such losses. She learned that Sanfuri learned, too. First, dense flights of Dragons burned out every last leaf of cover along the trail. Then came the sweepers, Warlocks or Mages working with teams of scouts to clear the way. Next, Element Enchanters pulled down every cave, river, screen of vegetation or cluster of boulders of that might possibly provide even a hint of cover. At last, the main advance ground slowly uphill toward Rhyme’s fortifications and Arbor itself, heavily guarded by swarms of green-crested, four-winged dragonets numbering in the hundreds. 
 
    Whisper could not fight such a number. Further, her ability to camouflage was running out. 
 
    She clung to the last overhang before the trail passed her favourite outcropping, from which she had perpetrated the mayhem of her first ambush of the day. It curved up around the outcropping and then widened, running for a quarter-mile between the major canyon to its left side as one approached Arbor, and the minor canyon she had crossed several weeks ago as she was chased by the whippet-draconids. The bridge had now been destroyed. 
 
    There, the Arborite forces stood arrayed in their armoured phalanxes, with Mages and Warlocks at the ready. Several tight-knit groups had advanced as far as the outcropping, aiming to create as much trouble as possible. Warleader Ammox was visible among them, instantly conspicuous due to his golden helm and distinctive golden armour, apparently a family heirloom. 
 
    Humans. Didn’t that just scream, ‘Aim at me. Here! Shoot here!’ 
 
    Then again, that seemed to be the response of Sanfuri’s troops whenever they spied a russet-furred paragon of impertinence – usually a second too late, when a flechette plugged into an arm or a wing. She was down to her last three darts. 
 
    “Make them count,” Whisper growled. “Just one more Warlock.” 
 
    She waited, bated of breath. 
 
    The advance came slowly, like a malevolent centipede comprised of many parts. Whisper noted the dragonets sweeping the cliffs above and below. Sanfuri seemed to want no surprises. She saw long, low catapults rolling along on carts with tall wooden wheels, with tubular loading parts and loading trays full of ten-foot bolts that had hollow cut-outs near the tip, probably for carrying a payload of acid, mana or magic-enhanced dracowasps. She trembled – warn Ammox? No, he would know these tricks already. He had his own Mages studying the advance. Shivura was down there near the frontline with Ammox’s phalanx, waving his arms as he explained something to the Warleader. Further down the trail came a giant slingshot machine, dragged by four Dragons including – her paws cramped painfully – Ignothax. She would know his brutish expression anywhere. 
 
    She fiddled with the crossbow. Warlock Sanfuri was still too far back. She needed to take a shot or two and then disappear before it became too dangerous. 
 
    Whisper away, fight another day. 
 
    Smoke drifted ahead of the shield, billowing up and down the cliff faces in clearly magical defiance of ordinary physical laws. An Air Enchanter would be controlling that behaviour. Why smoke? Poison gas? She sniffed the first whiff charily. No. Wood and jentiko-distillate, if she was not mistaken. Wreathed in thicker billows now, she stretched her right arm, talon ready upon the trigger. 
 
    “There it is!” roared the lead Warlock, pointing at her nose from thirty feet below. 
 
    She snapped off a reflex shot. The flechette pinged off the Warlock’s shield and by a freak of luck she had not enjoyed since the morning, flitted down the ear canal of a Gold-Red Dragon walking right behind him. Ooh. Acid down the earhole. That had to hurt. 
 
    Then, the enemy educated her in the uses of smoke to detect Whisper-movement and form. Howls of fury rose from the ranks. Arrows! Daggers! Thundering fire and flurries of ice-shards! She raced away, then jinked and doubled back as the Dragon lashed about in the agony of its audibly hissing earhole, crumpling one of the carts and knocking over the Warlock, who lost his concentration for a vital second. Whisper extended her left fist, aiming the flechette. Whap! A hardened, armour-piercing dart punched home squarely between his flailing legs. 
 
    The Warlock’s bellow of agony eclipsed even the thundering Dragon for a second. 
 
    “Fungaslug!” Whisper hooted, making a universally rude gesture. 
 
    At that instant, a wall of earth exploded in her face. Whisper rode the rising dracoworm more by luck than design, tumbling down its back together with a small rockfall that served to protect her from a hail of missiles. Her left ear ached as a dagger sliced shallowly across the tip, and she tried to hurdle a flying hand axe but failed, tangling her legs and taking a hard tumble. Whippet-draconids! Her old friends pounced through the drifting smoke, only to be shovelled aside by the far bigger, angrier form of a type of Dragon Whisper had never seen before. That had been no dracoworm. It was brown, snakelike in physique and immensely nettled. Limbs as gnarled and twisted as roots lashed out; the tip of one caught her left hind leg, but a snap-and-slash dagger manoeuvre amputated it. 
 
    Whisper pelted away, chased by draconids and Dragons and a dozen whirring axes. 
 
    So quick across the ground was she, enjoying unparalleled motivation, that Whisper outpaced the Dragons as they tore past Ammox’s position without slowing. She knew she had to lead them closer to Rhyme … but her legs seemed to slow with the passage of time itself … she dodged a whippet and left her last Dragon-flechette in the flank of another … and angled a foot to avoid a huge, spinning circular blade that tore through the whippet-draconids as if they did not exist … she hurdled a spring-spike trap, twisting and flattening her body to pass between the spikes that impaled numerous draconids in what should have been the flash of an eye, but was a curiously elongated moment of perception … and dashed on, covering the quarter-mile sprint in record time. 
 
    Dratted Whisper-senses! Now was no time to play tricks with her perception! 
 
    Suddenly, Rhyme’s soldiers seemed to rush toward her, their eyes widening in what to the racing Whisper registered be ultra-slow reaction. Weapons held ready. Shields locked in formation. The thrumming tension of crossbows held by archers behind them; white-knuckled fingers gripping release-levers. 
 
    Heat! Fire blossomed slowly behind her, seeming to suck the air away from her fur and lungs as one of the pursuing Dragons let rip with a broad sweep of fire designed to give her nowhere to run. Whisper felt the concussion punch her in the back and lift her, but she flattened her skin to allow the blast to whip her upward. In that superheated, flying instant, she heard chanting drifting over the crackling roar of Dragon fire. 
 
    Water sprayed upward; she smacked right into it. 
 
    Simultaneously, the Arborites unleashed their canyons-deep wrath upon the maddened Dragons. The Brown Dragon-thing was sliced up by a dozen axes. The whippet-draconids wilted under a barrage of crossbow bolts and ice, cast by a trio of Element Enchanters. Dragonets exploded before or against the lines, blowing four or five Arborite axmen into pieces. 
 
    She slapped against someone’s armour. The axman tumbled, absorbing the impact with perfect timing. Hands slapped at her smouldering fur – Rhyme! 
 
    “Almost a furless furball, there,” the Princess said gruffly. 
 
    “Nice catch, Rhyme. Thanks.” 
 
    “Thank the Enchantress.” 
 
    Whisper peeked over Rhyme’s shoulder. “Inshari!” 
 
    “You sure won’t thank that Dragon for your new fur-style,” the Enchantress said, dimpling happily. She patted the water barrel beside her. “Wet enough?” 
 
    “Freshly laundered,” said Whisper. Blistering Dragon fire, she did look rather frazzled, but the fraction of a second between catching alight and being doused meant she had barely even felt the heat. Still, she had another black mark to enter on the Warlock’s scroll. Fungazoid! 
 
    That said, everyone used the word as a curse, but she had never seen a fungazoid and her memories drew a blank on what type of creature it might be. 
 
    “You stink of sulphur and burned fur,” said Rhyme. “Right. Double-quick briefing, girl. Then I have a message from Xan that you need to decode.” 
 
    “Decode? Oh. It’s –” 
 
    “Serious,” said the Princess. “Serious enough to send ten dragonets, of which exactly one arrived.” 
 
    Shivura pressed a tube into Whisper’s hand. She turned the slim metal tube, about two inches long and a half-inch around, about in her paw. Then, she rapidly outlined all that she had seen or done during the day. Whisper compressed the information in ways she hoped would be most useful for the Humans, who were apt to forget details two seconds after they passed into the ears or over the lips. That was why they wrote everything down. 
 
    Then, she worked with the scroll’s contents, passing it through an Azar-complex series of cryptographic transformations which she had memorised in order to arrive at the final message, three brief statements: 
 
    Beware the third vector. 
 
    I need to debrief Whisper. 
 
    Sanfuri is at the bridge. 
 
    Warleader Ammox, who had turned up for the briefing as if drawn by the vision of Whisper’s smoking body flying into the ranks, cursed unhappily. “Sanfuri? Sunstrike blast that moronic son of a putrid fungus! Whisper, I thought you said –” 
 
    “Aye, but he’s tricky,” Whisper mused. “Ignothax was at the rear – if that was indeed him … interesting. I need a few minutes to reprocess my memories, but it is possible we’ve been duped. What’s the third vector, Princess?” 
 
    “Treachery from within,” Ammox answered for her. 
 
    “King Xan has reason to believe Sanfuri prepared his treachery from beyond the Sundering?” asked Rhyme. 
 
    The Warleader rubbed his stubble. “Nay, Princess. I think this means the plot has been years in the making, perhaps from the time of your youth. A sleeping Dragon in the city.” 
 
    Whisper winced at the proverb. That meant a traitor who might be activated after many years, by a means they could only guess at – a message, or events, or … Xan knew something more. He would not risk her life frivolously. If he needed her to re-cross the bridge, he must have excellent reason. She nodded slowly. “Princess?” 
 
    “Permission to give the Warlock a seizure? Granted.” 
 
    “Something worse, please,” Ammox growled, cracking his knuckles one by one. 
 
    “Beheading?” suggested Rhyme. 
 
    “Too quick,” said Whisper. 
 
    The Princess clenched her fists. “Drop him in the Brass Mirror, Warleader?” 
 
    “He might choke a Leviathan through sheer cussedness,” Ammox retorted. “Right. Time for Operation Mirror-Shot. Shivura? Take care of King Xan’s request. I’ve a front line to rally. The Princess is needed right here.” 
 
    Whisper glanced from one man to the other as Rhyme hissed between her teeth. What were they up to now? 
 
    Shivura gave her one of his feral-dragonet grins, all snarling teeth and narrow eyes. “Captain Drexor had an idea of how you might cross the bridge again.” Whisper groaned. “It’ll take you, a clever Element Enchanter, a Warlock familiar with the use of explosives, and a great deal of luck.” 
 
    This time, her jaw dangled like a dragonet sieving the air for insectoid delights. 
 
    Shivura clapped her upon the shoulder. “Come on, Inshari. I’ve been meaning to blow up this Whisper since … oh, forever. Want to help?” 
 
    The Water Enchantress brightened. “Aye, Mage Shivura. Pick me. Pick me!” 
 
    Whisper glared at her. “I find your enthusiasm quite distasteful.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ten hours later, she had not developed so much as a hint of enthusiasm for Drex’s so-called inspiration. 
 
    She stood at the juncture of the canyon that led from Arbor with the much mightier canyon that housed the bridge, just a thin grey-orange thread way, way above them to her right paw. To her left paw was a gushing torrent that fell an unbroken five and a half miles into the Brass Mirror below, and its openside half joined with a second torrent falling from far above. That was a trick of an overhang combined with a steady breeze that kept the air at least somewhat bearable in this area, but the atmosphere was noticeably denser than the cool heights of Arbor above. Whisper felt as if the canyon’s walls were leaning together, slowly compressing lungs and lives. 
 
    Here they stood as Shivura explained how they planned to strap her into the padded interior of a missile, which would be shot over the waterfall. Inshari would encase her missile in ice as it whizzed into the depths – not before the explosive thrust, which would shatter the ice, but afterward. That should take care of the minor issue of the highly acidic Brass Mirror. Whisper would motor to the far side and draw the vessel out of said nasty acidic death-bath, so that it might conceivably be reused for an even more insane return journey. This method had the advantages of avoiding the Wyverns, which rarely flew to such depths, and most of the whistling wind, if it did not, say, smash her against the cliff-side before dumping her crushed corpse into the Brass Mirror. Additionally, the missile’s additional, single-use explosive thrusters should scoot her across the Mirror at a velocity unlikely to be matched by any of the aquatic predators, namely, several tens of thousands of species and subspecies of nasty, acid-loving Dragonkind, crustaceans and acid toothfish. 
 
    Congratulations, Drex! 
 
    Clever man. Perhaps she should strap his explosive thrusters to a few places she could name and set them off in opposing directions! 
 
    Whisper sighed. “Right. It’s for the Kingdom of Arbor, right?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Inshari agreed. “Tuck the paws in. Give my regards to the Brass Mirror and any passing Leviathans.” 
 
    “Of course it’s the spirit,” Shivura huffed angrily. “She is a bondservant to Arbor’s needs. Warlock Gauge, are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” said the dour Arborite Warlock, whose dominant personality trait appeared to be an affectation of boredom. 
 
    Eyes agleam, Shivura declared, “Yula-îk-yyrrkûdi, Whisper! I bind thee!” 
 
    Stiffening against the straps, Whisper heard herself respond crisply, “O Master, describe the person, place and imperative.” 
 
    Inshari objected, “But Mage Shivura, Princess Rhyme said that a binding wasn’t –” 
 
    “Shut your yapping drakkid-hole, child!” snapped the Mage. “This is to ensure that there are no mistakes or side-trips – say, to Sanfuri’s encampment – before the Whisper reaches the Azarinthe forces. I will take no chances.” 
 
    The oath-binding lay so thickly upon her Whisper could not even summon anger at the suggestion of betrayal. She lay perfectly still, even when Inshari laid a sympathetic hand upon her shoulder. 
 
    Shivura said, “Whisper, listen well. A message for King Xanho-das-Azarin to be delivered to his army’s location beyond the bridge above this canyon. Tell the King, we Arborites are deeply grateful for his help and we look forward to welcoming him in the city itself.” 
 
    “Is that the full message, Master?” 
 
    “Aye. Much could be said, but since you’ll be briefing him anyway, this is just a means of securing your loyalty.” 
 
    “You already have my loyalty, Mage.” 
 
    His face darkened. “I do? What kind of fool do you take me for? The Princess Blue has your loyalty. I do not.” 
 
    Did he deserve it? Whisper thought not, but did not voice the thought. Instead, she said, “Well, let’s not waste your time, Mage. You’ve quite the hike back to Arbor.” 
 
    The trail ran alongside the river for miles, passing farms and mining operations, before turning vertical. Thankfully for the unfit Mage, there were many levels of basket-relays to transport goods and personnel up and down from the canyon. Ammox and Consul Yara were convinced that the canyon was not a viable vector of attack. Substantial, hidden emforite deposits ensured that the city itself could not be undermined from either side, which made the location an excellent choice. Warlock Sanfuri would need to blast his way in the ‘old-fashioned’ way, which he appeared quite prepared to do. 
 
    Inshari pointed. “Remember the release button is here, if you need it. Safe travels, Whisper.” 
 
    Magic burned in her mind, dark and compelling, already aiming miles upward. She sincerely hoped she did not pass out from the pain when she started heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    BOOM! The Warlock ignited the thrusters. Whisper gasped as a massive Dragon’s paw seemed to shove her backward into the padded seat. Skss-skss! Ice poured over the projectile as it accelerated, solidifying around the narrow tube but not the stubby stabilising wings – at least, she hoped that was the case. Water hissed by beneath as the vibration built up rapidly, and the Dragon of thrust tried to press her ribs out through her back. 
 
    Whoosh! She was over the waterfall and flying. Well. She glided far better than this useless hunk of metal. A powerful buffeting shook the craft as the wind built up, but Inshari had promised to try to keep her on track by manipulating the waterfall as far as she could reach, in magical terms. The missile rotated slowly, allowing her to watch through a small glass porthole as the waterfall and the cliffs rushed by. On and on. She had never imagined it took this long to drop one and a half leagues, but it was a long, long way down. Wyverns! She left the flight of astonished Tamarind Wyverns in her dust – well, her spray. That was all that was left of the waterfall at this level. Above, there had been ferns, but now she was down into the old fungal growth, such as it was. Great plates of shrivelled black fungal matter whipped by, kept damp by the constantly falling water. Splat! She hit something nasty, but the momentum blew her straight through and then the missile was tumbling, tumbling … Whisper wrestled with the basic controls. 
 
    The plunge into the Brass Mirror drove her so hard against the straps, she thought she had broken something. Whisper tasted blood in her mouth. This would be the reason for the neck and forehead straps – not breaking her neck on impact. 
 
    Deep, deep she drove into the brassy waters. Strangely thick bubbles surrounded her. The ice was cracking, so Whisper grabbed the controls a second time and twisted the nose upward and outward. Away from the flow. Headache! Oh, shiver her paws … she saw in shades of white and rusty red and – black! Whisper forced the craft to dodge a huge black body, which it did sluggishly. The chemo-magical thrusters whined incessantly. Better. The bands of pain in her head eased slightly as she began to make horizontal headway. 
 
    Why couldn’t Humans cross the Brass Mirror on one of these? 
 
    Probably because it would be eaten away long before they reached a quarter of the distance – or munched by one of those! Whisper screamed as she drove right through the gap between a set of fangs of a size she had never imagined, neither in her worst nightmares nor in her memories of the nightmarish creatures of Xisharn. The mouth was bigger than Ignothax in his entirety, lined with multiple rows of black fangs set in a long, narrow jaw. The creature swam lazily crosswise to her as Whisper’s paws trembled on the controls, but the creature was in no rush, whereas her vehicle was. A few seconds later, she popped up to the surface and the primitive craft, free of the clinging, thick waters, surged ahead with a roar. 
 
    If she had harboured any doubt that these canyons were inlets for the Brass Mirror, that doubt was burned out of her now. 
 
    She hissed across at a fantastic speed. The deep, metallic-orange waters rushed beneath her at an unbelievable speed as the craft began to aquaplane, then she was squeezing the other control to reduce the thrust as she neared the deeply undercut cliffs. Oh no. How was she supposed to find a spot to stop safely, here? Whisper pulled the nose over, heading slightly up-canyon in the strongside direction, looking for a landing place … there! She turned hard over again, instinctively opening the throttle to its fullest. The craft roared, kicking up a wall of tarnished-looking water. 
 
    The small craft jounced about, then the fins dug in and she shot toward the small beach she had spotted beneath a massive overhang of rock. She skidded up a low beach of glassy pebbles, which clattered over the porthole as the nose dug in abruptly. Halt. “Ouch.” 
 
    Whisper hit the releases. The porthole hissed slightly as it released and tangy, acid-noxious air rushed in. No time to pause. Scrambling out, Whisper began to cough and choke and … blinked. What? She touched her face experimentally. 
 
    Aye, she was wearing her shorts around her mouth and nose. 
 
    Apparently, they filtered the toxic air, somewhat – because that initial whiff had her lungs and especially her sensitive nostrils stinging, but also the tissues of her eyes and ears were starting to react. It was logical, of course, that the acid content of the air should be most potent down here, at ocean level. No Whisper had been this low, according to her memories, save those who had ended up visiting the acidic waters involuntarily. She glanced about, and found, amidst the piles of glossy bubbles created by her precipitate arrival, the black eyes of at least ten aquatic draconids examining her edible properties from near the water’s edge. 
 
    The missile boat lay just about at the high tide mark. Move! Throwing out a metal rope, she looped it Whisper-quick around a nearby rock and activated the self-welding Mage-tie. 
 
    Then, she unceremoniously fled for her life. 
 
    Snapping fangs and irritable hisses accompanied her departure, with all alacrity, from the beach. Whisper leaped for the rock face above, dug in with her talons, and was forced to walk an almost upside-down gauntlet above the eagerly leaping, bony black draconids as they tried to sample her haunches and quivering tail. A slip of her hind paw almost tossed her to the waiting fangs, but Whisper arched her body and fired a neurotoxic dart into the mass. The moment the draconid convulsed, the others swarmed in a snapping maul of fangs and talons. 
 
    What love did the Dragonkind spare for each other? 
 
    Not fifty feet higher up, Whisper spied her next test, a swarm of poisonous yellow drakkids that skittered across the acid-bitten rocks toward her. She outpaced them with some dangerously rapid climbing that took her up and around a shendite overhang that jutted above the lapping seawater. Four or five yellow bodies plopped into the waves, and were consumed within seconds by a ravaging school of acid toothfish. 
 
    I am not tasty! 
 
    Well, that went without saying. She was a choleric Whisper that would curdle the innards of any Dragonkind that dared to try to sample her flesh. She kicked one last drakkid in the teeth. The foot-long lizard dropped into the water. Boiling. Gone. 
 
    Whisper bit her lip, but none too hard. Right. Time to map a trail to the top. A nice little nine-mile climb through prime Wyvern nesting territory would be followed by the likely skirmish with the Warlock’s troops – unless she climbed even higher, and jumped down amongst the frisky, trigger-happy Azar army. Aye, sensible plan. Definitely the one for her. 
 
    The magic squeezed irresistibly at her temples. She must keep moving. Whisper touched the sirrubiflower sticks tucked into her wristlets, meant to be her protection against Wyverns – Mage Shivura had better be right about that – and settled the miniature crossbow on her back. Gemmini would appreciate this latest application of her flechettes. 
 
    Climb, Whisper. Climb! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: To Hear a Whisper 
 
      
 
    FOUR miles up the cliff was a perfect time for dawn to break. Thankfully, age-yellowed tranbis-vine covered this section in massive, tangled layers, which happened to be perfect planning on the part of a certain furry creature who would rather her fur-style did not take a further lurch toward the macabre. She raced up the foot-thick anchoring vines, moving confidently through the tangled mass. Unfortunately, in another two and a half miles this thicket would come to an end and she would have the singular distinction of attempting to stay out of sight of Wyverns and Dragons alike, in broad daylight, as she climbed a further four and three-quarter miles up to the outcropping of semiorite and grey tihoriabite, which overlooked a battle that appeared to be brewing up an encouraging volume of smoke. Hopefully, the Warlock was getting his grey chops kicked up there by Xola and her cohorts. There was a constant flow of troops underneath the bridge, despite the flare of sunstrike now rendering the topside of that span impassable – relatively so. She grinned. 
 
    Whisper panted heavily with the effort of constant vertical running and climbing. All too soon, she reached the end of the cover. A couple of final trailing vines brought her to right into the midst of an enormous area of narrow ledges and cracks that supported a teeming population of aggressive, bite-first-ask-questions-later Tamarind Wyverns. 
 
    Therefore, she armed her crossbow with flowers. 
 
    Taking careful aim as far down the cliff as she thought viable, given allowances for angles, power and the whistling wind, she whispered, “Alright, Mage Shivura. Let’s see you earn a bigger dungeon – I mean, laboratory.” 
 
    Her fangs flashed in the briefest of grins. Click. 
 
    A wink of metal flashed down the cliff. 
 
    Whisper missed the mother Wyvern, but judging by the screeching, struck something in that nest. Eight seconds to mayhem. Seven, six … she counted down silently. One … zero. 
 
    The mother Wyvern glanced about furiously, up and down the cliff, her fangs bared. 
 
    No sign of – oh! A strange rippling of beasts seemed to run across the nests and roosting places downwind of the site she had shot. Wings stretched. Mouths opened as tongues tasted the wind. Then, as if Shivura had pressed the switch on one of his dubious pieces of equipment as he tortured certain helpless Whisper-creatures, the Wyverns attacked that nest in a screeching, howling mass. In seconds, a hundred Dragonkind were embroiled in a sprawling fracas. In ten seconds, the fighting had spread five hundred feet in every direction. Twenty, and the dead were tumbling and bouncing down the cliff in gratifying numbers. 
 
    Whisper crowed in delight. “Mage Shivura, for that, I might even consider kissing you.” 
 
    Ugh. On second thoughts, there were limits to what she would do for Arbor! 
 
    Shivura had avowed the Wyverns would mistake the subtly modified flower-scent for fresh urine. What that had to do with draconic behaviour, he claimed, was a matter of science. Arming another dart, Whisper tried a shot further afield, down and to her right paw. 
 
    Strike! The wind puffed the flechette outward, and a flying Wyvern did the rest. 
 
    Not stopping to ask any questions, Whisper climbed rapidly, threading her way across ledges, dodging garnet, aquamarine and quartzite crystal formations, and running up or along the ledges where she could. She camouflaged as lightly as she could, experimenting with the magic to try to ensure she did not run out, but after she was spotted for the third time in quick succession, she gave up and tried to blend in completely. Up. Up! Away from the brawl that was spreading faster than she could climb. 
 
    Finally, she ascended to the level of the bridge and had her first sight of the battle. Dragons and soldiers held the fortifications against an as-yet-unseen Azarinthe advance, but something was booming away at the wall from the other side, raising puffs of dust and smoke, and shaking the cliff to which she clung. Warlock Sanfuri’s soldiers mostly wielded bows from the top of the battlements and the cliffs, or hurled small Mage-bombs and Warlocks’ devices at the Men of Grey. She checked the soldiers very carefully indeed. No Sanfuri. Could it have been a trick? They just did not know if a Warlock and his familiar could be separated very far. She was one hundred percent convinced that she had seen Ignothax toward the rear of the force attacking Rhyme and Ammox’s defences, and the Arborite leaders concurred. They expected Sanfuri at the rear – but what if his Dragons were indeed functioning as air transport? Was that even possible? 
 
    Whisper looked back across the bridge. That fortification was complete. She could not see Drex’s force just around the corner, but the battle there was also a violent affair, evidenced by blue smoke drifting off the cliff’s edge, and the frenetic activity of the Warlock’s soldiers. 
 
    Closer, she observed his troops, taking mental notes as both Rhyme and Xan had ordered. They were mostly Reds and Greens, with a scattering of Men of Yellow, White and even Blue Arborite traitors. One fellow was as gold as a freshly-poured ingot, while there were many variations on the basic Human colour schemes, some new to her knowledge. Working magical and mechanical siege engines, she saw hordes of thickly bearded Men who had to stand barely four feet tall, dressed in white suits with the most fantastical profusion of pockets and tools she had ever seen. Engineers? They had the most oddly rolling walk, as though their hips were jointed in inexplicable ways. Six-fingered, pot-bellied Dwarves of the deep caverns, her memories said. Not Human at all – and don’t call them pot-bellied! 
 
    Chuckling at the strident note of warning in her memories, Whisper continued climbing. Some Whisper must have learned that the hard way. 
 
    Half an hour of careful climbing brought her to the level of the balconies overlooking what Ammox had called the ‘split-away’, the trail leading away from the canyon toward Arbor. Now she had a good view of both sides of the bridge. The numbers of Warlock Sanfuri’s forces on the far side had been considerably reduced, she noticed, frowning. Where had they all disappeared to? Both Drex and Xan fought against what were essentially skeleton forces either side of the canyon. Were the missing troops and dragons preparing an ambush for the Azar? If there was one, she could not identify anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    She eyed the Wyverns circling above speculatively. Opportunity? Aye. The Dragonkind were partial to fresh meat. She should be kind and feed the dumb animals. 
 
    Arming a paralytic flechette with her last sirrubiflower stick, Whisper took careful aim across the narrow crack. Below, the heavily armoured Azar forces worked a massive battering ram. As she watched, it rolled forward steadily. BOOM! The wall shook. There was Queen Xola, further back, battling a Gold-Red Dragon blow for blow. Her fists flamed blue, extending as Mage-fists twenty feet above her head as she pounded the Dragon with a series of fisticuffs about the earholes. 
 
    Decent talent, that Queen. 
 
    Whisper selected her target with care. That would be the Warlock’s archer with the largest backside on the balcony opposite. Twang! The metal-cable bowstring sang out as the arms snapped back into the resting position. The man screeched and leaped into the air, clutching his wound with both hands and incidentally, attracting the attention of all the nearby Wyverns. Then, his eyes rolled up and he slumped. Paralysed. The collapse brought a few enterprising Dragonkind within striking range as their predatory instincts responded to the apparent distress of an animal. Nostrils flared. 
 
    Whisper counted down in her mind. 
 
    GRRAAARRGGH!! 
 
    Every man and Dragon in that defile looked up in shock as two dozen Tamarind Wyverns attacked mercilessly, routing and destroying the Warlock’s troops in seconds. 
 
    Whisper blew them a kiss. “Shivura’s compliments, boys.” 
 
    Then, she leaped. 
 
    A couple of speculative arrows homed in on her flying form, but the sight of men being ripped apart by wild Dragonkind was exactly the distraction she had hoped for. With a flare and a cheeky wave, she swooped down behind Xola, firing a neurotoxin dart-spray at the Gold-Red Dragon during her approach. The Dragon scratched its ear and strangely, retreated. Whisper stared. Odd behaviour. 
 
    Xola unclenched her clawed hands, letting their blue mana sheaths gutter and fade. “Whisper. Should have known you’d have something to do with that.” 
 
    “Me?” she inquired innocently. 
 
    “You furry little troublemaker!” 
 
    With a disdainful strut, Whisper sniffed, “Your spurious accusations insult me, o Queen.” 
 
    “Blatant falsehoods make me itch,” she returned. “Come on. My brother demands the pleasure of your dubious company. Good work, Whisper. You crossed the bridge again?” 
 
    “No. I swam the Mirror.” 
 
    Whisper had the great pleasure of making the Grey Queen’s jaw sag ajar like a rusty hinge. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At the end of her briefing, King Xan rubbed his temples. “Well, that muddies the waters. The motivational vectors show that the Arborite King could be the traitor, but now a much closer second in the probability hierarchy is that he was duped by the traitor – as you rightly pointed out. Outright poisoning comes a distant fourth, after some trickery on the Warlock’s part. I’m curious about your interpretation of Yessimy’s actions. Specifically, the ring-rubbing.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Xola. “You say she genuinely loves the King?” 
 
    Whisper said, “As best I can tell, she’s the perfect, devoted family servant. If she is poisoning him, I’ve found no trace of it anywhere. Not even in her own food or sweat or … uh, bodily fluids and excretion.” 
 
    Xola’s eyebrows peaked. “You were thorough.” 
 
    “I swim in chamber pots for the greater glory of Arbor, milady.” 
 
    Apparently this was cringe worthy rather than funny. 
 
    Xan said, “Another problem. Warlock Sanfuri was definitely here. He promised – in his usual arrogant brutish way, with some memorable similes – to take Xola to wife after the battle.” 
 
    The Queen’s jaw muscles clenched. 
 
    The King added, “With your permission, sister?” She waved a hand angrily, chewing away at the inside of her lip. “Very well. Briefly, Sanfuri was Xola’s mentor in the magical arts before he turned rogue. He convinced her to take part in a magical experiment that fixed her Element-orientation on mana.” 
 
    Now, it was Whisper’s turn to gulp, mouth agape in shock. 
 
    “A botched experiment,” Xola said softly. “As I’ve learned since, to my cost, Draco-Mages are the masters of the Element of mana. Humans are not. Sanfuri sought to fuse my powers with those of a Dragon – which I did not know at the time – to create a super-powered Element Enchantress. What he achieved was to corrupt my powers. I have precious little control of the mana. There is no recourse or return for an Element Enchantress damaged as I have been. I have mana, I can’t control it, and without the greatest self-discipline I’m a terrible danger to everyone around me. I … explode things.” 
 
    Xan clasped her shoulder. “Never lose hope.” 
 
    Xola had loved him, or at least, idolised her mentor, Whisper realised, moved by the pain in the young woman’s voice as she sat on a stool in Xan’s tent, twisting her hands in her lap. The truth had devastated her. This was the reason for her hatred of Sanfuri, and rightly so. Unless … 
 
    “No recourse?” Whisper asked. 
 
    “No.” Brother and sister shook their heads. 
 
    “Unless you could find a Draco-Mage willing to teach you.” 
 
    “Superb idea,” Xan enthused. 
 
    “You’ve one in your pocket?” Xola asked caustically, then appeared to flinch as Whisper took her hands. “And the proverbial drakkid in the soup is that they’re all dead or gone – what are you doing? Whisper!” 
 
    Whisper sniffed the Queen’s fingers. 
 
    “Get off!” she snarled, but did not whip her hands away. 
 
    “You smell magical. What are the normal components of sweat?” she asked. Yessimy did not appear stressed or fearful when she held the King’s hand, but still, there was a nuance here that she had not isolated before, a miniscule chemical component … 
 
    Xan said, “Water, urea, lactic acid and trace minerals such as magnesium, potassium, sodium and calcium, and then trace metals such as copper or zinc. It may depend on diet. Proteins, odours … the Reds love onions, for example. That’s the reason for the odour you noticed around Shivura. Back to Yessimy. You noticed nothing … unusual, at all?” 
 
    “Only her habitual devotion. Every evening, she goes to the King’s bedside and talks to him.” 
 
    “He’s like a son to her,” said Xan. “She loves him.” 
 
    “It seems more,” said Whisper. 
 
    “You’re hardly an expert on Human emotions,” Xola pointed out, with her usual delicate hammer blow to the conversational nut. “Whisper, we summoned you here because of the Sanfuri issue. We can’t figure out how he’s moving between here and the city, but we have a theory. The interlocking reasoning shows there’s a traitor. Here’s what we think. There’s a secret tunnel that Sanfuri is using to travel between the bridge and the city – perhaps this side of the city, perhaps beyond. You need to warn Rhyme, Drex and Ammox about the possibility of encirclement. I mean, not encirclement as such, but that Drex’s force could be cut off by a force emerging from a hidden entrance behind him. The main gates of Arbor could be assaulted while everyone’s attention is on the rear gates.” 
 
    “This concurs with the assessment you made today of the troop and Dragon numbers,” Xan added. “Thank you for being thorough, Whisper.” 
 
    Whisper said, “You couldn’t just have written all this in a coded message?” 
 
    “Aye, but we thought we needed to hear your detailed whispering …” the King sighed again. “I’m sorry we risked your life. I adjudged that the complexity of the issues and the information we’d want you to convey back to Arbor – you’re our link, Whisper. The only way we know what’s happening, and can warn them … and brief our troops and magic users, saving lives – but I’m not the one crossing canyons and baiting Dragons. I apologise again.” 
 
    I am selfish! 
 
    Whisper bowed. “I’m sorry, too. That was an unworthy response.” 
 
    Xan tented his fingers, staring down at her with a disconcertingly shrewd, grey-eyed gaze. “The records of Azarinthe don’t appear to document the frankly uncommon levels of dedication and caring you’ve shown in your performance of these tasks. Whence does this impetus of heart arise, Whisper? Is this a new protocol for your kind?” 
 
    She could only duck her head as her ears grew hot. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Just a messenger? Xan was right. Where did one draw the line between delivering a message, and delivering it with extra zeal that piled up dead Dragons along the way? 
 
    Xan said, “Here’s a map. Can your memories help me trace the emforite inclusions so that we could project where such a theoretical tunnel might emerge?” 
 
    After a further ten minutes’ discussion, they marked four potential locations, one beyond the city and three before it, where a dracoworm tunnel might have been excavated – perhaps years before, in preparation for such a day. Xan said, “Make sure you take this intelligence to Rhyme and Rhyme alone.” 
 
    “Of course,” Whisper nodded. 
 
    “Sunstrike help us if she’s the traitor,” the Grey Queen pointed out. 
 
    “No!” cried Whisper. 
 
    Xan just turned a far pastier shade of his natural grey. “I hadn’t actually considered …” He cursed under his breath; Whisper could only imagine how he felt, having to consider his beloved’s all-too-possible perfidy. “She’d be high on the probability hierarchy. Freaking fungazoids!” 
 
    “There’s a further warning,” Xola added, her lips forming into a thin white line. “Whisper. If you encounter Sanfuri in battle, he could dispatch you on a mission to –” 
 
    “Illuxor?” said Whisper. “A moon? The bottom of the Brass Mirror?” 
 
    “Hostile messaging,” said King Xan, puffing out his cheeks before releasing the air with a low hiss. “Now, let’s discuss how we might flush this traitor out of hiding. I believe we need to act quickly, for Arbor’s sake. The crux of the battle draws nigh.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Xola growled, “I can outdo that dense-as-a-boulder Illuxorite any hour of any day!” 
 
    “He gave me a sophisticated air-to-water missile. You’re giving me a rock and a rope for my ankle,” Whisper pointed out. 
 
    The Queen folded her arms, tapping her foot dangerously. “This is an efficient solution. You say the winds are much weaker, lower down. I plan to get you there quickly.” 
 
    “By lobbing me off a cliff tied to a rock? The phrase ‘Wyvern bait’ springs to mind.” 
 
    “I’d do it myself, except I’m not half as tasty-looking as you.” 
 
    Xan, appearing behind his sister, chuckled, “Sanfuri desires your hand. Whatever could be holding you back, sister?” 
 
    Only Whisper could have seen the expression that crossed Xola’s features. Hatred, aye. But also fear. She turned to King Xan. “You have someone you love, brother, and that makes me happy.” Although, she said it as if she had been invited to a funeral. 
 
    Apparently, only Xan in all the world could risk giving Xola a hug. His was a quick, warm squeeze about her shoulders. “Whisper can find you someone. I hear there have been several cases of whisper-inspired liaisons developing amongst our ranks.” 
 
    Xola’s grin flashed briefly. “Oh?” 
 
    Their identical grey gazes turned upon Whisper. She shrugged and said, with maximum snarkiness, “Well, the catapult won’t load itself, will it?” 
 
    The next hour of her life was full of novel experiences for a Whisper. Firstly, she was loaded into a massive slingshot by the King himself, and the Queen launched her over Sanfuri’s battlements and out into the canyon. Then, she plummeted into the depths, chased by several hundred enthusiastically screeching, would-be tail nibblers. However, judicious use of the neurotoxin darts weakened enough Wyverns that they soon turned upon their own kind – ready meals not falling quite as fast as fleeing Whispers. A mile from the Brass Mirror, she drew her dagger and severed the rope. Calculating the winds as best she could, she flared her skin gradually, bringing her body into a low, fast swoop that took her along the cliffs in search of her beached missile. 
 
    Twice, fanged nasties leaped out of the acid to try to snaffle a trailing limb, but she managed to dodge their clumsy efforts. Then, a rapid descent took her down to the waiting beach, where her missile bobbed in perhaps half a foot of acid water. 
 
    Draconids! 
 
    She was out of time and options. Whisper aimed directly for the open hatch. Wham! Landing, she slapped the release and ignition buttons, and punched a lunging draconid in the fangs. She wrung her paw at once. Drat, those were hard. When the creature did not politely desist – odd, that – she punched it again, this time adding a mouthful of flechettes for good measure. The missile lurched forward as the single-shot thrusters ignited. She spun about. Only one had fired! The craft slewed again; Whisper had the foresight to slam her hatch shut a fraction of a second before acidic seawater slopped into her seat. Grraaaa-rrrr! The craft swerved and bucked as the single engine fired more strongly. She blasted through draconids, shouting a few words she had learned from the Azar soldiers and punching buttons until with a strong kick, the second engine finally deigned to fire. 
 
    Go, go … go! She whanged off a boulder and swung crazily out onto the Brass Mirror. 
 
    The surface was rougher than her first journey. As she gathered speed, the craft bounced about strongly. Whisper had little idea where she was aiming the nose, since she had no blood-oath to blaze the goal in her mind. Maybe there were uses for her directional sense after all. How did that even work? A dip into the collective consciousness that she half-suspected might exist beneath the canyons and bulwarks of Yanzorda, and knowledge arose? Daunting. 
 
    Whisper rattled over the sunken canyon, noticing that the acid was already eating away at the glass porthole, where splashes had landed. Then, the left-paw control came away in her grip. 
 
    Oh no. There had been more acid-splash than she had imagined. Now, she had no control whatsoever of the thrust, and the jouncing glimpses she caught out of the misted porthole were not comforting. The waterfall! She wrenched at the steering, slewing out of the thundering flow, ramped up a boulder and slammed the nose-cone into a chink in the cliff. 
 
    Whisper rubbed a new bruise on her forehead. “Remind me to take lessons in missile driving.” 
 
    That destroyed her idea of popping out and flying to the cliff – but the thrusters were still running, vibrating the missile loose. She popped the hatch, leaped … and found herself drifting upward in the throes of an unexpected waterfall-maelstrom, her limbs flailing as a gravity inversion played its usual pranks on her sense of balance. Whisper drew her arms and legs back to her sides with a cross snap. No point in looking like a whippet-draconid kicked into a gorge by an Arboreal Dragon, to pick a random example. 
 
    Flap, flap. Could this gravity inversion work any faster? 
 
    Had she produced a gravitational flux just by thinking about it, or did they arise naturally? Making her own would be a little too convenient she supposed, sighing. Whisper worked her way over to the cliff face and proceeded to run up the slippery waterfall as if she were standing upon level ground, with confused water sheeting off to either side in gushing streaks of white froth. Neat trick! 
 
    When the well stopped after a mile, however, she fell back, screaming … and bobbed about on thin air. “At least gravity works, unlike your brain,” she berated herself. 
 
    Then, she realised she was on the wrong side of the waterfall. Whisper thumped her head against a handy boulder. She gazed up at the strongside sky. Dawn was coming, and with it, the Wyverns would start to wake up. However, they did not appear to enjoy nesting near the waterfall. Setting her talons to the task, she climbed the mossy, slippery rocks as quickly as she possibly could. 
 
    Reaching the river level, she sprinted along a narrow animal trail along the bank until she reached the buttress she had seen from above, where a thin plume of white waterfall landed atop and then split into two for the further tumble down into the gorge where she stood. There were multiple levels of mines this side, she remembered. That meant ropes, and a relatively easy climb for a wayfinder. Whisper charged up the bulwarkside, dashed over the buttress, surprising a quartet of soldiers on duty, ducked beneath the waterfall for a five-second trailside wash, and then ran for the next sets of basket pulleys that would take her up to the city proper. She craned her neck. No pyres. No sagging nets torn open, and no Dragons up there tossing Human bones over the edge. 
 
    No Dragons at all … 
 
    Gasping with realisation, Whisper pinned her ears back and sprinted up a thick hawser, no longer caring where her talons landed. 
 
    The city needed to hear her whisper. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Death’s Whisper 
 
      
 
    Warleader Ammox WAITED for her just inside the city’s rear gates, flanked by two of his Captains. 
 
    Whisper’s paws stumbled. His expression was so … forbidding. 
 
    “Report, Whisper!” From fifty yards off, Ammox’s parade ground bark was enough to make her stagger. Of course, she must have been seen climbing up the cliffs. She had made no attempt to hide herself near Arbor. There was no need, or, there might have been had the Warlock broken through – then who would have been the fool? 
 
    In a moment, she skidded to a halt in front of the Warleader. “Princess Rhyme?” 
 
    “Other side of the city. Report!” 
 
    Xan had told her to speak only to Rhyme, but that was impossible. The soldiers both sides of the city needed to be alerted and the Warleader was the one to arrange that. In terse sentences, between gasps and pants, Whisper sketched King Xan’s tunnel theory for him. Two more Captains arrived; Ammox dispatched them at once with orders. 
 
    Then, he addressed his two remaining Captains. “Landur, secure the front gates!” 
 
    “Aye, Warleader!” 
 
    “Semoki, find a messenger dragonet. Alert Captain Drex. Then, look to the walls and inner defences. Everything must be perfect.” 
 
    “Aye, Warleader!” Semoki crashed her fist against her breastplate. 
 
    “I’ll take charge of this gate. Whisper, you go brief Rhyme. She’s facing –” 
 
    “Princess Rhyme!” Warlock Sanfuri’s magically enhanced voice boomed over the city, even from a quarter-mile distant. Whisper shuddered! “Blue-painted cowards of Arbor! I am Sanfuri the Conqueror. I have crossed the Sundering with my Dragon army. Today, your city shall be mine.” 
 
    As the Warlock spoke, the Warleader pressed Whisper on the shoulder. “One more run, beast. Go brief the Princess. Help her forces when the Warlock attacks.” 
 
    She nodded, and ran like the wind. 
 
    In equally amplified tones, the Princess replied, “I thought I smelled fungatoad on the breeze! Oddly, it wasn’t your usual stench, Sanfuri. It must be that piece of mouldy boot leather you own for a familiar. Come right on in!” She brandished an axe in either hand. “I’ll introduce your teeth to my axes!” 
 
    Laughter rose from the Arborite troops manning the battlements and ahead, from the troops dug in with Princess Rhyme. Whisper darted a glance over her shoulder, thinking she had heard an odd, choked-off cry somewhere near the gates, but saw nothing amiss. Besides, the Dragons lined up behind Sanfuri were thundering their battle challenges, drowning out every noise for miles about. The grey-clad Warlock stood atop Ignothax’s back, brandishing his freakishly huge sword as he roared right along with the Dragons, his features contorted into a tendons-popping, veins-writhing imitation of the Dragons – as if he knew and experienced their exact emotions. Whisper shivered again. 
 
    That connection with his familiar … what powers did it accord him? 
 
    “Ah, sweet Princess,” he sneered, once the roaring simmered down to a low growl, like proximate thunder. “Why don’t you come over here and I’ll show you –” he supplied a crude gesture Whisper did not entirely understand, but the Dragons evidently did. Cruel laugher echoed down the canyon. 
 
    Rhyme made a show of testing the edge of her axe. Whisper knew how often she sharpened those blades. “I’m in the mood for a surgical amputation of my own, Warlock! Come over here and I’ll –” 
 
    Well, that gesture was unambiguous enough to make even a Whisper blush. 
 
    Humans and their silly insults. Why did the Warlock even indulge in this nonsense? She ran up to the Princess, standing atop her fortifications that covered the trail. Sanfuri stood at a very precise location, she noticed, about ten feet short of a vicious Mage-trap that Shivura was exceedingly proud of, while the two leaders indulged in a game of insults Whisper found tiresome in the extreme. 
 
    Unless it was a matter of timing … turning quickly to Shivura, she hissed, “He’s standing short of the trap. Why? Proof of –” 
 
    “Betrayal?” The Mage blurted out. “Of course. I like this even less than I like furry pests with mouths too big for their paws. Brief the Princess. Be discreet.” 
 
    Covertly, several Captains, Consul Yara, the Mage and a group of Element Enchanters edged closer to Whisper as she relayed the information she had given to Warleader Ammox. Even as she spoke, Whisper’s brain churned at a furious pace. Could Rhyme be stalling deliberately? Or was the traitor another? A Captain in the city? Someone here – her eyes scanned the company quickly. The Princess’ back was open. 
 
    “Ammox is on it?” Yara said, glancing back at the gates. 
 
    “How’s your dear old father?” Warlock Sanfuri pressed, still booming away. “I hold his life in my palm – literally. Will you not surrender for his sake?” 
 
    “I know my father. Surrender would kill him,” Rhyme replied. 
 
    “Ah, well, once I’ve trotted through your open gates and taken the Talisman I desire, I will destroy that old fool before your eyes. Is that a Whisper I hear behind you, Princess?” 
 
    Shivura cursed. “Are you carrying a Mage-trace?” 
 
    “No …” 
 
    “Even our gates stand against you and your stench, Sanfuri!” roared the Princess Blue. 
 
    “Indeed? They look unguarded to me. And very … wide open.” 
 
    The mildness of the Warlock’s reply caught Rhyme by surprise, and Sanfuri knew it. He chortled indulgently as first Shivura and then Yara stared back in horror. “They’re drawing apart!” hissed the Consul. “Princess, we must stop them –” 
 
    Whisper’s glance took in the widening gates and an Arborite soldier standing in the gap, waving frantically. “Ammox!” she groaned. 
 
    Shivura cried, “The Warleader? Surely not!” 
 
    Realisation opened before her now. The slight sheen of sweat on the Warleader’s forehead. The purposeful way Ammox had turned toward the gatehouse. The way he had dispatched his Captains to make arrangements; the exact quiver his hand made upon the haft of his axe. She had been too focussed on reaching the Princess to take notice. He had been low on Xan’s list of potential traitors – except that she had made the logical leap, now. Too late. Why did not matter. What, did. The gates clicked open in their widest position, and stayed put. Where were all the soldiers who ought to be protecting the city’s entryway? Had the Warleader sent them off? 
 
    The Dragons around Warlock Sanfuri beat their wings preparatory to taking off. The Warlock’s laughter thundered over the city, shaking it to the very foundations, as he cried, “I think I’ll just walk right on in!” 
 
    Suddenly, mid-guffaw, he pointed dramatically. “Yula-îk-yyrrkûdi –” 
 
    “Whisper – I bind thee!” screamed Rhyme. 
 
    Sanfuri’s face turned a fine shade of puce. Without delay, however, he thundered, “Now, Arbor shall fall!” The Dragons beat into the sky, sweeping over the defenders toward the buttress that sheltered the city. 
 
    Pitifully, unwillingly, Whisper breathed, “O Master, describe the person, place and imperative.” 
 
    Rhyme looked every bit as miserable as the oath-magic had just made her friend. “I, Whisper, uh, send you to K –” 
 
    “Yessimy!” snapped Consul Yara. 
 
    “Aye … Yessimy. At the Palace, tell her to … to look after the King. Go, Whisper!” 
 
    As Whisper sprinted toward the city, she heard the roar of Sanfuri’s troops charging up from behind where the Warlock had taken his stance, the Princess splitting off a war-group to follow her to the city, and another roar, further afield, as the front gates came under sustained attack. As she ran, her mind ran even faster. What if she did not quite find Yessimy at the Palace? What if she paused to fight, and then continued her mission? How long could she tarry before the blood-oath magic debilitated her? Ahead, Sanfuri’s Dragons endured a withering hail of fire from the fixed emplacements, but their shields appeared to be strong enough to withstand everything the defences hurled at them. Once they were inside … she passed beneath the Dragons now, running flat-out. Whisper heard a whine. Trigger-memory! She dived aside from the splash of Dragon acid, feeling and smelling the foul, white-green liquid passing just over her departing tail. 
 
    Seconds ahead of the Dragons, she whipped through the gate. The mechanisms were housed to her left paw; there, a group of soldiers milled about uncertainly. A body lay slumped across the threshold. Why were they not closing the gates? 
 
    “Dragons!” she yelled. “Take cover!” 
 
    The men scattered as, with a mighty roar, the Dragons hurtled into the attack. Fireballs rocked the battlements, squeezing between the crenelated gaps as the soldiers dived for shelter. Arborite discipline ensured only a few were caught out in the open. Shadows swooped and dived as the Dragons wheeled above. Three Gold-Red Dragons plowed through the gates, and met a hot reception of chain nets and Dragon-sized crossbow quarrels. Whisper added a neurotoxin flechette or two for a touch of extra flavour, but immediately, three more Dragons piled through the wide gap, clambering over their fellows with zesty, battle-hungry growls. 
 
    Overeager, these fellows. Whisper sprayed the nearest with a quartet of anti-Dragon specials. Gemmini would appreciate the use of her excellent work. In response, the Dragons twisted their necks and sprayed billowing yellow waves of Dragon fire about them, firing everything in sight. Whisper dived into the mechanism room as fire licked over the corpse next to her paws, and immediately wished she had not. Ammox’s trail was clear, marked in blood and bodies. He had likely talked his way inside the reinforced door, which was locked and barred in wartime, and then fallen upon the guards and engineers inside with devastating effect. Other soldiers had followed him inside and eventually finished him off, but the Warleader lay beneath a pile of bodies. Dead. 
 
    One young solider, looking unfocussed about the eyes, held his arm across his lap as he sat slumped against the wall. Blood pooled beneath his body. He glanced up at Whisper. “Gutted me good, he did,” he hissed, speaking brokenly. “Freaking traitor – went mad. Knew exactly what he was doing to the gates. Spiked the mechanism to open, then smashed everything. Can’t move that tonnage now.” 
 
    Whisper breathed, “Did he say anything? Any reason?” 
 
    “No. Just yelling … yelling …” 
 
    “Yelling what?” 
 
    “Yes … yes-sir-me, or something,” slurred the young man. “Yes, me …” 
 
    Her suddenly, violently desiccated throat made her croak the word. Whisper wanted to vomit. “Yessimy?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Whisper leaped to his side. “Can I –” 
 
    “Leave me. You go fight. Heard you fight … g-aaaah!” 
 
    His head rolled to one side. Whisper could not catch his sideways gall, even though she tried. She touched his neck. Nothing. “You fought well, brave soldier,” she whispered, and pressed his eyelids shut. “May your soul fly the canyons forever.” 
 
    This was wrong. He had deserved better. 
 
    The world seemed to shiver beneath her paws. The sounds of battle grew sharper, as if each noise were a fresh dagger-prick to her consciousness. New purpose raged her heart. Whisper rose unsteadily, arming her remaining flechettes and tensioning her crossbow. GRRAA-BA-DA-BOOM!! The room quaked as the Dragons struck again. Shouts and bellows resounded outside. Captain Semoki was roaring to rally the troops, aiming to trap and destroy the Dragons in the gate area – effectively blocking the Warlock’s path. Smart strategy. 
 
    She grieved – why Yessimy? Why had the Warleader been shouting for Yessimy when he slew all these good Arborite soldiers? She did not understand. 
 
    There was one way in and out. Whisper darted back to the doorway, then ducked as a mighty tail cracked the stones just above her head. The King must be in mortal danger. The Warlock, or the King? The oath bore down ferociously as she vacillated. Complete her charge, and she put herself directly in danger. Accursed oath! She was such a liability in situations like these – yet her courage would demanded only one course. Face Yessimy. Tempt the fates. 
 
    Whisper darted out. She began to work her way toward the fortifications leading into the city proper, begging the blinding headache to subside. Meantime, she sized up the chaos in the gateway. Seven Dragons, both the Ice-Orange and the Gold-Red subtypes. Add a few more to the pileup, and they’d reach the buttress above – idiotic reptiles. They were getting in each other’s way quite effectively. Steadying the crossbow on the crook of her left elbow, she took aim. She must ensure that this pile stayed put for a few minutes longer, at least. Just to annoy the conquering slug properly. 
 
    As a Dragoness raised her slender muzzle above the pile, Whisper pinned her in the nose with a neurotoxin dart. 
 
    Then, she dodged away.  
 
    By now, she knew the route to the Palace like her own furry paw. Every second counted. If the Warlock intended to destroy the King – before he had taken something? After? Her running steps slowed. Sanfuri did not intend to tarry here in Arbor, unlike everyone thought. 
 
    KAABOOM!! 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Whisper saw the fortifications and buildings around the gateway slide aside as though Sanfuri had casually pushed open a door. The raging of his power made her senses reel. Her whiskers screamed, danger! There he came, sitting astride Ignothax as if the Dragon were a common beast of burden, his hands fluttering as he flattened defenders left and right. Mercilessly, Warlock marshalled swarms of draconids and dragonets to attack any Arborite left standing. The archers fired back bravely, impaling tens of dragonets and turning several of the downed Dragonkind into pincushions. But the Warlock’s presence was immense. It swirled around him like a blue maelstrom, a whirling concentration of mage-powers unlike anything she had seen in a Human before – or a Dragon. More Gold-Reds streamed in behind him, squeezing onto Arbor’s gardens, pathway and gantries. 
 
    Now, he would put the city to the sword. 
 
    She raced away, fighting off treacherous tears. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whimper found Yessimy holding a soup gourd to the King’s lips. Her countenance was gentle, every inch the compassionate caregiver – and that was what everyone believed. Inconceivable, that there could be so much as a traitorous bone in her body. Idly, as she tipped the gourd, her right hand held the King’s, and in that simple yet profound gesture, Yessimy stroked the signet ring without appearing to think upon it. 
 
    Upon seeing Whisper standing frozen in the doorway, her posture took on a subtly protective air. “What do you want, Whisper?” 
 
    “Princess Rhyme sent me with a message – that you should care for the King,” Whisper said. Relief. 
 
    “That girl knows I’d protect this good man with my own life,” Yessimy huffed. “Why’s she saying such draconid spit in the middle of a battle?” 
 
    “Because she knows you’d never betray the King,” she replied, watching the woman as narrowly as she dared. Nothing. No physical, emotional or even magical sign betrayed the woman in the slightest. She was a true believer. 
 
    Could the Warlock have possessed her mind? 
 
    Or, she was as innocent as Whisper suspected she was. That mean the King was the victim of a trick and the real traitor was someone else entirely – or the something that Warlock Sanfuri had just alluded to, the trigger or Warlock power concealed in the palm of his hand. 
 
    Whisper said, “Lock and bar the door, Yessimy. Don’t let anyone in or out except the Princess.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened. “Do you think –” 
 
    “Aye.” Departing the room, Whisper paused in the doorway. “Yessimy, why do you touch his ring like that?” 
 
    After a moment, the confused look cleared from the woman’s eyes. “It’s an old family tradition. This ring is meant to have magical powers. I invoke those powers to keep the good King alive. Every time I touch the ring, it’s like a prayer, see?” A tear tracked down her cheek. “It’s just a little thing, but it keeps the heart going. Like you, Whisper. You’re just a little thing, and you’ve kept Arbor alive so far.” 
 
    Whisper nodded, and departed. That woman was either the best actress she had met yet, or she was innocent. Now, whom should she believe? 
 
    She raced down to the base of the Palace, and into the gardens. If she was not mistaken – aye, Beastmaster Horik was present, tending his pet white-frilled dragonets. They were small Dragonkind with off-white scales and beautifully frilly, almost impractical wings, but the Arborites swore they made the best messengers amongst the Dragonkind. Quickly and confidently, she approached the man. She would send messages to Drex and Xan – Drex to watch his back, and King Xan to attack the bridge with everything he had. With Sanfuri ransacking Arbor, now was the hour to make him pay. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Whisper whispered around Warlock Sanfuri’s advance, trying somehow to draw the man out, but he was too cunning. Either he or Ignothax seemed to have eyes everywhere, and they were shielded ten times over for every day of the week. Crossbow bolts bounced or shattered. Axes pinged into the distance. Fire rolled over him without apparent effect. She sneaked past an Arborite Mage, who was muttering, “Such power. Unbelievable.” 
 
    How did one upset an untouchable enemy? 
 
    Further, Sanfuri appeared to be in no hurry. Whisper trusted this even less than anything she had seen of the man so far. He was not about casual destruction. This Warlock had a goal and he was pursuing it with slow, grinding precision. Drex? The Azar? What was he waiting for? Some aspect of the timing of his assault they did not yet understand? 
 
    Shortly, Whisper rejoined Rhyme. They exchanged information in low hisses. Sanfuri’s troops had melted away behind the city, but the draconids attacked relentlessly, pinning down the defenders – ensuring the numbers were too thin to oppose him effectively here, the Princess concluded. Shivura sweated and fought furiously with his coterie of Mages and apprentices, but it appeared that the old adage of Warlock and familiar augmenting each other’s powers was more than true. Furthermore, Sanfuri appeared capable of extending his protection to the Dragons around him, ensuring that Whisper’s flechettes were as effective as tossing a few pebbles around his ankles. 
 
    The flames rose as the Dragons torched buildings indiscriminately, until at last, as Rhyme was grinding a few more unladylike execrations between her teeth, something changed. 
 
    The Warlock dismounted. 
 
    “Going into the museum?” Rhyme grunted, peering around a fire-blackened stanchion. “Why?” 
 
    Three or four minutes later, Sanfuri reappeared. By then, the Princess Blue and three of her Captains had formed the famous Arborite tortoises and set to attacking the Warlock and his Dragon cohort from three quarters simultaneously. Ranged weapons could not penetrate the shields, but it appeared a slow advance could. Now, at last, they had an effect. Some of the Dragons peeled away to fight. The Warlock rode ahead majestically upon Ignothax, either unaware of or disdaining the assault. 
 
    Whisper ran with the Princess as she spearheaded an assault that, with the help of four Mages, breached the Dragon wall and battled the Dragons hand-to-hand, axe against fang. Rhyme waded in wildly, yelling at Sanfuri to stop and fight. He ignored her majestically. 
 
    Majestically? “Rancid fungaslug!” Whisper howled, expending one last flechette on his shield. It plinked uselessly on the ground. 
 
    “He’s getting away!” roared the Princess. She rounded on Whisper. “Go warn the gate. He’s headed in that direction. Then, run further. Drex’s troops should have arrived at his bolt-hole, by now. That’s where he’s headed. Can you do that, Whisper?” 
 
    “Aye. Fight well, Princess.” 
 
    She streaked through the battling ground troops, overtaking Warlock Sanfuri’s oblivious advance. The Warlock even rode over his own men if they were not alert enough to vacate his path. He wore a small blue horn at his belt, she noted. That was new – was that the artefact he had taken from the museum? Why? 
 
    After warning the gate guard, she sneaked over the other side, beside the canyon drop, and skirted Sanfuri’s besieging troops at the city’s main gate. This was a more conventional Warlock-supported ground assault, supplied with ladders and other siege engines. Shields did not seem to be so much an issue here; she made her presence count by taking down two Warlocks and injuring a third. Then she was up on her toes and sprinting down the trail. With the wind in her face, she smelled battle further along – the reek of smoke mingled with charred flesh and the unmistakable astringent tang of Dragon acid drifted on the breeze. 
 
    Was she right to place her trust in Yessimy? The Warlock was already beyond the Palace. If she had learned anything about him at all in the time since he had severed her tail, she knew that the scar-faced man would make good on his every promise. He meant to attack the Azarinthe troops as a final act, didn’t he? 
 
    There was a whisper of death in the air. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: A Panicked Whisper 
 
      
 
    Two miles down the trail leading to the bridge, Whisper ran into the back of a smash-up confrontation between Captain Drex’s troops and Sanfuri’s Irregular Colours, which she had learned was an offensive Azar reference to the palette of skin colours, armour types and fighting styles on display. However, with Drex’s column being outnumbered four to one, the fighting was heavily weighted in favour of Sanfuri’s group. She frowned. Where had the Warlock’s army appeared from this time? They had their backs to her, fighting Drex’s troops coming from the direction of the bridge. Did this mean the Azar had broken through? Or was it too premature to hope? 
 
    Too many. She could expend five hundred flechettes on this clutch of diseased goons. Or, she could slip inside one of their fighting wedges, sneak right up to the front line … 
 
    I am ingenious! 
 
    “You are stupid,” she informed her extremely self-satisfied inner knowing. Succinct. 
 
    Therefore, she proceeded to do exactly the ingeniously stupid thing she had just imagined. Whisper camouflaged herself and sneaked in amongst the fighting, brawling, sweating men of the Warlock’s command, dodging flying boots, scything axes and the odd misplaced body part, trying her best not to be trampled as she wormed her way through to the front line. 
 
    “DREXOR!” thundered the giant. Ping! 
 
    Dancing dragonets, that two-handed hammer of his sounded exactly as he had named it. Drex stood head and shoulders above the axmen of his command, and rallied them by the sheer, mighty force of his presence. He lashed out left and right. Shields? No problem. Armour? He stove in breastplates, broke arms and shattered helms. No subtlety for him. 
 
    The tight fighting wedge was headed for Drex – two wedges, she saw now, trying by main force to bull their way though and surround the Illuxorite colossus. 
 
    Whisper found herself right in their midst, being clobbered by knees and squashed between shields, spears and greaves. Right. Time to create some personal space. Ping! The man three places ahead of her dropped as though Ignothax had sat upon him. Sweet. Kerching! Kerching! Whisper palmed her daggers and examined the pickings. Ugly knees, mostly. Some were covered by chainmail, but others were open, especially at the back. Unfortunate. 
 
    Dance, Whisper! 
 
    She lashed out with the daggers, slipping between the falling bodies as the wedge imploded in a slew of swearing men. They had no idea where the attack had come from. 
 
    “DREX – eh, what?” spluttered the warrior as his opponents apparently swooned before his unstoppable might. 
 
    Whisper un-camouflaged and waved. “Hey, Drex! Enjoying the battle?” She disappeared again as a sword whistled toward her head. The warrior stabbed one of his fellows deeply in the thigh. 
 
    Ping! Drex belted a man who had been lining her up with a spear. “Whisper, yar lil’ pint’a mischief!” he yelled. 
 
    She rolled over a tumbling body, slitting the man’s throat more by luck than design. She called back, “Sanfuri broke through Arbor and he’s on his way up here!” 
 
    “Sanfuri?” yelped one of the Irregulars. 
 
    Ping! “Shut yar stupid gob,” Drex advised the man, whose head was a third smaller than before. 
 
    “Sanfuri! Sanfuri!” yelled the Irregulars, breaking up and charging in the opposite direction to that which Whisper had expected – away from the city. Drex’s men were so surprised that they only took a handful of free swipes at the departing troops. 
 
    “What?” Drex roared. “Stand and fight. Yar cowardly gizzards are mine!” 
 
    He flung his hammer in a whirling overhand throw. Ping! One of the stragglers dropped. 
 
    His gaze found Whisper’s smirk. “What?” 
 
    “Petulant.” 
 
    “Satisfying,” he corrected. “Men! Finish those that don’ surrender an’ pledge for Arbor!” 
 
    “Where’s the Azarinthe army?” she asked, averting her eyes. 
 
    “Broke the far side thar’n morning, and fightin’ over ever since,” said Drex. “Sunstrike’s been bad. We’re coming t’ help Arbor-like. Bin a big landslide lower down. We can’t get to the bridge no more. Come. Yar fightin’ for Arbor? Let’s give thar’n Warlock a warm welcome.” 
 
    Suddenly, the ledge they stood upon shook. 
 
    “Earthquake!” howled one of the men. 
 
    “Sunbolt!” cried another. 
 
    Drex cupped a hand to his ear. “Hush. Ain’t nuthin’ earthquake-like.” Then, he dropped to the ground and pressed his ear to the rock. After a moment, he shook his head. “Well I’ll be a friggin’ fungazoid. Thar’n dracopedes. Biggest darn drakkids you ever done see, lil’un. I make ’em a mile shy o’ Arbor an’ coming fast. Go warn Rhyme! Now!” 
 
    From the rear? 
 
    “He tamed dracopedes?” asked one of the men. Whisper concluded from his ashen-blue complexion that this news was not welcome. Her memories had no idea what a dracopede might be, but anything that could shake a canyon like that deserved her respect. 
 
    “That Warlock’s done gone crazy,” averred the Illuxorite. “TO ME, MEN! Dracopedes done nuthin’ like toys, lil’un. Go! Run!” As she sprinted away, the Captain was yelling at his men, “We need to get off the trail. Run for the city, for the open territory before it. Run for your lives!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The distant thundering grew as Whisper sprinted back toward Arbor. She really needed to work on running in the right direction at some point. All this charging about like a headless draconid – how was this helping anyone? 
 
    Yet, she found Warlock Sanfuri nowhere on the trail. His tracks led half a mile out of the city and straight into a rock face. Shivura and four Element Enchanters were present, examining the sealed rock face with rueful expressions. 
 
    “Bored straight through,” said the Mage. “Perfect dracoworm control.” 
 
    “Sealed three to four hundred feet deep, best I can tell,” said one of the Earth Enchanters, removing his hands from – Whisper’s neck protested at the speed of her double-take – inside the solid rock. He shook his blonde curls unhappily. “Power like sunstrike, that grey-haired fungazoid!” 
 
    “There’s dracopedes coming!” Whisper blurted out. 
 
    “A stampede?” Shivura queried angrily, his skin blanching to almost complete white, that made the bags under his eyes appear sepulchral. 
 
    “Apparently, they’re tame.” 
 
    Mage Shivura swore loudly and long. The Element Enchanters picked up their robes. “Stop!” rapped the Mage. “Where’s Drex’s command?” 
 
    Whisper hooked a thumb over her shoulder, unable to speak. The pressure! Why had her danger-sense just stolen her tongue? She knew the vibration through her paws, the hammering of her heart, the panicked flare-sniff-analyse response of her nostrils. What was the matter with her? 
 
    Shivura snapped, “Back a hundred yards. Earth Enchanter! Can you seal us in, and the soldiers?” 
 
    “Aye!” The four nodded and shouted as one. 
 
    “Get in there. I’ll run to meet and direct the men. Whisper, the Princess –” 
 
    She was already gone. 
 
    Shivura! Strange, how in a crisis, the best of the man came out. He had been Rhyme’s rock, she had said, and now his concern was for Captain Drex and the men. He might be a brain-pickling weird-Mage, but he was a good sort – if that made so much as a whisker’s worth of logic. 
 
    Thankfully, even as she approached the city once more, the alarm gong rang out urgently; crashing blows of the ten-foot circle of brass dangling from the buttress just above the Palace roof. People turned immediately. Whisper dashed through the gates like a speeding dragonet, yelling at the first person she saw to find out where the Princess was – standing right in the middle of the main route strongside of the city! This was an extension of the ledge-trail that led all the way out to the bridge. 
 
    “Rhyme! Rhyme!” she cried, not enjoying the pitch of panic her voice struck. 
 
    “Whisper. What happened?” 
 
    Smoke drifted over the city. She saw that Sanfuri and his Dragons had bulldozed a path right through, tearing down buildings and tossing aside the bodies of any foolish enough to get in his way. The Arborites had put up a decent fight. She saw seven Dragons dotted along the trail. People wandered about dazedly, calling for loved ones. 
 
    “Dracopedes!” Whisper shouted. 
 
    “We know that!” 
 
    “Then clear the freaking road, idiot Blue!” 
 
    Whisper clapped a paw over her mouth in horror. What the – 
 
    Rhyme just laughed gruffly. “Straight through, Whisper?” 
 
    “We think so.” 
 
    The Princess might not be a tall woman, but she was built like a pocket Dragon, full of muscle and fire. Right now, her warning bellow cut through the din like a parade Captain venting her spleen upon the greenest of recruits. She stalked her Captains and ordered runners to move throughout the city, especially up to the rear gates where Whisper saw, through the drifting veils of smoke and ash, a clean-up operation was in progress. 
 
    Whisper added, “If those dracopedes are transporting Sanfuri’s army, order your emplacements and archers to make the opportunity count.” 
 
    Rhyme clapped her on the shoulder. “I like your thinking, girl!” 
 
    “Have you sealed your father’s room?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She had to shout now over the thundering; the city shook, and a dust cloud tinged with the green of plants rose into the wind-still afternoon air. Whisper howled, “Get Mages in there and seal the room. Warlock’s revenge, see? He promised!” 
 
    Rhyme said something as razor-sharp as her axes. “Keep your fur on. King Xan after that, right? That’s where he’s headed. The man’s a … gaah! How does he time battles like this?” 
 
    “Xola,” said Whisper. “He wants her for –” 
 
    The Princess slammed one mail-clad fist into the palm of her hand with a sound like a boulder cracking. “The acidic hells he’s getting anything more from us. Not in my city! Captain Landur! Mages! Get organised! Who’s here – Inshari. Go to the Palace and seal the King’s room. Take three Mages and ensure that room’s as tight as a drakkid’s –” 
 
    “Aye, Princess!” 
 
    “Captain Semoki!” 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    “Gather your troops at the front gate. The moment those dracopedes go through, we’re following them to Warlock Sanfuri. Enough being trampled! We fight!” 
 
    Semoki crashed her fist against her breastplate. “Aye!” 
 
    Soldiers raced through the broken city of Arbor, hurdling the rubble as they shouted at citizens to clear the road. Whisper saw heads popping up over nearby roofs. Oh. The people were not cowering away as she had assumed. No wonder Sanfuri had taken such heavy losses as he rode through. Closer at hand, an axman scooped a toddler off the road. A hundred feet away she saw Gemmini and her father, lurking on a gantry just off the main ledge. Both carried crossbows; both had clearly seen the thick end of the battle already, but their round faces were set in grim lines as they watched her. 
 
    Gemmini raised her hand. Whisper patted the crossbow and gave them a grin she hoped communicated much. 
 
    Then, the dust cloud rolled in. 
 
    Buildings shook. Windows cracked. Even shouting was impossible. The dracopedes moved faster than a man running at a full sprint. She saw rounded carapaces emerge from the dust. Silvery, dart-shaped insects standing twelve feet tall and perhaps a hundred feet long, the sightless dracopedes moved upon the strangest of appendages, which appeared to be rows of flailing legs rolling beneath the creature in a constant flow. The flailing appendages projected five or six feet either side of the thickset, flattened bodies, and shredded anything they touched. They pulverised naked rock. Tossed bodies into the air. The dracopedes’ legs mowed through walls and slapped against metal with a dreadful crashing sound. 
 
    Warlock Sanfuri’s army rode on the backs of these beasts. Men. Provisions. Cages of dragonets and draconids, holding many hundreds of creatures. Siege weapons. 
 
    The people of Arbor rose up, and rained death upon them. 
 
    Axes flashed. Arrows darted into the dust. Huge crossbow quarrels snapped men and beasts off the backs of the dracopedes as though they had been swatted by almighty hands. Mid-city, the ready axe emplacements fired, smashing into the dracopedes’ bodies at point-blank range. Carapaces cracked. Boiling, acidic green blood splattered into the air. One dracopede slewed and stopped, but the creatures kept coming – rolling up and over the stricken creature in front, crushing every man upon its back before eventually shovelling it over the edge. The massive tonnage crashed down through the gantries, tearing them away before snagging in the netting below the city. Whisper saw men and women falling onto the netting too; several fell through rents and down into the canyon. 
 
    Even a twelve-foot quarrel in the ribs did not appear to stop these drakkids. Her flechettes were next to useless, but Rhyme stooped suddenly and lifted Whisper on her shoulder. “Jump up there. Get some good shots in. Aim for the sensory bundles.” 
 
    “Sensory what?” 
 
    “Sides of the body. Black clusters on stalks. Six feet back from the nose.” 
 
    Whisper loaded her crossbow with neurotoxin darts as she scrambled up into the jentiko tree Rhyme had indicated. She doubted they would stop the drakkids, because they were insectoid rather than draconid or full Dragon, but she would take her chances. Then, the thundering caravan rolled past at high speed, and Whisper made her shots count, as many as possible. Ten dracopedes. Twenty. A full three dozen made it past, taking a withering crossfire that left the men on their backs dazed and reeling. Three dracopedes remained behind; the two that still moved were being pounded to smithereens by the catapults. 
 
    Outside the city, a further two dracopedes slewed to a halt, but the others raced away, moving at the same high speed as before. 
 
    Whisper gazed along the ledge. If Drex did not move, he’d be a smear on the rocks. 
 
    “Captain Semoki, your troop!” roared the Princess Blue. 
 
    “Whisper. Whisper!” Gemmini was negotiating a twisted gantry, waving a small package. 
 
    “Careful.” Whisper dashed to her friend. 
 
    “Mana darts. The Mages and I think we have a viable design,” said the girl. “Look, they work, see?” She held up her bandaged left hand. 
 
    Whisper tapped her paw on the metal guard rail and gave Gemmini a decent glower. 
 
    “Still got all my fingers.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Except that two are blue,” she added enthusiastically. “It was a low initial charge that’s changed my fingers to magical fingers! Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    “Amazing.” Whisper gave her a droll wink. “Thanks, Gemmini. You’re my favourite Armourer, bar none. Well, your Dad’s okay, but –” 
 
    “Whisper,” Rhyme called, already on her way to the city gates. “Keep up!” 
 
    “As if, you armoured Dragoness,” Whisper snorted. 
 
    Gemmini almost fell off the gantry laughing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rhyme and Captain Semoki’s hundred-strong battle group moved at the mile-eating jog-trot of experienced soldiers. Whisper decided she was not unimpressed. They ran through the dust clouds generated by the charging dracopedes. The Princess pointed out that at least the trail was clean and freshly cleared, which would save the treasury a few gemstones in the future. She joked, but her face was as grim as a thundercloud – almost as grey as a woman of Azarinthe, Whisper needled her gently. The destruction of her city, with the outer circle still burning freely as they departed, weighed heavily on the Princess’ heart. 
 
    Shortly, they joined up with Captain Drex’s troop, freshly emerged from their bolt-hole, who were more than keen to join in. They had attacked Sanfuri’s baggage train from above, leaving a few piles of slain and subsequently pulverised Irregulars at the trailside – ready fertiliser, claimed one of the men, patting his axe hungrily. Rhyme promised he could do more gardening shortly. Even Shivura started shucking his heavy robes, making ready to run. Now, there was a sight. He was as thin as a stick-drakkid, his limbs pale red and his face an improbable shade perhaps best described as furious puce. 
 
    “Mage Shivura, you should knot your beard to prevent it tangling when you run,” Whisper advised dryly. 
 
    “I should what? You shrivelling little dracowasp!” he screeched. 
 
    “Ready?” called the Princess Blue, not quite managing to smooth a smile off her lips. “Move out!” 
 
    Whisper asked, “Princess, what was that thing the Warlock stole? He called it a Talisman.” 
 
    “A Talisman?” Rhyme looked puzzled. “No idea. Describe it.” After she had explained about the foot-long, slightly curved blue horn with its gold trim she had seen at the Warlock’s belt, she just shook her head. “No. Sounds like an old heirloom from the past – there used to be Mage-horns used in battle to create a shattering sound, but those fell into disuse maybe fifty or seventy years ago. Clever Mages like Shivura developed a standard reflective spell that turned the attack back on the wielder. Not very nice being pulverised by a sound so loud, it turns your bones to dust.” 
 
    Shivura voiced an ugly gurgle of laughter. 
 
    Whisper turned to the Mage. “I like your scarf, Mage Shivura.” 
 
    He stroked his beard, wrapped twice about his neck. “I was considering Whisper hide, but you’re just too prickly.” 
 
    “You’d ruin his lovely complexion, even if the russet hide and red colouration strike me as a fetching combination,” Rhyme suggested slyly. 
 
    “Is that a spot of rust on your axe-head?” Whisper inquired. 
 
    “Shall I polish it on your neck-ruff, girlfriend?” retorted the Princess. 
 
    Drex looked across at them as if they were both mad. 
 
    After a further half hour’s running, Rhyme’s command saw the dracopedes filing into another new cave off the main trail, exactly where Whisper’s memories and Xan’s logic had identified a flaw in the emforite bulwark that ran strongside of this canyon, creating the sheltered environment Arbor enjoyed. 
 
    Rhyme raised her hand. “Men!” 
 
    “And women?” Whisper asked. “Why do you call them all men?” 
 
    “This is hardly the time to discuss Human foibles,” the Princess cut in, mopping her forehead with one arm. “Form up. One minute to catch our breath, then we go in and start trimming their rear ends.” 
 
    One of the Element Enchanters, although he was panting as if on the point of keeling over in a dead faint, cried, “Stop! Rigged to collapse. Structural … magic, Princess. It’s a … trap.” 
 
    “Thar’n rear drakkid’s carrying their wounded,” Drex pointed out. 
 
    “Do you think Sanfuri cares about that?” Shivura asked. “Can you catch a cave-in?” 
 
    The Element Enchanter nodded. “Surely, twenty feet or so. After that, it’s anybody’s guess how many tonnes we’d need to shore up. You’ve seen Sanfuri’s power. I just wouldn’t risk it.” 
 
    “Makes us traverse a landslide if we’re to reach the Azar,” Whisper noted. 
 
    “Aye, little furry,” grunted the Element Enchanter. “Better an innocent landslide than Sanfuri’s tricks inside that tunnel, eh?” 
 
    Whisper sighed. “Aye.” 
 
    “Come on, Princess,” growled another woman. “Let us at ’em.” 
 
    Rhyme nodded stiffly. “Aye. Form up, and whatever you do, stay out of the tunnel mouth.” To Whisper, she added aside, “Don’t panic, alright? We’ll reach the Azarinthine army in time.” 
 
    How did she know? 
 
    Whisper’s paws itched to run the trail. She had to reach Xola. The Warlock could not want her for any good reason. Being his wife might be the least sinister option in Sanfuri’s devious mind. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With two dracopedes taken down, the Warlock’s forces collapsed the tunnel, burying another three dracopedes and six Arborite axmen. They pulled out four, one of whom would take no further part in the battle. The other three dusted themselves off and rejoined the column with the air of naughty boys who expected and probably deserved a thorough thrashing. 
 
    Rhyme just gave them a filthy look, and said, “Save it for the Warlock!” 
 
    The armoured column jingled off again. 
 
    So, the stolid axmen could run with the best of them. Whisper could not believe their stamina. The Greys might have the edge in cunning, but these axmen and women could literally run for the kingdom. Putting in seven- to eight-minute miles carrying a full load of armour was no frolicsome trot down a canyon. Now Whisper knew why Rhyme trained as she did. The girl was a machine. In just an hour and three-quarters, they reached the rockfall. Unfortunately, the Mages and Enchanters were not nearly so fit. Five of the axmen immediately shucked their armour and weapons, and ran back to fetch them. 
 
    Whisper whistled in admiration. 
 
    The landslide was a decent blockage, fifty feet high, entirely covering the ledge, manufactured by the use of dracoworms, she concluded quickly. The Warlock’s devious plans and preparations left her in no doubt as to his Grey heritage. He had thought of everything. 
 
    “Right,” said Rhyme, mopping her glowing cheeks again. “Whisper, how close?” 
 
    “Less than one mile. I can hear the battle.” 
 
    “Yar can? I can’t,” said Drex. 
 
    “Shame you can’t just run around this mess,” Myntix grunted. “Can ya, lil’un? Run around this thing? Drex said you did before –” 
 
    “Aye!” Whisper yelled. “Myntix, you’re a genius! I just ran along down there, last time.” She pointed a paw. “Anyone know if gravity inversions work on Humans?” 
 
    A great deal of head- and beard-scratching followed as everyone looked at everyone else, and shuffled their collective feet. Eventually, it was Drex who said, “Yar bunch o’ fungus-brains, it’s gravity!” Then, he grinned ruefully and punched Myntix on the shoulder. “After yar, m’lady!” 
 
    That broke the tension. The Arborite soldiers roared with laughter. 
 
    Whisper said, “See you all in a moment.” She jumped off the cliff. Ten feet down, the world tilted and her head pointed at the canyon’s opposite wall. “See? I’m not falling anywhere. Let me check how far it goes …” 
 
    The answer was, not far enough, but she approached to within fifty feet of the end of the rockslide. Whisper marked the spot clearly with an armour-piercing flechette and returned to the group to brief the Princess. 
 
    Rhyme propped her hands on her hips, sighed, and said, “Volunteers?” 
 
    Two hundred and eighty fists crashed against mail and plate breastplates. “AYE!” 
 
    Whisper blinked. The Princess blinked for a different reason; she appeared to be fighting back tears. “Is that the lay of the canyon? Then, give me an axe or a stone or three. Let’s test our Whisper’s highway. Where are those Element Enchanters?” 
 
    “Why, you gonna toss Mage Shivura over the side?” a wag called from the back. 
 
    Rhyme laughed. “Congratulations on your promotion, Garar! Come forward!” 
 
    With laughter more foreboding than cheerful, numerous hands pushed the young man to the front. He seemed rather whiter than blue, Whisper decided, taking pity on him. She said, “Princess. Use your belts to hold him the first time. Just to be safe.” 
 
    Garar looked as if she had just reinserted solid ground beneath his feet. 
 
    “And, while you’re dangling Garar over a five-mile precipice, can I scout ahead?” 
 
    Rhyme cautioned, “Don’t show yourself or betray our presence. Most especially, I don’t want that Warlock despatching your furry rump to Illuxor.” 
 
    Whisper bowed, “With respect, Princess, I’d just hitch a ride on a passing Leviathan.” 
 
    “I believe you might be brazen enough to do exactly that.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: A Warlock’s Whisper 
 
      
 
    whisper sneaked up-Canyon, searching ahead with her senses. She had no doubt a well-prepared Warlock would have laid further traps, and she was not far off the mark – there were dragonets everywhere, at least five different types, all spying for the Warlock. 
 
    She returned to brief the Princess Blue, finding her, to her surprise, standing sideways on the canyon wall supervising the trio of Earth Element Enchanters tossing boulders over the edge. Leaning over, she called, “Sanfuri will know you’re here any moment. Any chance Shivura can create a diversion? Why don’t you bore a tunnel through this heap?” 
 
    Seconds later, the three Element Enchanters switched tactics, building and shoring up a low tunnel – they chanted in concert, a rich, earthy kind of magic that reached deep into the roots of sod and stone, and summoned forth its power. Twenty minutes later, Rhyme and her troops were crawling through on hands and knees, which was all the space that the area’s instability allowed, to the accompaniment of a certain amount of grim grumbling. They formed up again, axes in hand now, she observed. 
 
    Rhyme said, “Men and women of Arbor, I don’t need to tell you the odds. Our job is to get stuck into that Warlock until he turns tail and runs away, and since we know he’s after the Grey Queen, we will protect her with our lives. For the honour of Arbor, I plan to bring back Warlock Sanfuri’s head to decorate my wall.” 
 
    “AYE!” 
 
    “Shh,” Whisper hissed, drawing a number of dark glares. She added, “Let your axes do the talking. That’s the Arborite way.” 
 
    The Warlock was escaping, and they had no real idea how they would stop him. 
 
    “Aye,” said Rhyme. Her gaze measured the wetness around Whisper’s eyes. 
 
    “He took my tail,” she said to the Princess as they set off. “He took –” 
 
    “Never again,” said her friend. “Never.” 
 
    The column trotted at the same easy-seeming pace which had consumed the miles from Arbor, but now, Whisper detected a new urgency about them. Two hundred and eighty strong were the axmen of Arbor, led by the mighty Captain Drex and the powerful Princess Blue. Each man and woman carried a double-bladed axe in one hand and roundshield in the other, and they were armoured in heavy chainmail down to their knees. Beneath the knee they wore protective greaves and heavy boots, and on their heads were the round helms of Arbor. Just one Mage and four Element Enchanters accompanied them, and Shivura was sweating over producing the very best camouflage shield he was capable of. Drex alone among them eschewed a shield. Instead, he held his hammer loosely in his left hand. 
 
    In a moment, he growled to Whisper, “Yar an’ I take thar Ignothax. A Warlock might be attacked through the familiar bond.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alright. If we can hit them, this time.” 
 
    “I got a feeling about thar’n Xola an’ her mana,” Drex grunted. 
 
    Half a mile. A quarter-mile. The pace picked up. Whisper slipped ahead to scout the battle. The Azar had breached the defences on the near side of the bridge – how, she did not know, since sunstrike lay heavy upon the centre of the bridge. Their numbers were few and the battle savage, but the Men of Grey fought like cornered Dragons as Sanfuri’s Irregulars pressed in with huge force. Where were the Ice-Orange and Gold-Red Dragons? And Sanfuri himself, most importantly? 
 
    From this angle, the black granite battlement manned by the Warlock’s soldiers separated the Arborites from the Azar. A phalanx of perhaps two hundred Irregulars stood ready this side, and many more were visible through the archway and the open doors on the far side, but Whisper scanned the scene unhappily. Where could that Warlock be hiding? 
 
    Rhyme thought the same. “Semoki. Drex. Hit the group this side and crush them. Then, whirl full about, link shields and hold – Captain Drex, you’ll hold the line. Let nothing through. Everyone else, prepare to aid the Greys on my mark. I’ve no doubt the Warlock will make his appearance very shortly after our arrival.” 
 
    Whisper pointed upward. “The dragonets!” They wheeled away, crying stridently in their high-pitched, carolling voices. 
 
    “Warning given,” said the Princess, raising her axe. “FOR ARBOR! CHARGE!” 
 
    “DREXOR!” 
 
    The phalanx drew together with all the discipline Whisper had come to appreciate of the Arborite axmen. The shields lowered at an angle to the charge, while the axe blades gleamed just past the polished, sharpened edges of the roundshields. How they ran without tangling each other up, she had no idea, but for once, the clumsy Humans seemed to operate as if they possessed but one mind. Whisper blinked. Was this an unsuspected magical power? A communal power? 
 
    If so, they were effective. 
 
    Drex opened the account with a scything blow of his hammer. Ping! Then, the phalanx struck the Warlock’s battle line at full tilt. KERRAA-CK-ACK-ACK! She had never heard a sound like it. So powerful was their momentum, the axmen smashed up a bow-wave of enemy soldiers and drove them backward, higher and higher, until the entire mass slammed against the new battlement. The axes, amongst the deadliest of short-range weapons, rose and fell like a milling machine, and every enemy within their ambit wilted under the relentless, terrible blows. 
 
    It seemed but seconds later that the Princess roared, “WHEEL!” 
 
    One hundred axmen turned. The shields clicked together and lowered. Phalanx! Rhyme stared over their top edges, hunting the cliff, the trail, the whole area. Behind her, more axmen finished off any enemy that moved. “The Dragons?” whispered the Princess. “Where are those scalies hiding?” 
 
    Shivura popped up beside her, also searching. He shook his head. 
 
    Rhyme raised a hand. “Perhaps we have a second or two’s grace. Captain Drex? Whisper?” 
 
    Whisper startled into motion. She had not even fired a shot. 
 
    “Shivura, find me that fungazoid Warlock. Men. Let’s secure this gateway. No man escapes. With me, for Arbor!” 
 
    Arrows were starting to fly down from the slopes above the V-shaped entryway to the bridge area, but the axmen entered the gateway in another tight formation, keeping their shields high. Whisper swirled past them. The crossbow twanged twice, taking out two archers. She sprayed her flechettes liberally into the thick throng ahead of her, trusting that there were so many Irregulars, she could not possibly miss. 
 
    “ARBOR!” roared the Princess Blue. 
 
    For a moment, Whisper thought they had made a terrible mistake. Rhyme led that heavy phalanx on a charge straight into the middle of perhaps three hundred defenders, crowding them and wedging them apart. She reloaded rapidly, awaiting the terrible moment when they would force their own allies off the edge of the cliff. The Princess skidded to a halt, decapitating a man with a free strike of her axe.  
 
    “WHEEL!” 
 
    The shields snapped outward. 
 
    “STRIKE!” 
 
    The terrible milling motion began again, the axes rising and falling with a frightening rhythm as each Arborite soldier struck past the notch created by the overlapping of their shield with the next shield. The Irregulars struck back with every weapon at their disposal – swords, spears and crossbows in the main, but metal flails and maces were also present. Whisper fired as fast as she could reload. Rhyme was in there, fighting like a feral Dragon, slamming enemies left and right with scant regard for her own life. Whisper aimed carefully. Whap! Whap! Two archers fell before they could bother her Princess. 
 
    The battle was thick and brutal. Whisper whirled through strange scents, the fluids of dying men and the incredible din of armour clashing against armour, and weapon against weapon. Men fell away on both sides, but the Azarinthe soldiers were boiling up from beneath the bridge now, released into additional space. She sprayed the archers lining the slopes a second time, dropping several more with her paralytic flechettes, before Whisper felt a sharp pain pluck at her left flank. She ducked and rolled away, fiddling with the crossbow. No time for that. She triggered her daggers, and darted forward amidst the knees and belt buckles, moving as though every soldier waded through treacle and she was a dracowasp, fleet and darting, scoring knuckles and stabbing kidneys and jabbing at ankle bones. 
 
    Xola stalked forth, her hands wreathed in blue. “Taynis-at-yapara!” 
 
    Blue lightning flashed. An entire cohort of Irregular Colours peeled away from her as though she had decapitated a flower of its petals. Arrows pinged down around her, and crumpled off her shield. 
 
    Whisper dashed away, up-slope. No time to hamstring archers. She moved in a blur now, simply cutting strings. Chopping fingers. She whipped crosswise through the mass of archers, feeling her fur jerk and reorient as an arrow passed narrowly across her abdomen. She could self-heal? Or had her skin deflected the point? She danced rapidly, taking a heavy boot to the chest before she suddenly found herself up against the battlement. A Mage loomed over her, laughing as he formed a spell between his hands. 
 
    Ping! He dropped, struck from behind. 
 
    “Yar can thank me later!” 
 
    Whisper heaved the hammer over the edge. “Catch!” 
 
    Then, she paused in shock. The cliff-side seventy feet beyond the new battlement shivered, shedding rocks and bushes, and swung outward. Warlock Sanfuri emerged. Incredible. He could disguise his creations so effectively? 
 
    His pitiless grey eyes measured the conflict. 
 
    “So, all my old friends together,” he said conversationally, but his voice carried across the battlement and down into the canyon, where the Azarinthe troops were deploying in numbers now, having crossed beneath the protective buttress. In minutes the sun would set, Whisper saw, and the canodraconids would be able to make the crossing too. The Warlock said, “Where’s my future bride? She must be here … somewhere.” 
 
    Ducking behind the battlement, Whisper reloaded with a blur of paws. Dragon neurotoxin. Why? The Azarinthine and Arborite soldiers were in full command of the bridge approach area now, and shielded by the Warlock’s own battlement from his sight. But Sanfuri would know. The passageway behind him stood strangely empty, save for Ignothax. Leaning her head against the warm stone, she gazed up at the sky. So much death. So many weapons. So many hopes shattered, and the Warlock’s final act was about to proceed exactly as he had planned, unless a Whisper could find a way to tame the fates. Her fur waved as if her own personal breeze shook her. She did not understand what she was feeling. Why this sense of numbness and dislocation? Why the unbearable waiting for a voice a tailless Whisper could never hear? 
 
    She felt so helpless. 
 
    What if she could plug her ears the moment he began to speak that magical command? Would it work through the magical aether, eschewing the ordinary paths of hearing? 
 
    “Come on out, Queen Xola. Face me if you dare,” Sanfuri taunted. 
 
    She raised her eyes, and saw the evening mists above the bridge eddy strangely. 
 
    Whisper could not seem to move. Her throat constricted, while her heart slammed the inside of her ribcage. Then, a sensation like fire speared from her instincts into her paws. She sprang off the battlement, crying, “Dragons above! Dragons!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her vision seemed unfocussed. Wings beat more in her memory than in reality, for the Dragons were still far away, but closing in. As she landed with a jolt through her thigh muscles and rolled, King Xan was just scrambling up the steps from the platform just below and beside the bridge. He limped heavily, a trail of crimson leading down his leg from a wound that had been firmly bound with cream bandages, while another large bandage sat somewhat rakishly upon his head, like a medical crown. 
 
    Rhyme’s eyes widened as she sank beneath the shields being raised and linked together above her head, and those of her troops. The Arborites shuffled together, making tiny clinking sounds as they raised shields, and – the mists remained unbroken. Xola stood alone, gazing at the sky as though transfixed. Mage Shivura was muttering something, but the Element Enchantress stood just two feet from the flying buttress, unmoving or incapable of movement. 
 
    The Princess’ hiss carried clearly over the rising murmur of her troops, “Why Whisper, you rascally –” 
 
    A shrill whistling sound drowned her out. Orange blossomed within the mists, followed almost instantaneously by a sound like a concussive cough of thunder: Dragon attack! The world went white about Whisper as an enormous pressure attacked her ears. She leaped to her paws, thrilling to the song of magic building in and around her body. Xola! She could feel the subtle flow of the woman’s mind, the enormous charge of her power, and knew it could be harnessed – somehow. 
 
    In exact concert with the Element Enchantress, she found herself whirling her arms, shouting, “Tensku-ska’é-utru!” 
 
    The lava-and-fire attack of twenty massed Gold-Red and Ice-Orange Dragons, blasted at the crouching Human forces from a mere two hundred feet overhead, bent away from the Enchantress’ raised fists like a curving wave, swept over the battlement in a single, reverberating torrent, and smashed down upon the Warlock and his familiar in a blaze of untrammelled fury. Dragon fire lashed him for as long as the Dragons sustained their attack, which was several seconds before they realised belatedly what they had done. Fangs chopped off the fires; throats choked in shock. The Dragons pulled up with wild bugles of alarm and confusion. 
 
    With a deep groan and a deafening crack, the cliff collapsed atop Sanfuri and Ignothax. 
 
    Rhyme gaped though the archway, then examined her smoking shield in evident bewilderment. She rose slowly, staring first at Whisper, awed, then at Xola, who looked as befuddled as a dragonet which had lost its own tail. 
 
    The sense of connection with Xola was immediate and almost unbearably poignant. Whisper squeezed her eyes shut. What had she just done? Clearly, in that fraction of a second before the Dragon fire lashed down, she had felt a jolt, or perhaps a shifting of the world beneath her paws … and something had changed. Something magical; as deep and dangerous as the Brass Mirror itself. Fate had faltered before the touch of a paw, and changed. 
 
    Every hair on her body stood rigid. 
 
    The scrape of Xan’s boots arrested her attention. Leather against stone. Whisper’s eyes flicked open, and what she saw caused a most agreeable frisson to run from her whiskers down into her tail. The tingle made her giggle. The tall King, approaching the Princess, looked as if he had just been struck by a winsome sunbolt. Rhyme had apparently lost all power of speech, and the feeling in her fingers too, for she dropped her axe on her boot. She did not even wince. 
 
    “My Lady Blue,” Xan managed at last, bowing stiffly. 
 
    Rhyme made a bobbing motion with her knees completely at odds with her blood-splattered, gore-flecked appearance, and turned the movement into a convulsive grab for her axe. She stammered, “Your Highness. You’re just as grey as the day I … uh, remember.” 
 
    “You’re still so very … blue,” he sighed. 
 
    Whisper found her paws stepping toward the royals, drawn by forces she could not fathom. With a small bow of her own, she said, “King Xanho-das-Azarin of Azarinthe, may I present your old friend, Rhyme of Arbor, the Princess Blue? And this is Queen Xola-das-Azarin, also of the Grey City.” 
 
    Xola snapped, “You! What did you just … make me do?” 
 
    “Haven’t the faintest sight of the canyon on a foggy morning,” Whisper sang out cheerfully, “but it’s an excellent result, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    The Queen just ground her teeth like a Dragoness cleaning bones of any available gristle. Meantime, Xan and Rhyme had not yet managed to break eye contact. It seemed neither desirable, nor physically feasible. 
 
    Eventually, Xan whispered, “Well, what a day this is. You certainly grew up a beauty, Princess Rhyme.” 
 
    “I’m honoured, King Xan,” she replied, gazing up at him through her pale eyelashes. “Not quite so much upward as you, though. Thank you for coming to my aid. Arbor’s aid, I mean. For our cities, and a future together. Our alliance.” 
 
    Muddle, muddle, Rhyme could barely string words into a coherent sentence. 
 
    “Allow me,” he said, reaching out to pluck something grey and stringy off her cheek. 
 
    “Ah, intestines,” Rhyme noted. 
 
    “Hmm, so they are,” Xan observed just as dreamily. “You’ve been busy.” 
 
    “So have you. Injured?” 
 
    “A mere scratch.” 
 
    If Xola rolled her eyes any more wildly, they might just pick up and fly away, Whisper thought. Dancing dragonets! For the buzzing euphoria of this moment, she could have braved the dangers of ten thousand canyons. This was what all her whispering was for. This reconnection. This still-shy touching of souls – but she was convinced they would overcome their emotional hurdles very shortly. After all, Rhyme was not the sort of girl to let opportunities go begging. 
 
    Did she exist but to serve others, living a life not her own, but as some kind of emotional proxy to their hopes, dreams and needs? She had no-one of her own to love, not in the way Xan now flushed and pretended to check his troops deploying around him, and Rhyme nervously tucked a stray tendril of hair beneath her metal helm. Surely, she should be happier. All the chasing after her own identity roared back into her full awareness as Whisper realised she had disguised her disremembrance and inner fractures behind keeping busy, running here and there, doing everything she could to please and serve others. 
 
    My existence is vicarious. 
 
    For once, her inner knowing did not ring victoriously. Instead, it was a bittersweet whisper. 
 
    Captain Drex poked his head through the archway. “Ahem! Yar ’scuse my interruptin’ and all, but the mountain’s moving!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rhyme roared, right into Xan’s face, “Arbor! Form up!” 
 
    Xan waved his hand rather more delicately. “Uh … Azar army, why don’t we –” 
 
    “Azar! To the Grey!” thundered Xola. “Shields! Get me canodraconids at the double, you laggards! Load that catapult – aye, you withering fungus brain! Now!” 
 
    As Whitesun finally dipped below the great bulwarks fringing the canyon, the Azar army streamed over the bridge, both above the buttress and on the bridge dangling below. Whisper saw many of the shorter, thicker Arborite axmen mixed in with the tall Azarinthine soldiers. Xan must have been recruiting. Above, in the air, the Dragons reformed as though responding to an invisible command, and a dense flight of dragonets came swirling in from the strongside direction, cawing and chittering their anger. Xola had archers and crossbow-men deploying on the slopes and taking command of the well-built battlement, and with a few swipes of her right boot, deployed her Mages and Warlocks efficiently. Meantime, the Arborite troops swarmed through the archway and formed up in their ranks, sixty wide and four to five soldiers deep. They shuffled forward a few feet in close formation, allowing the Azar soldiers to deploy mobile crossbow-stands behind them, and a line of Mages, Enchanters and Warlocks filed around the back too; one shook hands gravely with Shivura and took a moment to introduce himself. 
 
    Whisper blinked. Humans. This was the moment to exchange pleasantries? Rhyme and Xan could be excused as they had assumed the Warlock had been crushed under hundreds of tonnes of stone – sadly, apparently not the case. 
 
    The Earth Enchanters were already chanting away, trying to seal up the gap where Warlock Sanfuri had vanished, but the rock-slide bulged ominously and developed new cracks. “Shields up!” Mage Shivura called clearly. Just in time. Shendite, granite and graxite exploded outward, showering the waiting ranks with dust and boulders, but the Mage-magic pulverised them and only dust and pebbles rained down. The soldiers coughed, covered in a thick layer of grey dust. 
 
    “Sorry,” growled the Mage. “No time for details.” He raised his hands in expectation. 
 
    Sanfuri and Ignothax staggered out of the tunnel’s dark opening. The Warlock looked fetchingly displeased with life, bleeding from his ears and nostrils and rather grimier than his usual spick-and-span best, while his Gold-Red familiar limped heavily, favouring his left foreleg. 
 
    Whisper called, “Do us all a favour and die properly next time, will you?” 
 
    Grim laughter rippled over the Arborite and Azar ranks. 
 
    Warlock Sanfuri twisted his head as if his neck hurt, and then wrung out his fingers and arms with a convulsive gesture as ranks of his Mages and Warlocks filed up behind him. They were all clad in sweeping grey cloaks. Whisper suspected Sanfuri had wanted to demonstrate his dominance. Now, nothing showed in his countenance except cold fury, and that made him doubly dangerous. 
 
    “Exterminate these vermin who dare oppose Sanfuri the Conqueror,” he whispered, yet the sibilant sound carried to every ear. “The Grey Queen is mine. Destroy the rest.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Dashing Whisper 
 
      
 
    Missles darkened the early evening sky and the ground groaned and heaved as the magic users of both sides set to with a will. The Element Enchanters cracked rock or solidified it in defence. Earth, pebbles and fragments of crystal sprayed from their hands in attack. The Mages shielded or summoned fire, hurled mana-bolts across the divide and hammered at each other’s minds, seeking a decisive advantage or a chink in the mental armour. The Warlocks unleashed their devious devices or summoned creatures to the fray, birds and lizards and dragonets in the main. Sanfuri’s Dragons edged forward, shooting fire and acid, or employing their higher attacks, from psychic blasts to a blazing turquoise mana-inferno unleashed by one of the older Dragons. That attack arced into the chest of one of Shivura’s cohorts, and blew the Mage apart. Translucent shields crackled as lightning crackled crazily over their soap-bubble surfaces, while foul, electrically-charged blue smoke billowed away from the clash. 
 
    In all this, Whisper awaited her chance, and then flashed a flechette-spray into the Dragons as their shield momentarily wavered. Within a minute, two of the Dragons collapsed. The balance of the battle was against them, however, as Sanfuri weighed in with a mighty sequence of conjured metal spheres, smashing his opposing Warlocks to the their knees as they desperately defended themselves and the troops ahead of them. Overmatched. Wavering. 
 
    “FOR ARBOR!” Rhyme raised her axe. 
 
    Just then, Xola’s mind touched hers! 
 
    Get out! Whisper snapped. 
 
    “I’m not trying … freaking … Whisper, what is this? I … see … the world …” 
 
    Suddenly, Whisper felt Xola somehow linked into her mind, separate but with a curious oneness that felt at once powerful and profane – and was vehemently rejected by her tail-memories! 
 
    I am not your familiar! 
 
    The inner shout seemed to ring through the canyons and bulwarks of her world, shaking the unshakable, and in her mind, a fey, troubling wind blew – she tried to shut it out, yet nonetheless, she knew that something unprecedented lurked in the winds of fate this day. Mana. The fey, fickle element, never to be trusted. 
 
    Xola made a strange gesture beneath her throat. “But I didn’t want … tahgê-tu’um-T’kra, Whisper! You are your own, o Whisper!” 
 
    Nothing changed. Whisper realised, for the first time, that her inner knowing was wrong. This was not a familiar-bond, not a blood-oath imperative. It was something quite different, and despite the Mana Enchantress’ denial, the connexion only seemed to gather a more profound dimension in the face of both of their aversion. United. Inviolable in nature, but sharing knowledge at the speed of thought. Xola saw differently, her senses expanded into a Whisper’s ability to slip through modes of time, as the Enchantress called upon her power. 
 
    “AZAR!” shouted King Xan, raising his sword. 
 
    “Drex, with us!” cried Xola, to Whisper’s surprise. 
 
    Sanfuri raised his hands. “DRAGONETS, ATTACK THE QUEEN!” 
 
    The Queen seemed to dance through the battle, surrounded by the flying, deadly dance of dragonets subsumed by the Warlock’s power, and they could not touch her. Whisper danced with her, her daggers flying – atop the Queen’s shoulders, skittering down her front, slipping between her legs, firing her flechettes into the mêlée. She was one with the Grey Enchantress’ rising howl of magical power, helping her to ride the incoming storm of mana and tame the wild deluge surging through her body, compelling the power into her hands. Xola strode forward, leading Drex’s troop against Warlock Sanfuri, her face set in grim, intent lines. Sanfuri hurled exploding rocks at her, bolts of lightning and hissing chains that whipped about as though they were alive in their own right, but Xola shrugged them aside, not without a shudder of effort each time. Dragon fire exploded over her troop, but Shivura was somehow behind them, bolstering the shield, and in that moment, Xola reached and touched Sanfuri’s shield. 
 
    KEERRUMP! 
 
    The resulting explosion was nothing ordinary, felt more as a soundless punch than a physical shout, but the concentric waves of explosion that emanated from that touch flattened every person and creature on the battlefield, including the Dragons. Armour clattered everywhere. The explosion blasted Warlock Sanfuri twenty feet backward, but he was the first to recover. 
 
    “Aha!” A chain shot out from his outstretched right hand, whipping about Xola’s slender body. 
 
    He roared, “Tamsui-tak-Xolaaaaaaaa …” 
 
    The Enchantress turned white. Suddenly, she was fighting that chain as if her sanity had completely snapped. Whisper knew her pain. She knew Xola’s terror and sprang for the Warlock with a wild shout, but Ignothax stepped into her path. She feinted and struck out, but the Dragon swatted her away with his mind power. Whisper slammed into Drex’s legs. 
 
    She rolled over, groaning. 
 
    Xola bucked and fought like a wild Dragoness, but Sanfuri’s grasp was as terrifying as it was immovable. Blue crackled along the chain into his body. Reversal! Somehow, he was drawing on her power, feeding on the frenzy, and with each passing second, the Warlock appeared to grow more powerful. He blazed with mana. He laughed massively, shaking the battlefield as Men and Dragons alike tried to find their feet; he kept reeling Xola in, laughing maniacally at her struggles and screams, and Whisper fell to her knees, shattered by the pain emanating from her friend. 
 
    “Come to me, my darling Xola,” he sneered. “It has been too long since I supped of your powers.” 
 
    “You’ll never have me!” screamed the Queen, lashing out. Tendrils of blue fire wrapped around the Warlock’s grey gauntlets, but only appeared to feed his strength. 
 
    Sanfuri said, “Oh, don’t worry. You’re beautiful, but I’ve no desire to have you to wife, for I have long since risen above the mortal coil of my flesh, with all its demands and limitations. All I want is the powers I gave you, Xola. The beautiful, illimitable mana of your magical existence, the power that animates and illuminates your immortal soul. You will serve me, giving wholly of your body and unique powers to feed my ambitions. Beyond that, you are nothing to me. Less than nothing. A vessel of my greatness, you shall be, o former Queen of Grey.” 
 
    “Xola!” 
 
    Two screams – Xan’s, of course, and … Rhyme’s! Whisper gasped as both royals ran at the Warlock, trailed belatedly by those of their troops who could still stand. 
 
    Sanfuri’s Mage fire blazed over them, white and blue. The air before them shattered against what Whisper realised was a negation thrown up by the Mage Shivura. The royals fell with loud cries, but the Mage crumpled, insensible. 
 
    Her legs. Must stand. Fight. None of the others could … 
 
    The Warlock said, “Another day, I shall punish Arbor and Azarinthe. But I have grander designs to pursue and greater heights to scale, and the fates of your pathetic civilisations are beneath me. Come, sweet Xola.” He jerked her chain. “Today I shall claim my prize, which I prepared in your pathetic life all those years ago, when you were a flowery-eyed apprentice so enamoured with the power of Warlock Sanfuri!” 
 
    The Queen tried to shout a magical command, but a snap of the Warlock’s wrist arrested her. Blue mist ran along the chain linking them and settled in rings around her waist, upper torso, neck and forehead. Silenced. Helpless, even though she fought with every fibre of her being. Whisper’s heart bled for the Queen. Rising, she snapped off a shot from her left wristlet, but the Warlock and Ignothax had re-established their shields, and the dart just fell to the ground. 
 
    Still, Whisper rose upon trembling legs and sprinted toward Xola, only to strike an unseen barrier and fall away. She cursed and coiled, searching for an opportunity. Strength. Where was her strength? Gather, powers of Whisper … if ever her heart was true! Whisper gritted her teeth, raiding her body for resources of strength and defiance she had not known she possessed. 
 
    Xola … find me through the link. 
 
    No, you’ll be captured too, replied the Enchantress, her eyes growing unfocussed as she spoke in her mind. Whisper, this is for the best … 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    Whisper staggered and fell once more. 
 
    Meantime, Sanfuri laughed indulgently. “I promised I would take her. Were you fools not listening? No person nor power in this world can stop me once I have the five Talismans in my hands!” Pointing at the downed Whisper, he cried, “Oh, poor Whisper, how thou art fallen.” 
 
    Xola’s grey eyes shuttered as she moaned, lashed by an inner recoil of pain. She shuddered, fighting the chain weakly, but it appeared to have robbed her of all strength and the fire that Whisper had always known in her. 
 
    Whisper screamed in despair! 
 
    Sanfuri laughed softly, making a gesture with his clenched right fist. “Dragons, you may withdraw. It is time to take our quest elsewhere. Little Whisper, I would like you to know how we have used you. Firstly, you blazed our trail to Arbor. Then, you connected us to Azarinthe, exactly as I intended, and brought me the person of Queen Xola as a fine gift. Your search for a traitor distracted everyone from the one person who has unhindered access to the King – 
 
    Whisper gasped, “Yessimy!” 
 
    “Aye, the fat, stupid cook. So easily gulled. She thinks she’ll be saving the King, when in reality, she will deliver his doom. By the way, the Arborite ring’s magic is real. Its power, evoked by touch and thought, has been keeping the monarch alive despite the worst attempts of your foolish healers to treat him. Now, as an unexpected bonus, you have even succeeded in producing the Princess Blue –” his grey hair swayed as he made a mocking half-bow in the fallen royal’s direction, but when his gaze rose, it was lambent with magical power “– so that she can see and appreciate the mode of her precious father’s demise. These dracowasps.” 
 
    His gauntleted left hand drew a bottle out of an inner pocket of his cloak. Inside, Whisper saw three blue wasps, each three inches long and furnished with iridescent azure wings. Their heads were unmistakably draconic. “They are magically enhanced, of course. They will find their target, and their target will take them to the King. One little sting …” 
 
    The illustrative snap of his fingers made Rhyme cry out. 
 
    “A race shall amuse us all,” said the Warlock. “A race between Whisper and dracowasp. Who will win, I wonder?” 
 
    Slowly, as he spoke, the Warlock coiled the chain around his wrist, until the magic-imprisoned Queen of Grey was forced to kneel at his feet. Xola was deathly pale, her hands trembling visibly now. He took his time over the humiliating gesture; time enough that Rhyme regained her feet and Drex palmed his hammer, quivering, but the Princess’ hand upon his arm halted an incipient and doubtless suicidal attack. 
 
    Legend told that dracowasps were amongst the fastest sustained fliers in the draconic kingdom. Whisper thrust that thought aside. Watch. Learn. Seize whatever opportunity, however slight, might come her way. 
 
    Ignothax stood beside his master, smirking at all of them as Warlock and Dragon surveyed the smashed, humbled armies of Azarinthe and Arbor. Whisper could not bear it. How could she attack? How could she break through? She had half an idea … 
 
    By focussed telepathy, she said inside of herself. Xola, don’t give any sign you hear me. Help me. One last attempt. If we fail … 
 
    “Yula-îk-yyrrkûdi, Whisper! I bind thee!” 
 
    The Warlock’s shout shattered her resistance. Whisper felt her body change. Her senses came alive, awaiting the commands that defined her existence so narrowly. 
 
    “O Master, describe the person, place and imperative.” 
 
    The voice was hardly her own. It was an echo of centuries of servitude, hateful and submissive. She could not fight it. Nothing within her responded to the desire to oppose that magic, for it was her. It was her life. 
 
    Sanfuri said, “In a straight race of fifteen miles against my dracowasps, Whisper, I calculate that you should reach the King of Arbor about a minute before he dies. In that time, you will tell him this: ‘I, Sanfuri the Conqueror, want you to know that my designs of these last twenty years have borne fruit. I say –’ ” 
 
    Whisper. I obey. Help … 
 
    Xola? She sounded so tired, so defeated. This was not her. This was a woman whose powers had already been raided and ravaged, and Whisper found a furious nugget of hate in her heart for this man, who used others without a single thought for their welfare or future. He did not even want her to wife. All he wanted was her power. 
 
    “ ‘– o King Rhuzime of Arbor, thou art weak, and an unmitigated fool, and easily swayed. You were never worthy to ascend the throne of so much as a drakkid-nest. Now, as the last breath your mortal life gutters upon your lips, know that I have defeated and sacked your worthless city. I am a man of my word. May your soul rot with the darkest fungi.’ ” 
 
    He clenched his fist. “And after that, Whisper, since you have been such a pest, I command you to swim to Illuxor. Find their King and tell them I shall invite a Sundering to blast his kingdom!” 
 
    Whisper wanted to rend his sneering, scarred face with her talons. Instead, she heard herself confirm, “Is that the complete –” 
 
    “Aye, you prize idiot!” 
 
    No sooner had the words begun to form on his lips, when she moved, Whisper-swift. Her paws rose, armed with a white mana-dart in each palm. As she rushed the Warlock, she heard Drex’s heavy tread right behind her. How had he known? A presentiment? She was fast, but his every stride was four of hers. Whisper reached out for Xola’s mind, shifting her right arm upward and outward with power the young Queen no longer possessed, until it intersected the slightly pearlescent shimmer of the Warlock’s shield. She could see shields. Humans did not, but with a Whisper’s eyes, Xola was able. She formed the thumb and forefinger into an ‘O’ with just a smidgen of mana leaking across that space – all that the Enchantress had left. Narrowing her eyes, Whisper whipped a flechette forward, underhand, a flat and hard throw. Right through that tiny circle. 
 
    Turquoise mana exploded against the Warlock’s hand, washing over the chain that bound Xola. 
 
    In that instant, Whisper willed herself to achieve what she had done before in passing through the protections of Azarinthe. She felt a flicker, a whisker-sense tingling her cheeks. Whisper snapped through the Warlock’s shield as it wavered, as the man flung up the other hand to protect his face, but Ignothax’s fore-talon intersected her throw as she tried to release the second dart. The Dragon laughed evilly, snaffling her into his paw. 
 
    Ping! The mighty sweep of Drex’s hammer shattered the Dragon’s left wrist. A sympathetic blast echoed through the familiar-bond, exploding the Warlock’s mana-wreathed hand into blue dust. Sanfuri screeched a terrible, grating cry, as did the Dragon. His forepaw hung limp, then appeared to shiver from within. There was nothing left – no bones, no structure! 
 
    She tumbled free from the limp digits, looking first to Xola, but an unexpected flicker of light off glass arrested her movement. The glass jar of wasps flipped out of Sanfuri’s other hand. Dropped. Frozen in that second of time, Whisper could only watch it fall hopelessly out of her reach. It shattered. 
 
    Sanfuri backed away, his face as white as the petals of a limthis-daisy. The Gold-Reds and Ice-Orange Dragons rushed forward in concert, but Ignothax struck Drex and Whisper aside, his mental power once again shoving them away irresistibly. As they skidded unwillingly backward, fighting the unseen push with everything they had, Ignothax snatched Xola up with his fangs, apparently unfazed by the bands of power still holding her captive. Her entire torso disappeared inside his maw, but his bite upon her flailing legs was surprisingly graceful. 
 
    She knew she had failed the Queen. Whisper gasped, “Xola. No!” 
 
    The dracowasps rose into the air, buzzing furiously. 
 
    Reflex launched her second dart. One wasp exploded, but the other two whizzed away. 
 
    “Choose, Whisper.” Sanfuri’s low, pained laugh sounded from somewhere in the darkness, as the tunnel roof creaked ominously and Ignothax made his swaggering retreat. “Chase me, and lose the King. What will you do?” 
 
    King or Queen? Microseconds defined the space in which decisions were made and lives were lost. She could not touch Sanfuri or Ignothax. She knew too little. But she knew how to run, and the King of Arbor needed her. Before the tunnel collapsed right over the Warlock’s head, she was already refocussing. Whirling. Sensing the drive emanating from … her tail? What? Her talons snapped out, digging into the blasted soil beneath her hind paws. 
 
    No Whisper would shirk her duty. She would rather die than fail again. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Go, Whisper!” 
 
    Rhyme’s scream cut briefly across the roar of collapsing rock as the Warlock’s forces destroyed the tunnel. Rock avalanched briefly; long before the noise stopped, Whisper was three hundred feet down-trail and accelerating to her fullest speed. Two blue dots darted ahead of her. She knew how fast dracowasps could be. They were renowned speedsters amongst the Dragonkind, but would even enhanced wasps possess the strength to outrun a Whisper over a fifteen-mile course? 
 
    There was only one way to tell. 
 
    Who cared if she lived at the behest of others? Evil was evil. She was born to stand against it. She would kill herself to save the King, if needed; aghast at her selfishness, heart-Sundered for the King’s plight, she would fight to her very last breath. And if she must swim to Illuxor thereafter – well, Whispers were only reborn, weren’t they? Or was this life indeed her own? 
 
    She had no answers. 
 
    She was a Whisper. The first imperative of her life was to run. Now, she mined her knowledge and expertise in the art of running. Her posture changed. Leaning forward at a more aggressive angle. Charging ahead on her talon tips, her head, body and arms taking on an increasingly streamlined posture. She felt her body change. The skin-shorts began to transform, extending rapidly up her torso and down her legs with a prickling sensation, now growing slicker and glossier as they covered her fur with a skin-material that seemed to glide through the windstorm of her increasing velocity. Her ears lowered into a backward-pointing orientation. The skin covered even the stump of her tail, leaving a chill sensation burning on the hypersensitive tip. 
 
    Twenty miles per hour, said her mind. Twenty-five. 
 
    More! She needed more! The dracowasps flitted ahead of her, also gaining speed as a breeze perversely picked up from behind. Whisper flashed through the short tunnel constructed by Rhyme’s Element Enchanters and leaped gaily off the cliff-edge, trusting herself to the gravity inversion. She sprinted sideways, then almost before she knew it, shifted upright again, running along the ledge-trail now so familiar to her. Landmarks began to flash by. Her lungs expanded painfully, forcing oxygen into her starving bloodstream. She startled as the skinfold developed in front of her mouth again, but the air suddenly seemed purer and more intoxicating, as if the oxygen content had been increased or filtered by a means she did not understand. Pure, molten metal trickled into her muscle, a reenergising inferno. Her leg speed picked up further. Now, she was scything through the energy reserves of her body. Heat built, radiating off her as the self-generated breeze flowed over her body. 
 
    There was pleasure in running. Beauty in the beating footsteps, in the glory of using her body as it ought best to be used. She whispered for fierce joy and she wondered, she imagined that the canyons whispered back, Faster. Faster, o Whisper. 
 
    Forty-five miles per hour. She would cross the fifteen miles in a mere twenty minutes at this rate, but the dracowasps were quicker still. They were already out of sight, arrowing for Arbor with a monomaniacal purpose she understood all too well. 
 
    Never had she run like this. Her lungs felt blistered. Her arms pumped in perfect synchronisation with her body. She could not feel her paws touch the ground any longer. She saw nothing but the goal and the blur of landscape and features that would lead her to it. She knew nothing but the terrible need to make Warlock Sanfuri eat his words, to ensure that no more people suffered from his depredations and schemes birthed over two decades before. His focus and drive frightened her more than the blood-oath. She knew compassion. Cruel ambition ruled his heart. 
 
    Ignoring her body’s protests, Whisper dashed on. She was the breeze whispering around stele and rushing through canyons. She was the voice of her world, Whispering a song against the evil that stalked her canyons’ skin and delved bloody holes in her hide. She was vengeance. She was the utterance of Xola’s distress and captivity, and that voice would never be silenced, she vowed. Whatever happened with the King, she would return for Xola. If needed, she would have Rhyme or Shivura place an oath on her to find the Grey Queen, or die trying. 
 
    There was rather too much dying these days, wasn’t there? 
 
    Whisper ripped past a cohort of Arborite soldiers heading for the bridge, moving far too fast to stop or even attempt an explanation. Her smooth red skin-suit was an inflamed blur. Her lungs laboured for air. Even Whispers were not meant to sprint like this for extended periods of time, her memories told her, throwing up complaints about overheating, lactic acid build-up and ligament failure, and the possibility that her heart might just burst in her chest. 
 
    I am dauntless! 
 
    Well, that was better than some of her recent realisations. Whisper gazed ahead, her eyes blurring for reasons unrelated to the hissing of wind across her face. Arbor! 
 
    Where were those dracowasps? How far ahead? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The city still smoked, but the main ledge road had become busy now with the clean-up operation, with soldiers and citizens working shoulder-to-shoulder as they cleared rubble, put out fires and set toppled plant pots to rights. 
 
    Whisper blasted through without so much as a by-your-leave, running so rapidly that she found she had to anticipate trouble – at one point, she was forced to make a fifty-foot leap over a cart and then had to bound again to avoid somebody’s toddler, wandering about in the road waving a dinky axe and shouting, “Kill Dragon! Kill Dragon!” 
 
    Totally the right idea, Whisper approved. 
 
    The Palace building loomed ahead. Mentally, she mapped a route to the King’s quarters. If only she could have run up the wall and jumped through a window, but that route would have been sealed by Inshari. Should have been sealed … 
 
    That way, she would reach the King faster. 
 
    Shaking the dust off her paws, Whisper blazed through the Palace gardens. She misjudged hurdling a hedge and neatly decapitated a priceless miniature estuki tree in passing. The magic burned so brightly within her now, it was hard to concentrate on anything but the goal. Leaping and scrambling seventeen feet to the top of a wall a mad scrabble of paws, she continued on, pell-mell, trampolining right past the first story of the Palace building. She ran up the stone cut Palace wall using all-fours, then charged across a thicket of instabu blossoms before leaping up several paw-holds to the King’s balcony. Soldiers guarded every window and door, alert to perhaps anything but a Whisper leaping so far and fast, she hurtled over the guardrail and glanced off a stolid soldier’s shoulder. She slammed against the window, startling everyone inside. Yessimy. Inshari. The Recorders. 
 
    Whisper hammered on the window. “Yessimy! Get away from the King!” 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    Impressions crashed into her mind. The young Water Enchantress’ hesitation. Yessimy’s right hand clasped against her bosom. Cupped. She sat right beside the King. 
 
    “Break the window!” Whisper ordered. 
 
    The soldier just gaped at her. 
 
    So many emotions writ upon Yessimy’s face, Whisper could scarcely enumerate them all. Even through the thick panels of glass and the inner meshwork protection against exactly the dracowasps or other pests and vectors of regicide that existed in this world, she saw the jolt of fear, the maternal instinct, the love, aye, love that had brought her once more to the King’s side this day. Sanfuri had probably told her that the dracowasps were the antidote to a presumed poison. Only she knew that they would kill the King outright. 
 
    Love would play murderer. 
 
    Yessimy loved the King. She always had. That was the reason, the vector Sanfuri had found to introduce corruption into the royal household. 
 
    Devious, brilliant and unstoppable. Maybe. 
 
    Whisper shouted, between pants, “Yessimy, whatever you do, don’t release those dracowasps! Let’s just talk, alright? Samtax, get me in there, now!” 
 
    The young soldier kneed her aside and swung hard with his axe. Glass rained down. A second blow severed the mesh, allowing Whisper access. She pushed inside, calling softly to Yessimy not to release the dracowasps, but one of the Recorders across the room began to screech, “She’s the traitor! Yessimy! Traitor!” 
 
    The woman’s face blanched. Her hands fluttered violently. 
 
    Whisper could barely speak through the tightness in her chest. Yessimy’s face! Flames seemed to be burning her from the inside as her physiological needs turned desperately to radiating the inner heat which had built up. Still, she managed to gasp, “Yessimy. I know … you love the King. Please. You’ve been … keeping him alive. But the dracowasps will certainly kill him. Sanfuri sent them.” 
 
    Yessimy’s jaw worked. Sweat beaded her rotund face, and her pulse throbbed too rapidly in her throat. “I … I never …” 
 
    “Come. Inshari, easy there. Yessimy’s no traitor,” Whisper said. “Just … come away from the King now, Yessimy. We’ll deal with Sanfuri’s tricks. He duped you, see? It was all a Warlock’s trick.” 
 
    “But I …” Yessimy stood, swaying. Tears welled from her eyes. “Oh, Whisper. How can I live after this?” 
 
    “Yessimy. Calm down. Don’t do anything –” 
 
    With a soft wail, the old cook clapped her hand to her mouth. Whisper wheezed in horror. The dracowasps … Yessimy tried to swallow, but choked. Her eyes bulged, frantic with need, but she kept one hand tight across her mouth, trapping the wasps inside. She seemed to be trying to make some form of apology. Then a strange, mechanical clicking sound emerged from the region of her heart. Her knees folded. With a strangely peaceful sigh, Yessimy collapsed, dead before she touched the ground. 
 
    Her head dropped backward, and a dracowasp crawled out of her slack mouth, its wings crumpled, but serviceable. 
 
    “No!” Inshari hurled ice across the bed, catching Whisper mid-leap with a blow to the lower ribs that winded her. 
 
    Bzzz … 
 
    Whisper cartwheeled onto the bed, landing on the prone King’s stomach. She had meant to protect him. Her eyes flicked. A flash of blue. Whirring over her, flying drunkenly, the dracowasp angled for the Arborite King’s unprotected throat. 
 
    Air seared her lungs. Too slow! She jerked over onto her side, and before she knew it, flung an arm upward and triggered her dagger with the other paw. Snick. 
 
    Whisper stared at the wasp, wriggling a death-dance against the flechette wristlet, neatly pierced through by the dagger blade that now protruded out of the other side of her wrist. The dagger’s point touched the King’s neck, but had not broken the skin. 
 
    She muttered, “Uh … I hope dracowasp blood isn’t toxic?” 
 
    Her gaze fell upon Yessimy. The woman’s head was encased in a misshapen glob of ice, the second dracowasp caught just emerging from her lips. Trapped. An irruption of the serenity that otherwise marked her features. 
 
    Inshari said, “Better not let that melt. Arm up, Whisper.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Up! You, Recorder!” snapped the Enchantress. “Where’s the Mage-Healer? Get him here double-quick. Any more traitors?” 
 
    “No.” Whisper exhaled, “Not that we know of.” 
 
    Lifting Whisper’s aching arm with her hand, Inshari encased her limb in ice from the elbow to the tips of her talons, pressing the ice inward to slow any potential poisoning, effectively a frozen tourniquet. The girl said, “Rough. Should work – now, stick out your tongue, Whisper. I’m sure the Princess will thank me for finishing the job properly.” 
 
    Then, and only then, she felt the freedom to laugh. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Pestiferous Whispers 
 
      
 
    Rhyme lEANED OVER Whisper’s pillow. “About time you opened your eyes. The whole ‘scary-me-I’m-paralysed’ routine is so last-canyon.” 
 
    “How’s your father?” 
 
    The Princess laughed, “That’s your first question? I should –” 
 
    “He’s awake.” 
 
    Whisper startled at the unfamiliar voice, burry with weakness and disuse. Oh. She was on the King’s bed? “I … uh, apologise … King Rhuzime?” 
 
    “Aye, Whisper. Awake, thanks to you.” 
 
    Whisper turned her aching head carefully. Her muscles still felt as stiff as old planks, and at that point, her head was the only part of her she felt she could contemplate moving. Blue eyes watched her from the other half of the bed, crinkled up into a friendly smile. 
 
    The King said, “I hear you’re trouble enough to pull my life out of the proverbial Mirror. ‘Pestiferous’ seems to be a favourite word around here.” 
 
    What did a nauseous Whisper make of a King’s jesting with her? “Uh … not so much, o King. What’s –” her voice rose into a squeak “– what’s Mage Shivura doing inside your back?” 
 
    The Mage looked rather worse than the King. His face was one large bruise. Together with the Mage-Healer, he bent over the King’s back, doing something that from the other side of the bed appeared to involve wires, long sharp instruments and grimly pursed lips – altogether rather alarming. 
 
    “Removing a rather distasteful piece of equipment,” said the Mage, not averting his swollen eyes from his task for a second. “It’s quite unlike any other method of assassination I’ve ever seen before. He’s actually organically grown a highly effective nerve-impulse modifier right on the spinal column.” Evidently regretting his enthusiasm, the Mage added, “Sorry, Your Majesty. Professional … uh, jealousy. Dracowasp venom is insufficient to kill a grown Human, so this little chap was set here, I believe, to compel and control the King if needed. It may have malfunctioned, or the ring might have helped minimise its effects. Perhaps the Sundering prevented him from holding the kingdom to ransom as he had intended and he was forced thereafter to move more quickly. That means –” 
 
    “Yessimy?” 
 
    “She died, Whisper,” said the Mage. “The dracowasp venom appears to trigger the other half of this piece of Warlock filth, which is a spring-clamp positioned to seal the coronary artery.” 
 
    Whisper flinched painfully. “Poor Yessimy.” 
 
    “The King’s clamp has been removed already,” said the Mage-Healer. 
 
    The air of her lungs whispered over her lips, setting off a tingling sensation. Life was so miraculous. The King’s careful movements, the sparkle of life rising within him, was an intoxicating incitement to the bubbling wellspring of her heart. Certainty lived in that song. She had done well. A deep knowledge of completion underpinned the sharper pangs of grief. So many had died, and for what purpose? That Warlock Sanfuri might gain a Talisman. Nothing more. 
 
    How could a simple blue horn be so important? 
 
    For several moments, Whisper watched them working. She checked her arm, which was cleanly bandaged from midway along her forearm to her wrist. Her hind paws felt blistered. 
 
    “There.” Shivura gave a low hiss of satisfaction as he drew something carefully away from the monarch’s spine. “One monarch saved by a pestiferous but admittedly fabulous Whisper.” He grinned at her, a thoroughly discomfiting twist of his lips. “That’s the only compliment you’ll ever hear from me, Whisper. Remember, you’re still my favourite research subject, even if you were paralysed by the dracowasp you pinned to your arm. But your brain’s now regarded as too valuable for my pickling jar, more’s the pity. King’s orders.” 
 
    He had the ill grace to roll his eyes. 
 
    Oh, she had risen above being pickled? Did that mean she should be grateful? Hardly! 
 
    “Aye, we do not pickle national treasures,” Rhyme cut in, rather acidly. 
 
    Whisper said, “O Mage, how did –” 
 
    “Looks like it grew in place.” Shivura shook his head. “I’ve a few theories that I’m developing, but I’ll admit this level of Warlock technology is outside of my realm of experience. Perhaps Yessimy really was a heroine. Looks like her care, keeping the ring working, saved our King’s life. Ammox was the real traitor, that fungazoid-filth!” 
 
    The Mage-Healer said, “Stand aside, Shivura, before your trembling hands destroy the good work you’ve done so far. I’ll close up here.” 
 
    Whisper rested her aching head against the pillow. One King, alive. A kingdom restored. If that was the ambit of her pestiferousness, then let it be. She was content. 
 
    Rhyme said, “No urge to give the King his message from Sanfuri, Whisper?” 
 
    “Actually, there is,” she admitted. “I just don’t want to –” 
 
    King Rhuzime said, “I will hear this message. Then, I want to seek your thoughts about this young Grey upstart. Is he worthy of my Rhyme?” 
 
    “Dad, I’m in the room!” 
 
    “Run along now, my gemstone-precious.” The King waggled his hand. “Go take charge of a kingdom or something. Oh, I hear you’ve already been doing that – rather well. Done your poor old Dad out of a job, you have.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Alright. I might be persuaded to take it back – if you’re a very good girl. Once I recover.” 
 
    Whisper giggled, even though it hurt. She considered the pain turning the inside of her skull into its personal playpen. What if she delivered the message – would the magic immediately hurry to the Warlock’s second imperative? She needed to find Xola before the Warlock … bled her dry. She did not have time to try to work out a viable route to Illuxor. 
 
    “Whisper,” the King commanded. 
 
    “Princess Rhyme,” she said. “One thing I don’t understand about Humans. Why do you joke when situations are grave, or sad? It doesn’t always feel … appropriate.” 
 
    Stepping around the bed, Rhyme perched on the edge and took Whisper’s right paw in her hands. She turned it over, looking for what, the dragonets only know. After a moment, she sighed. “Whisper, my Dad’s joking because he’s happy to be alive. I joke to keep sadness or stress at bay. Sometimes, we joke just because we’re being silly, or feeling embarrassed or want attention … but there, on the trail when we were running toward the Azar army – that’s what you mean, isn’t it?” Whisper nodded, aghast at having her thoughts read so clearly. “That was defiance. A declaration just like the very first lucid thought you remember of your life, ‘I am alive!’ ” 
 
    She played gently with Whisper’s talons. “As you should know, since you’re the epitome of this paradigm, Whisper, life is irrepressible. You ran first to spite the Warlock. You whispered and battled and overcame, you found healing Dragons, and then … and then you whispered to Azarinthe because we begged you to, and you were so moved by Arbor’s plight you recruited a nation to our side … and then, you whispered home because you wanted to. Because that was, simply, the right thing to do. It was the choice of your heart.” 
 
    I am irrepressible! 
 
    Whisper found a slow smile sneaking about the corners of her mouth. “Aye? Is that what you think of me?” 
 
    “Pestiferous is just another word for irrepressible,” the Princess Blue said, firmly – having read a Whisper’s mind? What? Her upward-quirked eyebrows dared the Whisper to say more, to deny the truths she had uttered. 
 
    She said, “As a friend, o Princess, I find you equally pestiferous.” 
 
    “You take the proverbial dragonet’s feast in that regard!” Rhyme smiled with her eyes. “Will you answer my Dad’s –” her voice choked. She knew what this might cost. She cared. 
 
    Whisper squeezed her friend’s fingers, thinking, all it took was a leap off the cliff. Take the risk. Life must be seized; it must charge through canyons and beneath buttresses, it must whisper around bulwarks and scorn evil with the unruly joy of its being. She repeated the Warlock’s message for him, word for word, inflection for inflection – just as the magic had always demanded. She could do nothing less, and the feeling of vulnerability it sparked within her breast was akin to being thrust back into the Warlock’s magical cage and being whipped through the bars once more. 
 
    The King let out his breath. “Aye? That was what he purposed? Then we must make our lives count for something. What do you propose to do now, Whisper?” 
 
    Rhyme folded her muscular arms and glared fondly at her father. “As the reigning monarch – albeit temporarily – I hereby decree you are confined to bed-rest until the Mage-Healer convinces me otherwise.” 
 
    “She’s big on decrees,” Whisper noted snidely, trying her little paw at defiance. “Thinks they’re a good method of ruling. Oh, no …” 
 
    “What?” asked the Princess. 
 
    Whisper rubbed her temples fiercely, wishing nothing more than to drill out that part of her brain that dealt with oath-magic. “Sanfuri’s second command … oh, Rhyme, I’m sorry. I had hoped –” 
 
    Rhyme rapped, “Yula-îk-yyrrkûdi, Whisper! I bind thee!” 
 
    “Uh, you can’t –” Whisper gulped, arrested by her inner magic’s irresistible insurrection. Enslaved. “O Master, describe the person, place and imperative.” 
 
    She stared expectantly at the Princess Blue. What did she mean to do? Evidently, the blood-oath singing in her veins was more complex than she had imagined, and certainly more complex than any recollection she had of this process. It was supposed to be straightforward. No codicils, conditions or consequences. Yet the Warlock had bolted on his own modification, and now it appeared that Princess Rhyme could tamper further with his instructions. 
 
    Great twisting canyons! 
 
    “I wish I had Xan’s brains, right now,” Rhyme groaned. “Very well. I hereby decree – wielding my despotic powers and all that – that my imperative must be delivered upon before you leave for Illuxor, because I hereby forbid Captain Drex to travel to his home until such time as he has been released from Arbor’s service.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of herebys and generally unspecified despotism, my daughter,” advised King Rhuzime, with a broad wink. 
 
    Whisper waited stiffly, secretly trying to fight the magical shackles binding her, body and soul, to whatever her Master would decree next. There was no give whatsoever. Did these Humans not understand, that they must joke about her greatest shame? Had they no compunction in using her … then, understanding lit her mind. It did not just light her thoughts, it ignited her entire being. How had she not seen it before? They were not being crass, they were assuring her that she was worth being cherished! She was a person. A person of worth. 
 
    She wanted to weep, but the oath-magic bound her wholly. 
 
    Slowly, thinking it out, Rhyme added, “You will deliver this message to Queen Xola of Azarinthe at a time and place that I shall specify within the forthcoming month, after which, in the absence of any other imperative, you may consider finding a viable route to Illuxor which most likely does not involve swimming.” 
 
    Shivura said, “Respectfully, Princess, you can’t play with magic like that, especially not forms as ancient as those which bind a Whisper.” 
 
    Rhyme nodded. “I know. But I need … I need Whisper not to die. I’m far too despotic to allow that kind of insubordination.” She winced and, clearing her throat awkwardly, said, “The message is, ‘Queen Xola, we will not rest until we find you and rescue you from Sanfuri. Despite your grumpiness’ – uh, belay that bit. Say this, ‘Know that there are those who love you and we will never let you down.’ ” 
 
    Whisper repeated the message, and then squeaked, “It worked? It – Mage Shivura! It worked! How?” 
 
    “I couldn’t find that canyon if I leaped into it personally,” he growled, sounding as if he would far rather be tossing Whispers into bottomless canyons. “However, I might advance a few theories …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following day, after vociferous incident that sounded as if it ended with the ‘feeble and bedridden’ King being summarily locked into his bedchamber by his daughter, Princess Rhyme walked down to the shattered city gates to formally welcome King Xan and the Azarinthe army to Arbor. 
 
    Whisper’s legs felt far too much like bendy vines to walk on properly, so she took the royal carriage, namely, the blue left arm of her Princess. 
 
    She turned to Rhyme. “You are turning into quite the despot.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want to disgrace myself by falling off a cliff laughing at how you were trying to walk,” replied her friend. “And, I want the people to know how you served Arbor.” 
 
    “You didn’t want a pet?” 
 
    “Me? Never.” 
 
    Whisper snorted at her facetious reply. Looking through the gates, she watched the Azarinthe column advancing, the foot soldiers marching in parade-ground lockstep, while even the canodraconids appeared to be behaving themselves for a change. Novel, thought Whisper. If she was not mistaken, the monarch had taken time to spruce up his forces to give the best impression. There was Manrax, fixing something on his lap as he rode several canodraconid-lengths behind his monarch, and Yatux and Sihui marching to the King’s left hand. No distance could disguise the magic she saw that linked them. Xan sat upright on his mount, his injured leg extended before him. His armour gleamed as if it had never seen battle, but he did not wear his helm. Instead, his grey features and curly grey hair – not so strange after all on a young man of his race – appeared carven of granite, majestic and sombre. 
 
    Rhyme cast a stern eye over her troops, arrayed in gleaming ranks both inside and outside the city, and checked that her minshuki-dragonhorn blowers were ready to sound the traditional fanfare. 
 
    Whisper said, “You didn’t want to wear something pretty for His very ceremonial Majesty?” 
 
    “This is pretty and shiny,” said Rhyme. 
 
    “You’re armoured.” 
 
    “Have you looked inside my closet, Whisper?” 
 
    “I confess, I peeked,” she said, licking her lips. This weather was just ridiculously hot. It needed to break with a decent storm. “Nothing looked actually worn, except your frilly underwear.” 
 
    Rhyme’s right hand clenched on her axe, looped on her belt. “I don’t suppose you’ve noticed I’m much more comfortable in chainmail than skirts?” 
 
    “Well, at least you took my advice and wore your hair long,” Whisper noted. “Rhyme, very quickly, what happened between your father and Yessimy?” 
 
    “Aye. Well, Ammox loved Yessimy. Yessimy secretly loved my father, and the Warleader somehow learned this. It seems the Warlock used Ammox’s jealousy to drive in the fatal wedge. That was clear from the letter he left in his quarters. He called himself a tortured man. Yessimy’s motives were less clear. We don’t know, and we’ll probably never know now, who administered the complex nutrients to grow that … that thing in my father’s back and chest. We don’t know how it was done.” Rhyme heaved a sigh. “We’ve sent for my brothers. The Mage-Healer will need to examine them all, too. I’m clear, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    Squinting into the distance as the ambient sounds seemed to shift strangely, Whisper said, “I’m glad. I’d like to think that Yessimy was innocent, just tricked by the Warlock or his agent. Maybe Sanfuri even lied or blackmailed her at first, making her administer whatever he needed –” 
 
    Rhyme pursed her lips. “You’re sweet, Whisper.” 
 
    “I’m … what?” 
 
    The Princess Blue chuckled merrily. “Takes a Dragon to know one, eh? But you are a pest. Do try to stop wriggling and refrain from making me blush when I greet Xan, alright? I don’t need to tell you this is a massive moment in my life.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Whisper scratched her chin, having delivered the appropriate response – frankly, steaming as much as the day was unpleasantly hot and oppressive. Did the Princess honestly think she was about to spoil this meeting between her and the Grey King? Even if she had failed to save Xan’s sister. That loss was like having Ignothax chew on her innards, thirty-three hours a day. She had failed. She and Drex, peering oddly at her now, had lacked the strength to wrest Xan’s sister from the Dragon’s paw. 
 
    That really was a peculiar look from the Illuxorite warrior. ‘Drex?’ she mouthed. 
 
    He broke ranks! 
 
    That was the instant she knew wrongness. Danger. Every sense in her body ignited, but most of all, that Whisper-sense that grappled with the flux and flow of her environment. A sympathetic awareness of the world’s vicissitudes, and her place or journey in it. A resonance felt deeper than her bones. The air seemed to vibrate as in her mind, a cascade of living fires rippled down the cliffs above Arbor, fluttering downward like flakes of ash spit from a roaring bonfire. They came softly. Lethally. Huge numbers of flakes … 
 
    Whisper tried to spring away from the Princess, to run to the gates, but she tangled with that very long blonde plait she had convinced the Princess Blue to wear over her shoulder. The effect was less than elegant. Rhyme stumbled forward with a pained yelp. Whisper struggled, yelling about danger. Every Arborite soldier stationed around the gates immediately snapped to combat-readiness, and the Greys stiffened, perhaps imagining something had gone very wrong indeed. 
 
    In that time, Drex crossed the space between them in five huge strides and hauled Whisper off the Princess by the scruff of her neck and shook her. “Whisper! Where’s the danger?” 
 
    Being blasted by a man-mountain from a distance of less than an inch and seeing down his throat to his quivering tonsils, jolted Whisper more than enough. 
 
    “Up.” She pointed. “Above, from the cliffs … Dragons?” 
 
    “A swarming?” gasped Rhyme. 
 
    Whisper leaped on the word. “Swarming! Aye!” 
 
    “Fungazoids!” Drex swore. “On my shoulders, Whisper. Princess, you have to trust –” 
 
    Rhyme roared, “ALERT! There’s a swarming!” 
 
    The soldiers froze, looking up past the buttress above the city to the thick, soupy haze even at this early hour, and seeing no hint of danger. But Whisper knew the flitting of many wings, the soft chittering as bodies came tumbling down the cliffs ahead and behind, and the horror of knowing the Greys were stuck right out there in the open. 
 
    “Protect the Azar!” shouted the Princess. “King Xan! Get under cover, NOW!” Her running was alarm enough. Suddenly, the King’s canodraconid reared, tossing him into the path of his forces. Xan’s head snapped backward. Hard. 
 
    The Captains were shouting orders, deploying the axmen to secure the gates and battlements; as Rhyme and Drex charged out into the open, the alarm gong began to crash out over the city. Captain Semoki’s group peeled away from the outside of the gate, flanking the Greys to the strongside of the cliffs as chaos erupted. 
 
    They floated down like semi-opaque flakes of black coal. Protodragons, just a few to start with, their bodies strangely formless, as if roughly fashioned from clay by a sculptor but as yet, unfinished. Whisper saw shadowy shapes of body organs through their hides. Narrow, delicate wings that wafted them down on the breezes. Like baby spiders blowing from a nest, they drifted over the city’s buttress and down the cliffs and into the canyon in a deceptively magical silence – but these were Dragonkind. Lips peeled back in snarls as they saw the man-buffet awaiting their hunger, their terrible hunger … Whisper reeled as their powerful Dragon emotions washed over her. She could barely hang onto Drex’s back as he thundered after the Princess. 
 
    Rhyme threw herself into the path of the army, utterly reckless, in pursuit of the fallen King. 
 
    The protodragons began to land, first in their ones, then in their tens. They whirled at once into the attack, snapping and rending, their small muzzles and fangs more than capable of spooning flesh off unwilling bodies – and they were not at all fussy about what those bodies were, whether their own kind or canodraconids or Humans. 
 
    Drex’s smaller hammers whirled, one in each hand, as he slammed three protodragons away from the Princess’ back. She knelt over the King, slapping his cheek. “Xan? Xan!” 
 
    Whisper had her crossbow loaded now. She snapped off a shot to Drex’s rear, taking out a pouncing protodragons. The dark bodies fell upon the Azar army like rain, driving the canodraconids mad. They had sensed the danger, Whisper realised, with an animal sense just like hers, only she had not listened. Now, talons scraped and men cursed, driving their animals or running for the city’s cover. The axmen swept around toward the rear, to the Azarinthe supply train and all their wounded, splitting up as they saw the need to protect individuals. No solid formation was about to stand against an enemy that sifted from the skies. 
 
    The Princess scooped Xan up into her powerful arms. “Drex –” 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    The huge warrior slammed his shoulder into an onrushing canodraconid, turning it aside just enough that Rhyme could swing Xan’s legs out of the way. “Get us back. Come on, Whisper!” 
 
    She lurched upright on her wobbly legs. Fangs! Drex hammered a protodragon away from her face. Alright, crossbows were useless in this situation. The black rain thickened. The swarm must have arrived right above Arbor, Whisper realised, pouring down the cliffs and teeming over the buttress. That was its exact purpose. Beneath the buttress was safety. The protodragons hissed and spat, attacking and tearing into anything that moved. They fed in convulsive, starving gulps of flesh, only to be set upon and eaten in their turn. The carnage was indescribable, but the only blessing was that the Dragonkind did not care for what exactly they attacked, so there was no co-ordination or overwhelming force, just a swirling mêlée of bodies and devouring muzzles. Golden Dragon blood spilled like water, running in rivulets across the sweep of open ground that led to the city. 
 
    The protodragons sifted down more thickly now, snarling in the canyon-cover of sentikor trees and tumbling over the edge, drifting down toward the farms, villages and mines far below. A surge of bodies tumbled over the buttress, burying a troop of soldiers near the gate. Whisper saw Azar canodraconids slewing through the open portal, being openly chewed upon; Arborite axmen mobbed them at once, cutting away the ravening Dragonkind. Other citizens lined the battlements, firing arrows or flinging spears into the fray. 
 
    Whisper slapped Rhyme on the leg. “Go!” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    “Your Prince needs you! Drex and I will round up the troops.” 
 
    “But I –” 
 
    “You’ve the sweetest voice! Use it!” 
 
    Rhyme looked as if she would gladly have smacked a pestiferous Whisper right over the buttress, but with both hands curved around the Prince’s limp body, she had little recourse. Instead, the Princess Blue raised her chin and began to bellow, “To the city, men! Semoki! TEAM COVER!” 
 
    With the Princess’ shouts echoed by Drex, the Arborite axmen drew together into teams of three, covering each other’s backs as they shepherded the Azarinthe troops into the City of Blue. Arrows and crossbow quarrels buzzed thickly from the walls now; as Whisper found her perch on Drex’s shoulders again, she saw Yadron and Gemmini leading a relieving charge of Armourers and apprentices from the gate, clearing the path for the wounded Azar soldiers. Yadron wielded his Blacksmith’s hammer, while Gemmini appeared to be wielding a fire poker and a pair of heavy tongs. Well, whatever worked. And that had to be Gemmini’s mother, clad in a fire-stained smock, lashing out left and right with an iron skillet large enough to fry any one of these protodragons whole. Whisper would have liked to see her employ that skillet on Ignothax’s skull. Such a talent! 
 
    The Princess fought, dodged and hurled her way to the city’s gateway. She kicked protodragons out of her path, whirled Xan over her head at one point to save him from a vicious bite, and then stood by the massive stone gatepost, rallying her troops with the sweetest voice that ever bellowed over a battlefield. 
 
    Under her direction, the troops formed a shield-wall across the gate, which opened briefly to let the Armourers in with a wounded Azar soldier slung over Yadron’s shoulder. 
 
    Xan stirred in Rhyme’s arms. She immediately checked him over. The King grumbled about having nothing but a headache and could she put him down now? To his evident consternation, the Princess Blue just laughed at him, and issued a few more orders, making sure that the Azar wounded received immediate treatment, no-one was left outside the city, that the rear gate was also guarded and the feisty canodraconids brought to heel. 
 
    Whisper found Xan grinning up at her. He shrugged, “Dignity, eh?” 
 
    She patted Drex’s shoulder. “Do you like my new transportation? Far better than actually walking about myself.” 
 
    “Rhyme?” said the Grey King. 
 
    “I’m busy.” She despatched runners along the battlements to ensure and report back that there had been no breaches of the city’s defences. Outside, the feeding frenzy proceeded unabated. 
 
    He reached up, and stroked her cheek. “You’re so beautiful. When you charged my entire army to come to my aid –” 
 
    The Princess looked down, startled and clearly nonplussed by the intimate gesture. “You were only pretending to be unconscious?” 
 
    “The way you bellowed like a Dragon and swung your axes like a romantic blossom-trimmer –” 
 
    “Xan!” 
 
    “I’ve missed you sorely, my dearest little Blue.” 
 
    “I’m never letting you go,” she said softly, with a catch in her voice, and squeezed her King against her chest until he wriggled and complained of a lack of breath. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Whisper of Dawn 
 
      
 
    King Rhuzime rapped on the doorpost, peering out onto Princess Rhyme’s balcony, where a jovial breakfast was underway. “No naughtiness before nuptials, my mother always taught me.” 
 
    “Naughtiness?” Rhyme said innocently. “All the naughtiness around here is sitting right over there.” 
 
    She pointed at Whisper, who idly popped another margunana into her mouth. The royal life. The fruit practically peeled itself in this Palace. 
 
    “Father – thank you, Xan,” said the Princess, as Xan easily beat the servants to holding a chair for the monarch of Arbor. 
 
    “You’re up on your feet, sir?” asked the Grey King. 
 
    “Sir?” Rhuzime chuckled, shuffling forward as he leaned heavily on two canes. “Don’t make me feel old, boy. The Mage-Healer said I could try walking, slowly, with a stick.” 
 
    “You should try walking with axes, sir,” said Xan. “You’ll be carving up Dragons in no time.” 
 
    “You should try being that nice,” Whisper suggested aside to Rhyme. 
 
    “Who told me to let her axes do the talking?” sniffed the Princess, but Whisper knew something else. She wore a soft turquoise dress this morning – lined with hidden armour in the torso, in case anyone should get any ideas – and had asked Whisper to apply makeup and style her hair for breakfast. Shimmering aquamarine crystal eye shadow, a dusting of colour here and there, and a gorgeous headdress and matching necklace, upper-arm bands and bracelets of the blue lapis lazuli of Arbor, and King Xan had walked straight into the doorpost when he saw her. Result! 
 
    A small, tight longing lodged in her breast. Oh, to be loved the way Xan loved the Princess. 
 
    Now, Rhyme’s four blonde-haired brothers arrived in a riot of activity and laughter. Source kissed his sister’s cheek formally and greeted his father and Xan with formal forearm-shakes, ever so serious. Symax hung back shyly, while Emory just made a face at Rhyme and suggested he would rather kiss a dracosnake. He dived into the food immediately. River monopolised his sister’s lap, and reached out to tweak Whisper’s whiskers. 
 
    “Hands off or get hurt, scoundrel,” said Whisper, showing him her talons. 
 
    River’s eyes widened. 
 
    “So, when’s the wedding?” asked Emory, around a mouthful of sweet redberries. 
 
    “Are you going to find your sister, King Xan?” asked Source. “Will you take Rhyme with you? When will you leave? How can a Whisper track someone when we’ve no idea where she might be? Is your sister beautiful? Did I hear you might travel to Illuxor –” 
 
    “Slow down, son,” said Rhuzime. “Two axes at a time is plenty.” 
 
    Xan said, “Aye, aye, as soon as my leg’s better, by magic, aye, very beautiful, and we don’t know. Do you have that straight, Source?” 
 
    Source’s forehead wrinkled as he evidently tied himself up in mental knots. Into the ensuing silence, Symax whispered, “Will you be our brother, King Xan?” 
 
    Xan’s eyes softened. “If you’d kindly allow it, Prince Symax.” 
 
    “Aye, we need to talk about you pinching our sister,” Emory pouted, but then his lips curved into a cheeky grin. “Don’t think you can get away with any mischief, cunning Grey. We’re watching you.” 
 
    As everyone around the table roared with laughter, River piped up, “They’ve got to get nuptured first, Daddy-Axe, don’t they? Otherwise they can’t –” he counted carefully on his fingers “– one, two, three … well, make lots of Dragon eggs?” 
 
    King Rhuzime seemed to be fighting off an urge to howl with laughter. 
 
    Rhyme said, “Those are nuptials, darling. Aye. Since we’ve a few days until Xan can travel and the swarming needs to settle down, we thought we’d have one trysting party here, and one at Azarinthe if we travel that way.” 
 
    “What? You’re waiting? What for?” Emory sounded amazed. 
 
    “Uh … Azarinthine tradition is that we wait until the year’s trysting or courtship is up before we … you know,” said Xan, looking slightly steamed beneath the collar. 
 
    “Make Dragon eggs?” said Whisper, helpfully. 
 
    “Whisper!” Rhyme clipped her left ear. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    “Well, I know what we’re packing for the trip, in that case,” said Whisper, curling her lip in a way that reduced Rhyme to spluttering, blushing silence. Xan evidently found this reaction fascinating. 
 
    Obeying an instinct she did not entirely understand, Whisper slipped away from the garrulous table and hopped up onto the balcony’s railing, gazing out over the city to the crack of dawn visible beneath the buttress. The rebuilding effort was already starting for the day, with engineers nearby raising a broken gantry into place using a heavy crane and pulleys. Further on, a construction crew supplemented with soldiers tore down a collapsed house preparatory to the rebuilding that would be required. At the rear gate, engineers had already replaced the mechanism the traitor Ammox had smashed, and she saw a small caravan of Arborites returning to their villages further up-canyon. 
 
    It would be a small team – Rhyme, Xan, Drex, Inshari the Water Enchantress and Whisper, and then two surprises, Gemmini the Armourer’s Apprentice and a Grey Mage whom Whisper had not yet met, Shandu. Xan said he ‘dabbled in everything magical’, which in Xan double-speak, meant he regarded the man highly. Shivura’s resentful pouting had been even more instructive. They would number seven – according to Rhyme, an auspicious number. Drex had not wanted to take Gemmini, but the Princess had overruled him saying that they needed an armourer, cook and forager, and Gemmini could boil a Dragon’s talons for soup and make it taste exquisite. She supposed that was as good a qualification as any for this madcap quest, and if the girl learned to stop blushing every time Xan so much as breathed in her direction, and kept all of her fingers intact, including the magical blue ones, all might be well. 
 
    Would all be well? 
 
    I am melancholy! 
 
    She would find Xola out there. She would find her, and perhaps in finding the Grey Queen or Drex’s home city and the wife and children he had not seen for twelve long years, she would find herself. Or could she hope to find another Whisper-trace nipping along a canyon somewhere, perhaps a handsome boy-Whisper with a long, full tail and a winsome smile? Whisper hugged herself, and then startled as Rhyme’s arm slipped around her waist. 
 
    After a long moment, the girl breathed in her ear, “Do you dream of Whispers?” 
 
    Whisper chuckled sadly. “I’m not alone.” 
 
    “But you long to be out there, running as if the dawn’s own fires breathed you into being.” 
 
    She had no words. 
 
    Rhyme kissed the top of Whisper’s head. “You are most certainly not alone. If I have the strength, Whisper, I will help you discover your true purpose. Shivura has no idea what that Talisman could be used for, or even what a Talisman is, but we both know it can’t be good if Warlock Sanfuri seeks these Talismans so industriously. Not good at all.” 
 
    Styxor the Arboreal Dragon had called her the mightiest Talisman under Ocean and Sky. Whatever could he have meant? 
 
    Now there was a thought to make her whiskers and tail shiver! 
 
    Rhyme prodded her in the ribs. “O faraway Whisper, do you think boy-Whispers are good kissers?” 
 
    “Kissers? Uh … no.” 
 
    “Do you know that your ears heat up when you’re embarrassed? What do boy-Whispers do, then?” 
 
    Her tail-memories stirred. “As I recall, Whispers twine tails and run and dance together. We hold hands and sing courtship songs in the crystal caves.” She paused, seeing in her mind’s eye a picture she might never enjoy. Aye, she was melancholy. 
 
    The Princess nodded. “Then we shall scour every canyon until we find a Whisper with the perfect tail for you. Promise. The requirements are, just as honourable and twice as rascally.” 
 
    “Is that what Xan sees in you?” 
 
    “He’s curable. You, on the other paw …” 
 
    “Talking about me?” King Xan’s long arms managed to encircle them both. “How many civilisations have you two just managed to rescue in the course of your conversation?” 
 
    “Just Yanzorda,” said Rhyme. “And all the Draco-Mages and Whispers. We fixed the Sunderings and saved all Human cities from swarms. What have you been doing meantime, brainy Grey?” 
 
    “Failing to convince your father to let me take you away.” 
 
    A slight bump on the top of her head told Whisper that Xan had just leaned his chin atop Rhyme’s head; the Princess’ rested upon hers. Humans were not so bad after all. Just a touch smelly, repetitive and occasionally slow to recognise what was right in front of their noses. 
 
    She was awfully fond of them. 
 
    Whitesun dawned upon cave and canyon, Mirror and mainland, Dragon and Human and Whisper alike. Sunstrike was a fiercer enemy than most, merciless and inescapable. The Dragons called the sun eylor-ûl-tanê, the Fires of First Life, and Xisharn, referring in some draconic way to Sundering. She imagined Sundering was like the whip strokes she had suffered at Sanfuri’s hand; that were she the world, a Sundering must carve bleeding canyons into her bulwark-and-canyon hide. Did a world suffer as a soul suffered? Did it cry out for cities left in a smoking ruin, for blood spilled into its rivers and oceans, and mourn souls untimely departed from its shores? 
 
    Her nostrils scented the cool dawn air, drawing deep into her lungs every precious scent and trace, even those of the two people right beside her. She tasted of the fates, and Whisper challenged the fear that tingled her spine with its delicate breath of ice. Sanfuri intended greater evil than anything they had imagined yet, her tail-sense told her, suddenly agitated. There was not a day to waste. 
 
    The times were indeed needful. For this reason, a Whisper had come alive. 
 
    Oh for wings to whisper into the dawn … 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    Whisper Quick, the second book in the Whisper series, is coming soon. 
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