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   Dedication 
 
      
 
    To true believers one and all: 
 
    Wishes are different when it comes to dragons. 
 
    Wishes take wing, and come true. 
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   Chapter 1: O Sleepless Night 
 
    2nd Post-Dragonmas 
 
      
 
    KRRR … KRRR? THE DRAGON hatchling bunted his ribs with her paw. Insistently. 
 
    “Och nae, again? Cannae be. Go to sleep.” 
 
    Krrrr! 
 
    No. How could she possibly still be hungry? Madness! She had barely cracked the eggshell that afternoon, and had scoffed at least ten meals already. Had he slept one hour undisturbed? 
 
    Lightly, Keir introduced the miraculous pest to the point of his elbow. “That is spelled s-l-e-e-p. Dinnae Dragons ken their first runes?” 
 
    Krrrr. Krrrr-Krrrr! A hot, dry tongue tickled the nape of his neck. Hint not taken. 
 
    Turning his back, Keir deliberately pulled the pillow over his head. 
 
    He even pretended to snore. 
 
    The diamond hatchling prodded him beneath the armpit with the point of her muzzle, which was a great deal bonier than he had imagined. Cute, but reminiscent of Head Ranger Garla’s Ogre-hide boot, which he clearly remembered prodding his ribcage long before dawn on numerous occasions. 
 
    Groan. “Lie down, ye wee walking stomach. I’m having now’t of this nonsense, hear me?” 
 
    With rising emphasis, the trilling continued, Krrrr. Krrrr-Krrrr! 
 
    Not happening. Evidently, parental authority was in short supply around his particular corner of the Amarinthian Bulwark. Any lad of his fourteen anna of age, soon rising fifteen, would agree. 
 
    “Honestly?” he grumbled. “What time d’ye make this – a quarter to silly hour?” 
 
    Krrrr? Krrrr … 
 
    When he peeked out from beneath the pillow, his nose promptly received a hot, cleansing lick. Despite that it tickled, he also marvelled at the scent of her breath – surprisingly fragrant. He had imagined Dragons would be all sulphur and brimstone. Aye, plus smoke and rancid meat and the gnawed-upon bones of their enemies. This was more charred snowdrops and starlight, or some other aromatic combination his overtired brain could not frame in meaningful words. Certainly not at this beastly, unforgiveable hour. 
 
    He had better things to do. Like, SLEEP! 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr. Mrrr? Gnrr … 
 
    She nuzzled him again. No response? Next, a forepaw tickled his neck experimentally. 
 
    Ugh. As insistent as a mosquito in the summertide. Plus, a great deal more intelligent. Shortly, she discovered exactly where he could not stand to be tickled, at the base of his neck toward his collarbones. Aye. This level of intelligence carried a certain annoyance factor, did it not? 
 
    Stirring, Keir sighed, “Stop that, ye galumphing four-pawed pest. Alright, if ye insist. I’m up. What’s the matter with that rumbly tummy, eh?” 
 
    Krrrr. Aye, the one sound that meant everything. 
 
    “Growing lass?” 
 
    Shaking his head blearily, he picked up the gleaming hatchling and popped her onto his shoulder. Only the smallest temptation to toss her out of the nearest window into the cold and snow, whereupon he could burrow back beneath his covers … and wait for her to scratch the door down. Right. 
 
    “Hold on tight, my wee diamond. I mean, who actually needs a lantern with the likes of ye around? What’ll it be this time?” 
 
    The hatchling bared a mouthful of needle-sharp teeth. A Dragon smile? 
 
    Oddly, the Dragonmas refrain played in his mind: 
 
    O Santaclaws, o Santaclaws, 
 
    How fiery are your great jaws! 
 
    These jaws were made for munching. 
 
    His eyes wandered around the familiar lounge, still set for Dragonmas. A fire stood well banked in the large, time-worn fireplace. Wooden walls and floorboards made for a cosy space, apart from the charred hole some diamond mischief had blasted through their front wall yesterday. He loved this season. Snow outside. Warmth within. The gleam of a sweet-scented Dragonmas tree beneath which their presents, wrapped to resemble Dragon eggs, had stood. 
 
    So much excitement! His little twin sisters, Arami and Narini, had threatened to pop. Ah, what a joy to view all this through the eyes of children. They still enjoyed an innocence he could not. His parents’ travails had stolen that; he must neither blame them nor give in to any bitterness. 
 
    Especially not now. 
 
    Keir nudged the fire toward wakefulness with a metal poker. Husband the fuel. No-one had much following a brutal, early Winterfall – but who would believe what this Christmas had brought? Just weeks before, he had braved the high passes with a frankly crazy plan to bring food back to the Kingdom of Amarinthe, lest his people starve. That aside, his father had been crippled in the Certanshi war and his mother, but a whisker removed from a lingering death being dealt by the eskirêna-l’næ, a rare winter-fading disease peculiar to Elves. They had neither food in the larder nor income to purchase any. 
 
    Bad luck had nothing on what had struck his family. 
 
    Roll forward to today. He had survived a freak lightning storm which had apparently birthed the last Dragon egg in all Tyanbran, before being dumped down a mile-deep abyss together with said egg amidst a massive avalanche. Then, he had walked – limped, in truth – away from both storm and accident, but had recovered with suspicious haste. He had discovered the fabled treasures of the Dragon Kings, encountered Santaclaws himself, and returned home with a magical Dragon egg that looked exactly like a gleaming, organic ovoid made of diamond. 
 
    Christmas morn had yielded a double miracle. He still felt as if he were floating through a dream rather than walking. His mother had returned from the portals of death itself and his father claimed partial healing, all thanks to the glowing diamond dragonet who was now pinching his sleep by the pawful. 
 
    A thankful person would feed and cherish and dote upon the creature who had healed his mother’s deathly illness. 
 
    Keir was grumpily thankful. Thankfully grumpy? Too early! 
 
    Right. What to feed Miss Hollow Stomach? 
 
    Not the milk. A snippet of veal earned itself a snootily upturned nose. An offer of mixed roast vegetables was greeted with bared fangs. Despite her diminutive size, those fangs already looked sharp enough to remove fingers with surgical precision. Suffice it to say, this half Elf would not be checking her fangs or tongue with his fingers anytime soon. 
 
    “Now’t as might be called a healthy meal, lass?” he goaded, keeping his fingers to himself. “Dinnae like yer greens, d’ye now?” 
 
    Krrrr … krrrr-mrr ik prrr! 
 
    Developing new sounds already? 
 
    The problem was, the hatchling would wake up the entire household with her persistent complaining. Keir ran his fingers through his spiky white hair. “The furniture? Live coals – nae, cannae be that. Dragonmas tree? How’s about my Dad’s boots, eh? That would make my talons curl, too – had I any.” 
 
    “Try the eggshell,” said Rhyl, his second cousin. 
 
    Keir startled so hard, the hatchling dug in with everything she had – which was how he discovered a dragonet’s talons were perfectly functional, and very sharp indeed. 
 
    “Ah … thanks, cousin,” he groaned. 
 
    Ten cuts. Fifteen, at least, and zero sympathy visible in the green-eyed pest’s manner. Rubbing her eyes, Rhyl murmured, “I read it somewhere. And while I appreciate the needs of the male ego, I dinnae need to see ye wandering about barely dressed when the temperature’s minus something silly outside. Dinnae ye get cold?” 
 
    “Nae. Portable heating,” he smirked. 
 
    She snarled, “Oh, go slap a shirt on it before I slap ye! Er, sorry. Too early. Nice rack of abdominals though, Keir. Goodnight, or good dawn, or … whatever.” 
 
    His tiny cousin yawned hugely and vanished back inside the bedroom that was no longer his, and would probably smell of snarky green-eyed girl from now until forever. 
 
    Right. Life reeked of surprises. 
 
    Wandering aimlessly around the kitchen area in search of actual ideas, he glanced down at his stomach. “Huh. Nice rack? Please. Dear Santazathiar, if only some Elfmaiden other than my lovely cousin would kindly take a few pertinent notes …” 
 
    Such injustice he suffered. 
 
    Krrrr. Krrrr-Krrrr-KRRR! 
 
    “Honestly. Women! I’m trying to find ye a wee scrap or two, ye demanding pest.” 
 
    Apparently, diamond-hard eggshell was just what the healer had ordered. Rhyl was right. As usual. Could she not arrange to be wrong from time to time, merely to break the sheer monotony? Knowing everything must be so dreadfully boring. Ignorance was far more exciting. Was that why the princes in the tales were always such overweening idiots? As he grappled with these deep philosophical issues at the speed of a foggy, badly sleep-deprived brain, the hatchling crunched away cheerfully on a helping of diamond and gold eggshell. 
 
    Would a trip to his private treasury be required after all? What self-respecting Dragon would stoop to eating gemstones? Hoard them, aye. Pillage villages and plunder castles for treasure, most certainly. Terrify the peasantry and eat all the Damask Yaks in the mountains. That sort of behaviour infested the popular ballads like a whole sackful of nasty rashes just waiting to leap out and infect the unwary. 
 
    Eat the jewels? Not so much. 
 
    Come to think of it, was there anything normal about being a glowing quadruped born of lightning, whose eyes gleamed with living fires and whose scales were apparently made of pure diamond? If that was true, she’d be almost impregnable in battle, surely? 
 
    Besides being a vision of eternal paradise to every trapper, scoundrel and bandit in Tyanbran who wanted to get rich in a hurry. 
 
    Suddenly, he wanted to be hitting someone or something. Badly. 
 
    That was why, when his father rose early as was his lifelong habit as a soldier, he found Keir viciously slicing the air above their living room table with his Elven leaf-blades, bathed in sweat and on the point of collapse. 
 
    “Ye look terrible. Get ye to bed, lad!” he snorted. 
 
    “But, she –” 
 
    “I’ll take care of yer wee lass.” 
 
    Keir wanted to protest, but he was done. He muttered, “One night with a newborn has nigh finished me, Dad. How did ye and Mom do it?” 
 
    His father shook his head. “Son, ye keep asking those unanswerable questions. That’s what I love about ye. But let me state this for a wee fact. Yer dragonet is part of my family, I promise ye well and truly. So if anything comes through that door that wants a piece of her, or of any of ye for that matter, I’ll make them chew on my battle axe first. Understood?” 
 
    Keir gaped! 
 
    Then, he noticed behind his father’s shoulder, that his massive, double-bladed battle axe hung on its hooks above the hearth once more. That weapon had been packed out of sight for over three anna, for Kalar had declared himself unable to bear the reminder of what had been his whole life before – armour, weapons, living out of a soldier’s pack, the command and abiding respect of his troops. 
 
    He understood why, but also, found the sight curiously thrilling. A new fire lived in his father’s eye. New confidence. 
 
    Here was a man revitalised. 
 
    Kalar nodded grimly, as if he knew the exact nature of the thoughts passing through his son’s mind. “I’ll be sharpening her today. Properly.” 
 
    “Uh …” he grunted. Top marks for sounding intelligent. 
 
    “Yer welcome, son. Dinnae ye mention it none.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” he yawned, asleep in his mind long before his body slumped upon the makeshift mattress in the spare room. Bed. Pillow. Blankets. Nothing could be more beautiful … next to a diamond hatchling, by Santazathiar’s own wings … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The sound of voices embroiled in low, earnest conversation dragged him out of a dreamless slumber. The first words he understood clearly were: 
 
    “Yer kicking us out?” 
 
    Freeze! 
 
    “Ye need to see reason, old friend. It’s for yer safety as much as hers.” 
 
    “I do see, but there’s now’t –” 
 
    “Affairs of state are complicated, my friend; much more so in the noo than ever before. We dinnae have the resources, but more importantly, the knowledge, up here in the mountains. I cannae vouch to keep her safe – and if the worst happened, I’d have failed in my duty by yer family, as yer King.” 
 
    Rhyl? Was Rhyl in danger? Rising swiftly, Keir tugged on his trousers and tartan checked shirt. He knew who was speaking quietly there in his parents’ bedroom – his Mom and Dad, and good King Daryan. Before he knew it, the fire raging in his breast had him across the hall, giving that door a firm rap. He burst in, crying, “Rhyl’s now’t in trouble, is she? My King –” 
 
    “Keir, ye forget yerself!” his father snapped, but then his voice softened to a gruff, “What is this? What’s got ye all riled up, son?” 
 
    “Has something happened to Rhyl?” 
 
    Having half-risen from the plain wooden chair they must have taken from beside the dining room table, the King of Amarinthe gave a gruff bark of mirthless laughter. “Och nae, lad, but … do come in. Shut that door behind ye soft-like.” 
 
    Krrrr. Krrrr! 
 
    A white gemstone muzzle pushed out from beneath the simple, burnt-sienna bedclothes beside his mother. The newborn loved nothing better than to lie right up against a person, if not on top of them. He had not imagined a creature of scales and fire would be quite so tactile and physically affectionate, but what did he know of Dragons? 
 
    He pictured sleeping next to an open hearth fire that happened to come furnished with sneaky, dextrous paws and a well-honed sense of mischief. 
 
    Krrrr? she insisted. 
 
    Keir went to the dragonet, acutely aware of her anxiety, and at once sensed the renewed draw of her eyes, impossible to resist. She became his world, his everything … in a way that was at once overwhelming, yet fulfilling. He did not understand. Somehow, the hatchling completed something of him which had always, until this moment, been unnoticed, but now he wondered if there had been a hollowness there all along. In the same way, he completed and complemented her … draconic essence? 
 
    Oof. Mystical mumbo-jumbo always made him break out in a rash. 
 
    Then again, maybe he should get used to it. This living diamond was as alien a creature as he had ever imagined, but not alien in a strange, unwelcome sense. He chewed upon the impression for a long while before deciding that her exotic beauty was a thing of spine-tingling wonder, a miracle, a perfect manifestation of otherworldly life. Surely legends told of creatures like her? 
 
    He could not wait to delve deep! 
 
    Meantime, in his mind, Keir tried to project warm reassurance. It will be alright, dear one. I haven’t forgotten thee – I never would, nor could I. You have my promise. Indeed, you will see that truth within me every moment we spend together, and every time we … share, like this. 
 
    The draconic light appeared at once to modulate, to shine brighter at his words. 
 
    Mesmerising, like a cascading symphony of fire, was the song he discovered in her eyes, and it never grew old. 
 
    With the warm hatchling clasped in his arms, but with no memory of how she had come to be there, Keir turned to the King. “It is now’t my cousin, is it, sire? I mistook – ye were speaking of my hatchling, for Santazathiar’s truth, and of the danger that we have brought to the Kingdom of Amarinthe?” 
 
    The bearded King made a strange gesture with his hands. “Heavens, Keir – would ye look at his eyes – nae, it’s gone in a blink.” 
 
    He said, “Sire, I would never willingly have brought danger home. Ye ken my heart well and good.” 
 
    Still, the King gazed fiercely upon him, almost as if he represented a threat. Steely grey eyes took his measure, so piercing that Keir found himself trembling. The hatchling pressed against him as if to offer comfort – or protection? Was this fierce gleam in her eyes a statement of draconic … he was not sure. Possession? A rising of her fires in the face of a perceived threat? 
 
    Seeking to calm her, his fingers stroked her scales, thrilling at the silken texture. What marvellous substance was this? Did it even originate in Tyanbran? 
 
    At last, he responded, “Aye, young Keir. I have known ye since ye were an infant nae older than she ye hold in yer arms, and I value yer friendship with my son Zyran more than ye might imagine. Yer heart is fine and true; I dinnae ken a soul who’d dare say otherwise. If I knew it not before, surely, I ken it well and good by yer actions this Winterfall – so I would speak plainly with ye. Sit ye with us, son, and let me speak my heart and mind, not as a King addressing his subjects, but as a man amongst trusted friends.” 
 
    He sat with a bump on the edge of the bed, shocked by the King’s gravity. 
 
    Daryan sat too, saying, “D’ye ken why they call me Good King Daryan?” 
 
    “Because it’s true?” 
 
    His father smiled with his eyes, but said not a word. Aye. He spoke his mind, and what of it? 
 
    “I hope so. Truly, I hope so, but there are those who see goodness as weakness, son. There are those amongst our allies who feel that such a weakness in the Amarinthian lynchpin in the mountains leaves the Southern frontier exposed. Thus it was expressed to me last I spoke with the leaders of the Northern Pentate. They feel I concern myself overly with the nature of the threat posed by the dread Certanshi. Maybe I am misinformed by my spies. Maybe I am naïve; if I show weakness, I am both a lynchpin, and a pin that must be removed and replaced with one more … fitted to the task.” 
 
    “Nae, sire!” he breathed. “What wrong have ye done to deserve such – it cannae be true?” 
 
    Leaning forward, the King said, “For the last four anna, I have been secretly refortifying the passes south of Amarinthe. The keys to the mountains. That is the task which has drained the treasuries. That, unfortunately, is also the split of resources that led to us losing the Bridge at River Arangar this fall – a terrible strategic blunder. What say ye to this, son?” 
 
    Keir scratched the hatchling’s neck with a brooding air, searching for words. His eyes dropped to a scrap of parchment perched upon his father’s knee. 
 
    “Who’s Sankurabi Blood – whatever?” 
 
    His father covered the message. “Keir! Nae reading the kingdom’s secret messages.” 
 
    Daryan said, “Our enemy has identified himself as Sankurabi Bloodfang. He wishes to eat our entrails and decorate his private swamp with all of our heads set up on spikes.” 
 
    “Charming,” Kalar said dryly. 
 
    “Quite the charmer. We ken exactly two things about him,” the King said soberly. “One, he’s come out of complete obscurity to lead at least one very large contingent of Certanshi troops. He may have united several of their tribes, which is unprecedented. Two, he’s organised them in new ways and recruited additional troops. The danger has never been greater, mark my words well and proper.” 
 
    His audience nodded. 
 
    “Keir. My question?” the royal prompted. 
 
    “Sire, uh … I cannae grasp why ye would choose to refortify those old battlements and forts, unless ye anticipated sore need farther down the road,” Keir said. “That need would only be in case of a mass retreat from … aye, from all the territories south of the mountain range.” 
 
    His father nodded slightly. Encouraged to continue, he added, “Making that decision to empty major towns and cities and endangering thousands of lives – I dinnae believe ye’d do that lightly. Only if faced with overwhelming force. That’s the part that I dinnae ken, my King. Where is that overwhelming force? Is this Sankurabi Bloodfang the source of these rumours? So far, I’d judge, we’ve held well enough – at least, those are the reports that reach one who is as yet untested on the field of battle.” 
 
    King Daryan raised his right hand. “And?” 
 
    And? Why did the King ask this question? He knew he was being tested, he simply did not understand how or why. 
 
    Then, the answer came to him. He said, “Ye have indeed learned either that the Certanshi have been holding back their true strength, my King, or that they are ready to unleash a new, devastating weapon upon our Kingdom of Amarinthe. Is this true?” 
 
    “He’s yer lad, Kalar. I see where he gets it from.” 
 
    His father said, “Och aye, trouble from the moment he was born, and there’s a true word. Ye are right, Keir – right on both counts. Recent intelligence – reports men have died for – tell us that thanks to Sankurabi Bloodfang, the Certanshi are preparing to assault us with ten times their previous numbers, this Springtide.” 
 
    “Ten times!” 
 
    Krrrr. Krrrr-Krrrr! 
 
    “Shh, my diamond. All will be well. We but speak of –” 
 
    “Rumours? I wish these were rumours,” Daryan sighed, “yet our best and strongest allies insist that is all they are. Ten times the numbers, aye, as the major clans have now united with those who led the battle these last anna, and amongst those numbers will be a multitude of new troops. Grey and Green River Trolls. Imagine a slimy boulder about the size of this house, with thick, bandy arms and legs and a face as could crack a cliff with its sheer ugliness, and ye have yerself a River Troll. Their hides are about as tough as boulders, too, and I’m told they feed the beasts Ogres from their breeding camps. The rejects.” 
 
    “Delightful,” Keir quipped. 
 
    So, that was what this Bloodfang must have achieved. These were tidings more chilling than any Winterfall. 
 
    Shanryssill said, “I dinnae ken Trolls bent to being tamed, Daryan?” 
 
    “Our spies suspect that our friend Sankurabi Bloodfang found a way, if now’t to train Trolls, then at least to command them. We wonder if this is new magic, or merely a knack – but more importantly, I’ve nae need to tell ye what that means for Amarinthe, aye?” 
 
    Kalar said, “If we stand at the battle lines, we shall be overrun within hours.” 
 
    Keir found he could picture that disaster all too clearly. The faces foremost in his mind were his best friend Prince Zyran, and his older brother, Crown Prince Garyan. Picturing them falling beneath a stampede of thick, brutal green feet, he shuddered despite himself. 
 
    His mother touched his knee, whispering. I know. 
 
    Shame burned like acid in his craw. He must be strong for his friends and his kingdom, not weak. 
 
    Lowering his voice, Daryan said, “As I intimated, the situation grows complicated. My preferred plan was to evacuate all the major towns and their provinces even before Springtide – by that I mean Yarando, Aluban, Faraziki, Tomar and Varandu. Tens of thousands of people. We would withdraw behind the mountain passes, where few can hold against many. If the Certanshi horde indeed rises as I feel in my bones it must, we will be besieged by a force we cannae face in the lowlands or the hill country. The fortified passes would become our only hope of survival. The last line guarding Humankind.” 
 
    Addressing Keir directly, he said, “Ye must breathe now’t a word of this, son. Have I yer word?” 
 
    “My word is my oath, my King. About Zyran –” 
 
    “I have briefed him.” 
 
    What about the other Princes? He did not understand, but had the sense that King Daryan chose his words very carefully indeed. What was this? Plots within plots? Glancing down at the dragonet, he found her listening alertly, her attention fixed upon the King. How much did she understand of their exchange? She was barely a day old! 
 
    He could not shake the premonition that these dreadful tidings must somehow be linked to the re-emergence of Dragons in Tyanbran. One Dragon. His Dragon. 
 
    Eighty-three anna before, the Dragons and Guardian Riders of old had vanished from the continent of Tyanbran, marking the abrupt and inexplicable end of what had once been a mighty but secretive society, and the age of Dragons. Some said they had been the greatest power in Tyanbran. No-one knew the reasons why, but he was certain of two things. One, not all Humans of Amarinthe or the mixed Human and Elven population of the Northern Pentate would welcome the resurgence of the Dragonkind, be they one or be they many. Two, their mortal enemy, the ruthless Certanshi, would despatch assassins the minute they learned this dragonet had broken her eggshell. 
 
    Little paws must not grow large. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2: Hatchling a Plan 
 
    2nd Post-Dragonmas 
 
      
 
    WITH HIS MOTHER ONLY just having recovered from her comatose, near-death state, Keir feared relapse. Instantly. Worse, he feared to wake up and discover that this Dragonmas had all been a dream. No Dragon, no joy, no mother anymore among the living. 
 
    Shanryssill’s beloved violet eyes touched his. He could not bear her glance. The fear, crushing his windpipe. The nausea when he considered how faded she still appeared, yet that pinch of pink in her tan Elven cheeks … he ducked his head. 
 
    Please, please, please o Santaclaws, have mercy upon my mother … 
 
    The King’s hand touched his knee, jolting him out of his reflection. “Son, ye ever seen a King jump for joy?” 
 
    “Uh … nae, sire?” 
 
    “I did, yesterday. Nae sleep, now’t one wink had I – instead, I came here down and woke yer parents at an hour when even the azure snows sleep.” 
 
    Rising briefly, the King mimed a silly dance, a soundless cry of joy directed to the heavens, a few fist pumps – Keir grinned – and related how the servants had thought him quite mad. Until they learned the truth. Then, pandemonium! So much so, that several elderly nobles had to be reassured that the Kingdom was not under attack. 
 
    Krrrr? the hatchling commented drolly, clearly picking up on the humour. 
 
    “Aye, that’s right, lass. Surprised ye dinnae hear the commotion from down here,” he grinned, settling back on the end of Kalar and Shanryssill’s bed. “Folks love yer parents, lad. Love ’em to bits.” 
 
    A slow grin stretched his cheeks in response. King Daryan really was over the Moon, wasn’t he? 
 
    Kalar hummed cheerfully: 
 
    Ding dong merrily on high, in heaven the Dragons are soaring, 
 
    Ding dong verily the sky, afire with Dragons roaring! 
 
    “Too right ye are,” his mother agreed, lacing her fingers together with his Dad’s. “Though, some of those Dragonmas carols are a tad grim and bloodthirsty, would ye now’t agree?” 
 
    “The best miracles are the hardest won,” his father responded. 
 
    A near-death experience certainly put being alive into perspective, Keir had to agree. May he never lose sight of the gratitude that filled his heart due to this Christmas miracle. 
 
    The King said, “Ye see, lad, the thing about miracles of Santazathiar’s paw – well, let me put it this way. Miracles are undignified. They pierce all logic, reason, grief … hunger, even, and draw out a warmth of joy from a person’s very soul. This Kingdom has experienced not one but three miracles this Dragonmas.” He ticked off on his fingers, “Food, this wee diamond scamp’s arrival, and yer mother’s escape from the eskirêna-l’næ. Keir, these are nae easy things. Ye need to take the time to let them soak in, seep deep, and mould yer heart.” 
 
    Kalar put in, “Aye. What we take for certainties can be interrupted.” 
 
    “As it has been, and fate’s shackles thrown off,” Shanryssill whispered. “Keir – son, come here.” 
 
    He leaned in for a hug. “Ouch! Mom?” 
 
    She pinched his arm a second time, bright laughter trilling from her lips. The hatchling stiffened but cocked her head as if evaluating the unfamiliar sound. 
 
    His Elven mother teased, “Still think yer dreaming?” 
 
    “Aye … and nae.” 
 
    Keirthynal-my-soul, the pulse of life strengthens within my body. You’ll see. I have faith; what about you? 
 
    He considered this. Faith? Never had a small word struck him as so enormous. Working on it, mother-most-treasured. My faith muscles need work. 
 
    You’ll get there. 
 
    Her Elven fragrance had changed, he realised, burying his face in her lank hair. Something had changed. These previously lustrous silver strands had gone grey with the illness, but now … the scent was less bitter and the colour, turning already. Glinting in the lamplight. Like a change of season in the jungles and forests so dear to every Elf’s soul. 
 
    I will. He smiled at her with his eyes, then laughed as a jealous little someone wormed her way between their bodies, purring to demand his attention. Behave yourself, you rascal. This is my mother. We’re family. 
 
    Near-death. New draconic life. Food for a kingdom. Good King Daryan was right, only he had lost count, for the state of his father’s legs might yet count for a fourth miracle. Kalar had moved from requiring a wheelchair to stumping around using a pair of walking sticks. That too was reason to celebrate. 
 
    Pensively, he explored the hatchling’s head and neck with his fingers. Despite the softness of her scales, the muscles beneath were like pliant iron, the tensile strength more than apparent even to an untutored touch. How strong would she become? 
 
    Speaking of fate, his immediate purpose must be to ensure this hatchling survived her formative anna, to become the formidable creature of magic and mystery she was destined to be. It was more than a task. Somehow, it infused his mind with a sense of the sacred. Aye, sacred. That was the word that leaped to mind, and it shivered every drop of blood in his veins. Not fright, so much as a sense of terrible, sobering awe. The kind of responsibility he had not been the best at shouldering in the anna of his life so far, he might be persuaded to admit. 
 
    Softly, he said, “Ye were speaking about retreat, my King? Retreat and survival. Is the situation in the lowlands so severe?” 
 
    Daryan’s brow drew down into solemn lines. In a whisper as bleak as Winterfall itself, he said, “By my oath, I believe it is, lad. However, our allies and many of my Council view any talk of retreat as treason, even madness. Abandon all the fortified towns that guard our southern border? Insanity. Therefore, I anticipated and now have received word of a plot – a planned coup – against my rule, seeking to replace my kingship with a person of stronger mettle. I cannae say now’t but that it appears to originate with a person very close to the crown.” 
 
    Keir bit his lip. Hard. He must mean the Queen. 
 
    Suddenly, his parents’ simple wooden bedroom became a place of great vulnerability. To speak of such dark secrets here profaned a space he realised he had always seen as intimate and inviolable. 
 
    Miracles to terrors. He shivered and at once had to reassure the anxious hatchling. 
 
    “In addition,” Daryan said, “the lives of my sons and closest confidantes would likely be endangered by such a turn of events. By extension, that includes any who are close to them, who might be regarded as untrustworthy. Non-Human friends, foremost.” 
 
    In the periphery of his vision, he caught his father’s sober nod. 
 
    Aye. Clear enough. 
 
    The King’s grey eyes became as shadowed as a winter storm, and his logic was like a blacksmith’s relentless hammering at a stubborn hunk of iron. “I regret to report that this particular view is now openly discussed among my Councillors. Ye see, the Elvenkind have now’t been as supportive as they, and I, I freely admit, would wish. They have withheld, allowing our beloved Amarinthe to bleed while the Elven Council bickers and dallies and refuses to commit in strength to the war. This protracted delay has created a deep-seated sense of injustice and rage over these past anna, particularly amongst those who have served in the war or lost loved ones.” 
 
    Daryan raised his hand. “Ye hoped to be mistaken, but I’m afraid I do believe yer Rhyl is indeed in grave danger – and likewise, all Elvenkind in my Kingdom. Shanryssill. Rhyl. Others. The threat may now’t be imminent, but neither do I judge these ill feelings will soon abate. Here in the mountains, Elves are few, but there are some, aye, even amongst my own most trusted staff … let me say this: I dinnae trust an Elf simply because they are an Elf. All beings are corruptible. Some Elves despise Humans, and vice versa. I trust people on character. Yet, I will soon be forced to take open action – aye, forced.” 
 
    Shanryssill sighed, “Aye. We understand, my King.” 
 
    They exchanged a glance laden with the knowledge of a friendship of many anna. Since before he had been born, Keir understood. His parents had always stood close to the Crown. 
 
    “Now, to ye.” Daryan smiled at Keir, but it was a like a bleak, stormy crag cracking open a crevasse and calling out a welcome. “Ye and yer hatchling represent the greatest complication yet, and the greatest opportunity. First, there are those who believe a Dragon may be turned to a new master, and I’ve heard report of dark lore and magic which might aid such an endeavour. Second, some hold that all Dragonkind are traitors and should be slain long before they reach the age of maturity. Third, there will be those wishing to thrust ye into battle before ye are ready, and fourth, even amongst our allies, there are avaricious eyes, yea, and ruthless rogues who will wish to steal such a weapon from ye, and from the Kingdom of Amarinthe.” 
 
    Keir sucked in his lip. “Aye?” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” the King stressed. “For my part, I see her as a symbol of hope. Well is it said that little paws grow into great ones. Fate has spoken into yer life – och aye, she has roared, and the voice of Santaclaws himself has thundered over ye both. Even in yer eyes, I see the deep bond ye are forging with yer dragonet. If it were but me I would say, and I do say, be welcome in my kingdom, mighty Dragon and Guardian Rider both, but as a friend, I am now urging ye to flee.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flee. He stared at his King, that final word thundering in his ears. Flee? How could he flee, when his family was so clearly in the gravest danger, his little sisters, his mother – she could not possibly hope to travel, could she? She was too weak, and his father was incapable of walking far … 
 
    Krrrr? 
 
    The dragonet gazed up at him, her fiery eyes changing colour to pinks and apricots and even hints of turquoise, and he cupped her warm, slim jawbone in his right hand, and said, “It is now’t yer fault. All shall be as Santazathiar intended when he bequeathed ye to us, to love and to cherish, as a true Dragonmas miracle. For such a time as this, a Dragon has been born.” 
 
    Eh? Had he just said that? 
 
    Why did his speech suddenly ring with archaisms, as much as with new power? Had the hatchling’s magic changed something within him? Could this developing connection between them be more far-reaching, and perhaps considerably more treacherous, than he had anticipated? Could Dragons control Humans, say? Had they done in the past? The histories and lore sagas he knew of were silent on the subject, but Keir told himself he should not be naïve. 
 
    The powers of this hatchling would bear watching. 
 
    Reaching over, Shanryssill stroked the newborn hide with a healer’s deft touch. “Aye. Ye are our Dragonmas gift. Our miracle. We shall never forget.” 
 
    Nuzzling his mother’s hand, she made a new sound. Sh-rrrr. Then, as Shanryssill’s long tresses tickled that tiny diamond nose, she sneezed and repeated, Sh-rrrr! 
 
    Violet Elven eyes crinkled with delight. “Hear that? She knows my name already!” 
 
    “Awesome!” Keir agreed. 
 
    The mite purred with an air that assured him he knew nothing but that his socks were about to be blown off, regularly, by her undeniable awesomeness. 
 
    Kalar shifted uneasily upon his chair. “Speak ye plain in the noo, my King. What exactly are ye asking of us?” 
 
    Daryan said, “As I said, I dinnae believe the danger to be imminent, but I mislike the talk I hear, and can readily project what may come to pass. Therefore, long before the Springtide thaw, I would like to receive the surprising news that ye have disappeared quietly into the night. Perhaps there might be a family emergency out in the Arabaxa Jungles. Ma’am?” 
 
    His mother nodded slowly. “We’d need time to prepare. To train and strengthen ourselves. I cannae travel this day nor tomorrow, but I could see that given time, exercise and the right diet …” 
 
    “We may now’t enjoy the luxury,” Kalar put in grimly. 
 
    “Nae, my husband. We dinnae ken that day.” Dinnae ken? It always surprised Keir how perfectly his full-blood Elven mother spoke the Human mountains dialect. “Let’s get Rhyl in here. She needs to be part of this briefing.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said his father, and promptly roared, “RHYL!” 
 
    Shanryssill punched his shoulder. “Ye!” 
 
    The dragonet gave a hiss of surprise and aimed a token snap in the direction of that unexpected sound. 
 
    Kalar the Axe eyed her balefully. “And?” 
 
    Apparently, that was grist to a hatchling’s fires, because her body distinctly heated up at the confrontation. “Still ye,” he said, laying a soothing hand upon her spiny back. “Yer family.” 
 
    Krrrr? 
 
    “Well, he’s my Dad,” he explained. “Generally speaking, eating family is frowned upon in this household.” 
 
    His father chuckled merrily at the droll humour. “Peace, little one. We are family and cannae be ow’t else. I am little accustomed to yer kind. Come.” Kalar extended his hand. “Family?” 
 
    The hatchling’s fires subsided. She took a chary sniff of his blunt, scarred knuckles, huffed out a breath, and then arched her back with a purr, demanding a scratch – every inch the miniature despot. Certainly never short on personality, this one! 
 
    In a moment, Rhyl knocked at the door, entered, and almost fell over her feet in shock. “My King!” 
 
    Daryan’s beard framed a big, gleaming smile. “Rhyl. Please join us.” And before she could genuflect, he began to replay their conversation word-for-word. 
 
    Wow. That was a handy political skill! 
 
    After finishing his solo exhibition of eidetic auditory recall, the King returned to the present, saying, “One more thing ye need to be aware of. It is rumoured that some of the Certanshi might be able – by some dark art – to take on the shape, form and visage of Human men and women in order to come secretly among their enemies.” 
 
    Kalar growled, “Shape-changers? That’s a – that was a myth, my liege.” 
 
    “Pray that it is just a myth, old friend.” 
 
    Keir said, “As in …” 
 
    Daryan said, “Exactly as ye think, lad. They are able to infiltrate our ranks, spy upon us, change their features and perhaps body shape over a period of time, all the while plotting to replace that person with a copy. Rumours of dark powers have been around for as long as the Certanshi. I cannae speak for certainty, but there have always been reports and inexplicable incidents in the lowland towns that point to the truth of this conjecture. Be on yer guard, I adjure ye! In the noo, lad, I sensed ye were about to make a different comment?” 
 
    “Ah, well, I …” he spluttered, caught off-guard by the bizarre assertion. “I had been thinking, we could buy a little time. Say we visited Harik and Meritha for a week, sometime before the thawing. That location’s much harder to sneak up on than our house here in town. Then, we disappear, with a brief pause in our planned journey.” 
 
    “A pause?” the King queried. 
 
    “Sire, is the treasury situation as dire as I’ve heard?” 
 
    “Aye, lad. Moths and rats outnumber the coin by a considerable margin. What are ye up to this time? More magic?” 
 
    “Nae, now’t any form of true magic. But I believe that, if we follow my plan, ye might around Springtide happen across a hitherto undiscovered cache of Dragon gold located in Drakabis Valley. A tonne or two, say. Maybe more.” 
 
    The King’s eyebrows arched. “What?” 
 
    “Aye. I can mark ye a site on a map where this treasure hoard might just magically materialise, given the right opportunity. Call it a little … family legacy.” 
 
    He stroked the hatchling meaningfully. 
 
    She purred, and made slit fire-eyes at the King. Feline, aye, but no cat ever had eyes that burned like hers. 
 
    Daryan scratched his beard. After a moment, he smiled, “Kalar, may I borrow yer son for my Council? He’s ten times sneakier than any of them.” His parents laughed knowingly, making his pointed Elven ears heat up until he could have toasted bread. “But please. Dinnae ye tarry, alright? I hope to be wrong about my suspicions, but I might be all too right.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir had expected once word of a miraculous cracking of the shell got out, that the first problem would be a line of the curious banging down their door to see the dragonet, but it was not so. What did happen was that his wily father asked several of his old military friends to spread contradictory rumours about Shanryssill’s ‘delicate’ recovery, product of something between an unexpected miracle, a fabulously rare herbal remedy concocted by her niece, arcane Elven magic and Giantish lore General Ja’axu had unearthed in the castle archives. 
 
    Ja’axu herself fuelled these rumours by visiting several days running to perform Giantish dances around the house – great foot-stomping, foundation-quivering, roaring affairs both indoors and out – to the bemusement of the neighbours and stomach-aching hilarity from the twins. Each time after her exertions, she briefed Keir, Rhyl and his parents about the real information she had discovered. 
 
    One hundred anna before, there used to be a lucrative trade right across the Pentate in herbs, minerals and rare magical elements essential to the diet of growing and adult Dragons. These elements were sourced from as far afield as the Dwarven mines and citadels of the far West, the canyons of the Giant Realms, the towering jungles of the Elves, and special crops cultivated by Human farmers. They sourced the rarest magical elements from starfall collected by the Northern Tundra Elves. 
 
    However, this trade had summarily died out with the disappearance – overnight – of all Dragons and their Guardians from Tyanbran. That was in the Annum 804, eighty-three anna before the current calendar anna. 
 
    Nigh eighty-four, Keir reminded himself. A lifetime ago. Might there still be people of ninety-plus anna about who remembered the Dragons from their childhood? 
 
    Visiting on the evening of the hatchling’s seventh day of life, the General said, “Nae hide nor hair of any lore could I find as to what exact dietary supplements or combination thereof might have been required by which individual Dragon. As was reported all over the Pentate, and in wider Tyanbran, not only did the Dragonkind disappear with appalling suddenness, but they erased or perhaps stole many key records before they left. What I can tell ye, Keir, is that yer hatchling may very well require trace elements or rare herbs that can no longer be found in most places nowadays, save at the Giant academy of Barûd-dûm-Layura – where the old traditions have been preserved by some die-hards who believe that the Dragons will one day return.” 
 
    Keir said cheerfully, “They had the rights of that, ma’am.” 
 
    Ja’axu dwarfed the chair she sat in. It protested as she leaned forward, placing her hands flat on the table. Her mahogany face was grave, the dense muscles of her shoulders bunched into fearsome mounds. He tried not to feel intimidated, but failed. 
 
    The quarter Giantess said, “That’s why I must urge ye to travel East, Keir! Sooner or later, she’s going to need something that we simply dinnae have access to. Ye must make Barûd-dûm-Layura yer destination. There she can grow in peace, and ye can learn the ways of Dragons from masters of the old lore.” 
 
    “Only a small battalion of problems with that idea,” Kalar interjected at once. “The Darûz-anêd-Mykûn – that’s what the Giants call their realms, Keir – used to be reached by skirting the southern edge of the Amarinthian Bulwark, heading East. That region is now deep Certanshi territory. Assuming yer now’t mooting that as a viable route, Ja’axu, ye must mean to find passage to Barûd-dûm-Layura from the northern aspect? That entails traversing the remotest Elven territories, some of which are openly hostile or Wildfey, until ye reach the Synaxa Jungles, where even the Elvenkind fear to tread. Passing through, ye must navigate over four hundred miles of the worst, wildest Darûz to reach Barûd-dûm-Layura itself. To say that trip is not for the faint of heart, is an understatement.” 
 
    Keir shook his head. “Wildfey?” 
 
    Shanryssill said, We say Wyldefey – originally, a movement that encouraged the Elvenkind to return to the fundamental truth or purity of their nature, it led some tribes to choose to live wild in the deepest jungles. Eschewing all morals or values we would regard as civilised, they took to living as beasts. In time, either their choices or something in the environment changed and twisted their innate Elven magic into unrecognisable forms. Some regressed so far, they became in nature more like flora – the carnivorous, flesh-eating sort. Now they are called Wyldefey, the untamed ones. They are ruthless predators. 
 
    He blinked. Alright, Mom. I did not know that. “And – how did ye say that other word, Dad – Darûz?” 
 
    “Dah-ROO-ez,” boomed the Giantess, turning the syllables into a blast of sound that practically flattened Keir’s hair. The hatchling woke with a start, spitting and baring her fangs. “Dinnae ye worry none, little one. Darûz. What d’ye ken of the Giant Realms, son?” 
 
    Headshake. “Regrettably little, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. Imagine a huge chunk of dough ye have patted flat upon the top. Now take a few kitchen knives and chop it up into little pieces. Ye should make a right mess of it. Magnify that image in yer mind until ye have a huge, bare highland plateau criss-crossed by a trackless mess of canyons up to six miles deep. Next, fill those canyons with five hundred types of savage avian predators that live only to strip the flesh off yer wee scrawny bones, and down below, where some canyons are filled with water, there live the Serpentine Dragons. They come in a range of delightfully poisonous colours, bright crimson or striped, luminous orange and black, say, so as ye can see them coming from afar to devour ye. Their young feed in voracious swarms of thousands. Those critters are about as long as yer arm, and one-third of that is fangs. The big daddy Serpentines can reach three to four hundred feet in length. The bigger they get, the tastier they are.” 
 
    The General smacked her lips sharply. 
 
    Keir jumped. “Oof. So, how d’ye plan to get through?” 
 
    “One, ye have to be a Giant. Or, be accompanied by a Giant. Two, ye sail an Amphibi-Motile right through the thick of it. All-purpose vessel. Water, land, air and caverns. Best fun ye ever had.” 
 
    “Fun?” he echoed weakly. 
 
    Visions of shoals of dragon fish eating him alive? No thanks! 
 
    “Indeed. Now, I’m only a quarter Giant so that might cause a few issues, but I’m also the only Giant ye have, so I plan to be yer gracious escort for that part of the journey. Plus, I’ll be recruiting for the cause. Haven’t seen too many Giants about these parts of late, and I can tell ye one fact for now’t, they loathe the Certanshi with a hatred as deep as Tyanbran’s own roots. Ye’d tremble to see a Giant army roused to a battle fury.” 
 
    “Why?” Rhyl asked quietly, the first word she had spoken during the entire conversation. Keir thought she looked troubled. Did they have to take her home to whatever awaited her there? From the few hints that had been dropped, he understood it was a complicated, painful situation. 
 
    “Well, the Certanshi used to hunt us for sport, and then they would throw the captives into cages full of Ogres as a choice treat for their pets. Kind of spoiled the friendship, ye might say.” 
 
    She spoke casually, but murder dwelled in her eyes. 
 
    Keir shivered. 
 
    Sensing the change in mood, the tiny hatchling shrank into his lap, where from the cover of his arms she hissed at nothing in particular. Fsss! Then, she began to lick her paws with fastidious attention to every nook, cranny and scale. Listening. Amazing how much she took in already – although, her primary need appeared to be for sleep. How much had the effort of healing his parents taken out of her? Might she have damaged … something? 
 
    Fretful fellow, wasn’t he? However, how did one learn to relax and trust considering all his family had been through during the last few anna? 
 
    Kalar said, “Yer certain about this Dragon diet business, Ja’axu?” 
 
    “That’s what the records show. I conclude there would nae be trade without need, right? Was there now’t in the caverns beneath the Dragon Kings that ye saw, as could shed light on this puzzle, Keir?” 
 
    “No. Most stood empty and had been for anna, those I examined.” 
 
    “Purposefully emptied?” 
 
    He stared into the Giantess’ black eyes, before nodding slowly. “Aye, I suspect so.” 
 
    “But she ate her eggshell,” the Elfmaiden put in. 
 
    “A diamond diet? Well, that could weigh on a kingdom’s budget,” the Giantess observed drolly. “Ye feeling a wee bit peckish, little one? Munching up the furniture next?” 
 
    Ja’axu smiled across the table at the hatchling. To the surprise of everyone seated around the living room table, the hatchling’s sharp ears pricked up for the first time as she tried to copy the General’s expression. First, the fangs peeked out from beneath her lips. Then, the corners of her mouth quivered and widened, but the unfamiliar muscular effort made her forked tongue flop out, which puzzled her. She ended up achieving a comical, lopsided half-smile, before everyone started laughing and she buried her face in Keir’s lap with an annoyed hiss. 
 
    Embarrassed! 
 
    “Yer showing us emotions?” he whispered in delight. 
 
    Krrrr! She batted his fingers away with her right forepaw, but kept her razor talons sheathed. 
 
    He rather preferred having all of his fingers. 
 
    Shanryssill said, “The Aryssillati Clan may well be able to confirm or deny the dietary theory, as they kept oral histories where others relied upon written texts. The other option would be to go seek out the Dwarves. They too had Dragons and Guardians. But the Dwarven territories lie far beyond the Certanshi front lines, beyond the Arangar River and the flaming deserts. That’s five times the distance, and ye’d have to be pretty well motivated to attempt that journey.” 
 
    “Walk in the park,” said Kalar. 
 
    “Hitch a ride across Tyanbran on the back of a comet and be there tomorrow,” Ja’axu agreed. 
 
    Apparently, everyone was into wry understatement this evening. Keir gave the dragonet another little squeeze, wondering how under good Mauve he could possibly work out which of these seven hundred or more rare ingredients she might need for her optimal growth. Might as well search for a mouse’s winter burrow beneath all the mountain snows. They stood as much chance. 
 
    Or would the nose know, so to speak? 
 
    Rising, the General said, “I’d best return to my duties at the castle. Many plans to hatch, my friends. Many plans. When I hear certain important news, I shall tarry awhile. But I plan to meet ye at high summer at the Gæoté-tay-Vænar – the Sacred Tree just outside the Synaxa Jungles. Dinnae ye be late.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Kalar. 
 
    “Better practise yer wrestling, lad,” she said to Keir, smacking his back as she passed by. “We’ve a return match to plan.” 
 
    “Erm …” 
 
    Kalar’s face cracked into a huge grin. “Oh? Ye dinnae tell me now’t about that, son.” 
 
    Rhyl giggled, “Basically, she sat on him. But Keir did beat her in a foot race, so I feel that payback was due.” 
 
    Keir made a face at his cousin. “So, yer training at unarmed combat with Dad tomorrow, right? Can I help, Dad? Please? Come on, just a strangle or two, so I can see what colour her face turns? Dad. Be nice. Dinnae ye love me?” 
 
    “What’s it worth to ye, lad?” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Rhyl almost howled. “I dinnae get a say in this –” 
 
    “Nae. Ye get to practise on Keir first, and that’s an order. Think ye can follow orders … for a change?” 
 
    “For a change?” To the family’s delight, Rhyl’s face heated up to a fine take on crimson-tan. Then, she snapped out a terrible rendition of a Human salute. “Sir. Commander, sir!” 
 
    “Very good,” Kalar chortled. “At ease, soldier.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: Hijinks 
 
      
 
    AFTER THE SLEEPLESS, FIVE or six times a night feeding madness of that first week, his dragonet began to settle down, both in terms of appetite and the extremities of her anxiety about Keir’s presence. Still laughably unsteady upon her paws, she followed him about most of the time when she was not sleeping in her favourite spot right beside the hearth fire. He was down to waking but three times a night now. 
 
    His eyes did not just have bags. He owned a pair of heavy, well-padded sacks. 
 
    Plus, he was now fairly terrified of having a baby of his own, one day. Did parents ever sleep again? How did they survive the insanity? 
 
    The start of that second week was also the first time in months that Shanryssill took a walk outside the house. She had been building up to it, first shuffling and then walking around the living room, or pacing up and down the short corridor between the bedrooms. She helped Rhyl tend to their herb garden, and looked after the twins, quietly preparing them with words here and new teachings there. Her strength was not great, but it was amazing to him how it bloomed daily. For his part, Kalar still walked with a severe limp, but he said that the pain had significantly diminished. Now, he practised with his axe in the evenings, when he could clear the room and swing the weapon without fear of chopping random arms off by accident, or if the weather allowed, out back. He and Keir installed poles, ropes and dummies in the barn and turned the space into their private assault course. 
 
    The hatchling grew a mere two inches in her first week of life. For his part, Kalar ate like a starving Dragon. Thanks to Rhyl’s careful dietary planning and discreet help from the castle kitchens, his father was tightening his belt at the same time as his shirts were beginning to bulge at the shoulder seams. Shanryssill filled out almost before their eyes. 
 
    The new annum also brought a change in the weather. The week-long blizzards cleared up in favour of snappish overnight storms that dumped their loads of azure snow before bustling on, and the temperatures rose to a few degrees below freezing rather than the brutally bitter nadir they had experienced before Dragonmas. 
 
    Odd. Could the atrocious weather have presaged his Dragon’s arrival? 
 
    Each morn, after the kittens and the hatchling had been fed and there had been a high-spirited playtime, Keir’s job was to get his sisters ready and over to school. It was not a long walk across town, but since the King’s warning, his parents had decided they should be escorted morning and afternoon. So it was coats, hats and boots, and lunch in the bags, while the hatchling commenced her own routine of complaining, using her developing array of sounds to make her displeasure clear. He soon worked out that Her Scaly Highness required to be placed in his backpack and to be carried along for the walk. She snoozed the time away, however, enjoying the dark, cosy space in a manner that made him suspect it had become a substitute for her egg. Maybe her kind kept their young very close, perhaps even in some kind of pouch or carrying apparatus? 
 
    Back home, father instructed him, Rhyl and Shanryssill in hand-to-hand and dagger combat, and then his mother took over to correct the more inept or inaccurate ideas he had about using his leaf-blades. 
 
    There came a day he noticed his hatchling stalking the kittens – the furry rascals had indeed been known to do the same – and finally, the moment he had dreaded most arrived, when the stalking game turned nasty and a whirlwind of fury rolled beneath the kitchen table, hissing, spitting and snarling as if thirty animals were embroiled in all-out warfare and not just three. 
 
    Keir separated kittens and dragonet at the cost of a bite to his thumb, and then told them all off at a decent volume. “Ye are all friends! Claws in! There will be nae biting, and definitely, nae eating one of another! D’ye understand? Ye play nice or ye dinnae get to play together at all! Kittens are now’t for eating! Dragons’ wings are now’t for shredding or clawing! We behave ourselves in this family, or there will be serious consequences!” 
 
    Gracious, he sounded like his father. 
 
    The kittens sat on the table and sulked. The hatchling gazed at him in open astonishment. Was this the first time he had been angry with her? She definitely knew she had done wrong, because her tail and wings drooped, and the fires in her eyes were as dark as he had ever seen them. 
 
    Placing one hand upon her head and pointing to the kittens with the other, Keir said clearly, “Nae.” 
 
    She nuzzled his hand, a peace offering. 
 
    The fires drew him in, but this time, it was different. He felt less lost and more self-aware, and at the same time, more of her as a distinct personality. Fierce. Fiery. Noble. Feminine. Playful. Lethal and loyal and secure in the knowledge that she was loved. 
 
    I had not realised love was so important to you, he whispered in her ear. 
 
    How had he not really noticed her ears before? They were sharp little nubbins upon the edges of her skull. Had they not always been flat, folded into indentations in the skull that gave every indication of being designed to fit perhaps for protection or streamlining? More recently, when she acted most alert, the ears had begun to come alive. They pricked forward, clearly orienting upon his voice, giving her a curious, intelligent expression. 
 
    Oh. Four ears? Two up top and two oriented more to the sides. Remarkable. Was that intended to give her a greater auditory range? They twizzled and twitched independently of one another as she reacted to different sounds in her environment. 
 
    I’m not angry with you. I was just scared about the kittens, alright? They belong to my sisters and I would not want to see them harmed. They’re family. 
 
    Kaleidoscopic fires swirled within and without his soul. 
 
    Then, very clearly, she chirped, Keee-irr? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir was getting used to being woken up by a cunning paw creeping beneath his neck, say, or a waft of cold air upon his feet as a scaly rascal burrowed in beneath his blankets. Dragons did not understand the concept of personal space. Nor his increasingly acute need for a decent, undisturbed night’s sleep. Oftentimes she kneaded his spine with her paws while she was dreaming. Rhyl said that the dark smudges beneath his eyes made him look like a rogue or a desperado. His father clapped him upon the back and told him he looked like a first-time parent. 
 
    Not appreciated, Dad! 
 
    What he was not used to, was being woken two hours before dawn by a deafening belch. Nor was it just any average belch. It was an extended production of impressive magnificence considering the proportions of the body from which it originated, and it reeked of burned wet leather. Two minutes of ceaseless squirming later, the four-pawed scoundrel did it again. An absolute belter, right in his left ear. It stank! 
 
    “Gaah, honestly?” Keir complained, trying to push her off. 
 
    Apparently this constituted the most despicable form of parental abandonment imaginable, because she started trilling at once, Keee-irr. Keee-irr. Keee-irr! 
 
    Anyone would think the world had just ended. Keee-irr! 
 
    “Ye stink, ye little – of old leather …” Realisation slowly tried to percolate into his sleep-addled brain, but it was hard going. Leather. Something about leather. What was it … turning over, he peered at her mouth. “Have ye been eating – aye, here we go. Nice one, lizard breath.” 
 
    He spied a scrap of leather stuck between her fangs. Boot leather. 
 
    Oh no. Not. Good. 
 
    “Boot leather!” he yelped. 
 
    “Keir,” his father ground out from the other side of the wooden wall that separated their rooms. “Keep it down to a dull roar, would ye, lad?” 
 
    “Trying, Dad.” 
 
    The white mite gave him her best coy, innocent look. All huge fiery eyes that threatened to swallow him alive with their hypnotic intensity, head tilted slightly askance, ever so appealing. How was he supposed to be able to resist such a brazen overload of cuteness? Exactly how arrived one second later as her distended stomach voiced a gurgle so violent it sounded like a troop of River Trolls marching off to war – as he imagined they would sound, anyways. The hatchling twizzled her neck to peer at her belly in evident startlement. Keir ducked. When nothing too disgusting hurtled his way, he rose warily, to be greeted by another, more genteel belch. 
 
    “Alright, ye stinky-breathed blighter. Let’s go discover what destruction ye have caused this time.” 
 
    He feared the worst. Following his return from the war, his father had to have new boots made to measure by the cobbler, raised on the right side to accommodate his inch-shorter leg and correct his awkward gait. The living room oil lamp was left on low for the twins’ sake. Narini was scared of the dark. By that sallow light, he saw that his own boots stood beside the door, untouched. His father’s spare pair, which had been headed to the cobbler for re-soling, stood alongside – one and a third boots, give or take. It was quite clear that the left boot had been used as a plaything. A chew toy. It had been extensively gnawed upon by a hatchling possessed of a set of razor fangs, a feisty attitude and a ridiculous overabundance of energy at completely the wrong hour of the night. 
 
    “Och nae!” Keir groaned. 
 
    She slunk in behind him, wingtips drooping, head meekly lowered. 
 
    “Ye are now’t to be eating my father’s boots, ye hear me? Ever! What d’ye have to say for yerself, young lady?” 
 
    Buuuuuurrrrp! 
 
    “Well, whose fault is that, then, Miss sore tummy? Boots?” he pointed angrily, his finger actually quivering with rage. Not unimpressive. “Nae! Under nae circumstances will ye –” 
 
    Keee-irr? 
 
    “Nae. Bad girl! Absolutely off limits.” 
 
    Ugh. Another memorable parenting failure on his part. Funny how the last few weeks had seen his respect for all parents surpass the breadth and height of the entire Amarinthian Bulwark. 
 
    No saving either boot, mind. The right boot’s entire toe had been chewed off, after which she must have placed it back in exactly the same position in a futile attempt to hide the misdeed. Clearly, this was a sign of intelligence misapplied as naughtiness, for she had known all along she was doing wrong. Hmm. So, did that make naughtiness a hallmark of high intellect? Somehow, he did not think this argument would fly with his parents. 
 
    A massive sloshing sound emanating from the tiny Dragon’s stomach made him swing around. What? There she stood, all four paws stiffly planted, talons dug into the hardwood floors, her diaphragm and belly pulsating in powerful waves. Uh-oh. The strain writ upon her face was worse than constipation. Hilariously worse. Her eyes physically bulged with the pressure build-up. Then, with a sound like a drainpipe emptying at high speed, a brownish-black blob erupted from her throat and shot right across the living room, slapping wetly against the dry food storage cupboard opposite. At the same time, the recoil tore the hatchling loose from her moorings and slammed her against the wall in the opposite direction. She gave a shrill cry of pain and frustration. 
 
    “Santaclaws’ own grief, son, would ye shut her up? Some of us are trying to sleep around here!” 
 
    “Doing my best, Dad.” 
 
    “How’s about doing yer other best, then?” 
 
    Hilarious. 
 
    He checked the dragonet over quickly, and then eyed up the steaming splodge of unmentionable stomach contents. Sigh. That looked as nasty as it smelled. When Keir came back inside with the mop and leather bucket, it was to find the dragonet cheerfully cleaning up the regurgitation for him. Munch, munch, swallow, together with generally satisfied sound effects. 
 
    Delightful. 
 
    Keee-irr? she checked that he was present. Five thousand percent cutesiness all over again. Irresistible. Honestly. He must have the willpower of the average dishrag. 
 
    He knelt to scratch her warm, silky scales. The feel of her was amazing. Armoured silk was the best he could describe the texture. It was almost soft, like – slurp! She licked him happily on the lips with a tongue slathered in half-digested leather boot vomit. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Prince Zyran’s cloak swirled around his tall, elegantly attired frame as he pressed the front door closed behind him. Slyly, from behind the battered armchair which had replaced the one her birth had blasted into kindling, the hatchling bellied toward the familiar visitor, stalking the nearest corner of that cloak. Low to the floor like a snow leopard hunting a banded rock deer. Stealthy. Unblinking focus. Her white tail twitched involuntarily, but the Prince did not appear to notice the scraping sound, calling out a cheerful greeting to the family. 
 
    A paw snuck forward. 
 
    Zyran’s wide stride took him across to the kitchen area to bow elegantly over Shanryssill’s loam-crusted hand, narrowly avoiding the wicked snag of talon in fabric. “Ma’am, what a pleasure to see ye well,” the fourth Prince of the realm said. “Better again today?” 
 
    “Aye, that I am, ye charmer.” 
 
    Keir eyeballed his charge as she wobbled after the Prince, fully intent upon wreaking mischief upon that irresistibly waving cloak. 
 
    “Rhyl is –” 
 
    “Bathing,” she said, as the Prince glanced over at the twins, distracted by a fort being built in the corner of the living room. Disappearing inside for a rambunctious play session with the highly energetic five anna-old twins was far from beneath the royal dignity, if he knew anything about his friend at all. 
 
    Keir whipped the cloak off Zyran’s shoulders in the nick of time. Oh, nice crawly – whack! His palm smacked the royal behind, flush upon a silk-spider which had been lurking there. 
 
    Zyran leaped nearly a yard into the air. “What? Did ye just –” he reddened royally, before glaring at Keir. “Ye rascal!” 
 
    “Me? Spider.” He held his palm out, splattered with green gunk and hairy body parts. “Well, firmly in the past tense. Poisonous too, I’ll have ye ken.” 
 
    The Prince made a face. “That’s plastered all over the seat of my trousers? Thanks.” 
 
    His mother giggled merrily, like a young Elfmaiden. “Well, in my courting days, my Prince, I might also have succumbed to the temptation of slapping a princely behind. We Elves are much more tactile than ye Humans.” 
 
    “Apart from kissing on the lips,” he said. 
 
    “Och aye, yet it dinnae faze ye, nor she,” his mother observed archly. 
 
    “Ma’am!” Zyran yelped, his eyes popping wide. “I did now’t come here to be so – well, alright, then. Part of the family?” 
 
    “Ye grow more perceptive by the day.” 
 
    The Prince favoured Shanryssill’s trouble-stirring with a mildly disrespectful snort. “Huh. How’s the fletching coming on, Keir? Royal inspection.” 
 
    Putting on a thick mountains accent, he slurred, “Yer Mighty Highness, I’s so very honoured to have ye inspect my work – hey! Catch that thieving pest!” 
 
    The dragonet absconded with one of his freshly fletched arrows in her mouth. She growled mock-ferociously at the Prince as he pursued her across the room. After grabbing and missing several times, he succeeded in catching the arrow and started a tug-of-war with her. The scallywag dug in with all four paws, snarling between her clenched teeth as she fought his hand. 
 
    “She’s strong,” Zyran observed. 
 
    She growled up a small storm, tugging this way and that and shaking her head in an attempt to dislodge the arrow. The Prince played along, giving her plenty of resistance and encouraging her efforts. Soon, Keir noticed the room becoming lighter, and he turned from his work in surprise. The tiny beauty was aglow, her scales radiant, her diamond colour coming alive into her wings – not completely, but enough that he could discern the darker lines of blood vessels like the capillaries of leaves in the soft surfaces of her baby wing membranes – and even her eyes changed colour, modulating somehow between vermilion hues at the edges to brilliant white in the pupils. Her snarling had become positively ferocious, her draconic fury swelling … 
 
    Alarm speared into his gut. “Uh, Zyran …” 
 
    “Come on, ye beauty. Show us those fierce Dragon fangs!” his friend urged, blithely unaware of the danger. “Grr!” 
 
    Kerack! A brilliant flash lit up the family living room. 
 
    He snatched back his hand. “Ouch!” 
 
    The hatchling stood with the smoking remains of the arrow held crosswise between her fangs, shaken by whatever she had done. She dropped the arrow meekly at Zyran’s feet. Krrr-zrrr? 
 
    “All good, little one.” Dropping to one knee, he said, “I gather yer anger manifests as lightning?” 
 
    He made to touch her back, but another spark leaped between them. The hatchling glared at her own scales as if they had betrayed her, eyes narrowed and fangs bared. 
 
    The Prince reached out again. “Dinnae ye worry about that. Nae harm’s been done. Keir, it’s the strangest thing. I’ve never heard of this kind of power amongst Dragons. The legends talk about fire, aye, and plenty of it. Dragons sweep their fiery breath across ranks of the enemy, or shape a fireball with their tongue and spit it out to destroy a siege weapon. That’s what Dragons do. I’ve never read about a Dragon which could draw the power of lightning to herself – I mean, imagine the raw power of a lightning bolt channelled through her body? Imagine what a weapon that would be?” 
 
    Keir sucked in his lips sharply. 
 
    “Moreover, I was just thinking,” he added in pensive tones, “that this corroborates everything about what ye said ye saw in that weird storm. Great story, by the way.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a –” 
 
    “Got ye. Totally believable, my friend. Totally. It’s now’t only that she draws the power of lightning to herself. In some way we dinnae understand, I think, she is lightning. It’s like it rises in her body when she’s angry, and she cannae help it, maybe. Or maybe she will learn to control it as she grows up – but, dinnae ye ken what I mean? It’s like –” 
 
    “Like she’s a whole different type of Dragon,” Keir interjected softly. 
 
    He and his best friend stared at each other. 
 
    Rubbing her spine, but not removing his eyes from the half Elf, Zyran added, “Where d’ye think her parents are, right now? I mean, on the one hand it’s like she was given to ye for a purpose that we simply cannae fathom, but on the other …” 
 
    Keir recalled the mighty manifestation, the draconic mouth, the immensity of that unnatural, hot Winterfall’s storm which must have generated the ball of lightning which had passed into the Mother Tree, and blasted out again in the form of a jewelled egg. Had the Sacred Tree perished that day? What if her parents were searching for her? Missing her? What if one day they would descend in an almighty tempest to punish this person who had dared to steal their precious egg from them, and to decimate the civilisation from which the perfidious thief hailed? 
 
    Drakabis Abyss itself might better tear open within his heart. 
 
    Picking up the luminous hatchling, Zyran walked over to him. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make a fine, bronzed Elf take on a pasty version of Human colouration.” 
 
    She purred at him from within the Prince’s arms, her tone somehow speaking to his fears. She understood? Nay, now was his imagination working overtime. Daily, this tiny creature impressed him with her perceptiveness and ability to empathise with Human emotions. Was this her gift? An instinct that read tone, body language, perhaps even subtle physiological signals? 
 
    Keir shrugged. “I guess I have to trust the Mother Tree, aye? Some things are bigger than we are. As this little one will one day very likely be. Those Dragons in the tales are huge!” 
 
    Yet he did not mean physical size. 
 
    The image that consumed his imagination was the hand – or was that the paw – of fate. 
 
    Why would the last descendant of Santazathiar come to him, and to his family, as a Dragonmas gift, if not for some purpose greater than he could envision? She was a healer. Pure lightning. A living diamond born amidst storm of the darkest amaranthine hues, from which the mountains derived their name – oddly. Why a deep reddish purple? What did that colour reference? 
 
    Why had the Mother Tree been involved? Could she have stolen the egg from the storm? What manner of power had been abroad that night – or, might have been abroad in the mountains for weeks before, terrifying those Crag Wyverns and Snow Ogres into abject cowering in caverns? 
 
    The animals must have known. 
 
    Keir rubbed his arms. “Ye sure ken how to scare yer friends. Thanks, Zyran.” 
 
    “Better scared and alive, than fearlessly dead.” 
 
    “Zyran!” 
 
    Keee-irr? The hatchling poured onto his lap, pressing herself against his chest. Her extraordinary gaze captured his effortlessly, and in the blink of an eye, he was gone. 
 
    Together. With her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He experienced moments of sublime beauty, such as when he communed with the dragonet and nothing else in the world mattered. When he knew without a shadow of a doubt in his mind that everything would be alright, because they were meant to be. 
 
    Two creatures could hardly be more different, yet they shared a quality of relationship for which he could barely scrape together words to describe. 
 
    A link. 
 
    A way of being. 
 
    Purpose that transcended perception. 
 
    At other moments, he could only laugh and shake his head in disbelief. What a barrel of mischief! Prankster on paws! 
 
    This morning, he had come inside from chopping firewood to find the hatchling absent from her usual snoozing patch beside the hearth. Suspiciously absent. A few minutes’ search led him to his temporary bedroom, where he discovered she of the spellbinding eyes had built herself a nest behind one of the storage chests, using the meticulously shredded scraps of his bedding. 
 
    She looked so chuffed with herself! 
 
    How could he scold her, when she peeked at him out of the pile with an impish quirk of her lips, and purred as if to say, ‘Look at what I built. Aren’t I clever?’ 
 
    He peered closer. “What’s that on yer nose – oh. Half of my blue underwear, eh?” 
 
    The dragonet sneezed delicately. 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more. I wouldn’t want to get too close to those either.” 
 
    Then, Keir checked what clothing he did have left. Purse the lips, puff out the cheeks. How would he explain this to his parents? First father’s boots, now a goodly portion of his clothing. This dragonet was proving expensive to maintain, both for the food she constantly consumed and the clothing she was now eating or destroying. Aye, plus he should add bedding to the list. They had none to spare, and his mattress now had three holes clawed right through it. 
 
    Kittens were rainbows and sweetness in comparison. 
 
    They also had the added benefit of not talking back. Not talking at all! When she chirruped his name in two careful syllables, ‘Keee-irr,’ it just … did things to him. Sappy, silly, emotional things. His mother regularly looked at him in that way where her mauve eyes grew slightly misty in the corners, as if she thought her son was in love! 
 
    He was categorically not in love with a blazing reptile. No. This was nothing more than fondness, the regard of an owner for a pet – aye, keep the stinking lies coming, Kestrelfoot! 
 
    A wee dram o’ truth? She was a gift beyond price or imagination, a creature of fire and magic, light and lightning, and every moment she lived, breathed and fomented mischief, somewhere and somehow, reality was laughing so uproariously it must surely be shaking the very stars in their beds of velveteen sable. Magic incarnate! Her sleek, lustrous beauty was the stuff of a balladeer’s ecstasy, a poet’s muse, a magician’s subtlest canto, an artist’s finest brush stroke … 
 
    Ugh. Whatever he had, he had it bad. 
 
    Still, how exactly was he supposed to regain a firm grip on normalcy when he was losing sleep over that rascal of the wriggly tail, which was all he could see beneath the blankets now? 
 
    Answer that conundrum, Keir! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: Royal Presentation 
 
    17th of Janus Month 
 
      
 
    GIVEN AS SOME PEOPLE had been part of the general furniture around the royal castle of Amarinthe since they could remember, Keir ought not to be so gnawed up with nerves about being invited to a private audience with the King and Queen. Especially since the King had first met him when he was but hours old, and his present to the Queen upon first being passed to her for a cuddle, had rather infamously been to deposit a splodge of tarry meconium from an ill-fitting infant diaper right down the front of her pristine white ball gown. 
 
    Not that private audiences were terribly private, his father pointed out irascibly, earning an askance mountain cobra’s glance from his wife. Duly noted, Kalar busied himself checking his walking stick for defects. 
 
    Parents. Comical. 
 
    Then there was a palaver over how the hatchling would reach the castle. Keir wanted to carry her in his arms or preferably, upon his shoulder, as if he were a skilled and knowledgeable Dragon handler. With all of his three weeks’ experience. Indeed. But at the first gasp of frigid morning air outside the front door, his pernickety prize decided the weather was not to her liking, thank you very much. She kicked up such a fuss that in the end he snuggled her inside his snow jacket, giving him an improbably rounded potbelly. 
 
    Keir eyed her balefully, glowing there in the semidarkness. You’re like your own log fire. What’s the problem with a touch of cold? 
 
    Keee-irr? 
 
    No. The demure look just isn’t working on me this time. I know what you’re like. 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr? she tried her other noise. 
 
    Nor that, missy. I am not the local pack pony. Neither am I your – alright, go to sleep then. See if I care. 
 
    Acting? Or genuinely tired? He was constantly startled at how she could fall asleep at the first flutter of a snowflake, only to be fizzing around the house at her rambunctious best less than a minute later. 
 
    “Come on, young man. Royals are now’t to be kept waiting,” his father huffed. 
 
    “Dad, are ye sure ye can –” 
 
    Kalar boxed his shoulder, and not gently either. “Alright?” 
 
    Adults found words to be superfluous in certain situations. This was one such occasion. Keir knew his part was to act relaxed and not at all concerned about his father’s newly-healed but still imperfect and rickety legs walking him through icy streets up to the castle, without mishap. “Proud old geezer,” he muttered beneath his breath, and promptly collected another clout. “Dad! What was that for?” 
 
    “For whatever I dinnae quite hear ye mutter there. For the love of Santaclaws, lad! By this time, the Certanshi would have dragged ye a mile out of camp and be debating how best to spice and roast yer innards! Stop yer dallying and do up yer jacket. Walk!” 
 
    The hatchling drowsily bared her fangs at him. Most of her first month, and he reckoned her awake time could not top three hours a day, total. This diamond mischief could sleep for the kingdom, and she did, too. 
 
    “And I’ll have none of yer lip, young lady!” 
 
    “Right,” Keir agreed, doing up the double layer of toggles. Cheeky! Compared to Human infants, the rate at which this creature was learning to interact with her world was astounding. 
 
    Now his father was giving him the ‘taking care of a hatchling has been an excellent learning experience for ye, young man’ look. Honestly! Throw in a whole non-verbal lecture too? Parents must go to the school of the significantly tilted eyebrow and attend drama classes to learn exactly how to make that sidelong look that could sting like a jungle wasp. Brutes, those wasps. He remembered them being the size of his hand, but he had been much smaller back then. 
 
    As they strolled up the cobbled, snowbound street toward the castle that stood above the town, they had to weave to avoid snowbanks that had escaped the busy shovels. Nobody had the time, or frankly the energy, to shift much of the sheer volume of snowfall this Winterfall had brought to the mountains. In many places the snow stood above the eaves, and even climbed the heavy timber-frame rooftops. The local witticism was that more snow provided extra insulation. 
 
    True enough, scientifically speaking. 
 
    Kalar the Axe was no small man, nor did he lack for a touch of pride. Keir wondered how it was that a man might remain true to himself and his convictions, but not cross over into arrogance or egotism. Many of the men and women who had served under his command openly professed admiration, even love for him. Just now, Samar the Baker poked his head out of his shop doorway to cry fondly, ‘Kalar! Good to see those pins under ye, my friend!’ How did that not make a head swell fit to brush the clouds with self-importance? He just squared up his broad shoulders and, laughing, inquired after Samar’s family each by name and jibed about the quality of his wares without rancour – yet here was a man who had flouted all convention to pursue the hand of an Elfmaiden of the Northern jungles to wife. That must have caused a right old scandal back in the day. 
 
    He should ask after that story. 
 
    Not that his Dad was perfect, but somehow his imperfections made him the more loveable. Life had roughed him up and scarred him something awful, yet still he carried himself with that same air of determination. Folk knew him for a man of purpose and integrity, one who could not be turned and who would speak his mind on a matter. Perhaps that was what his detractors held against him. 
 
    Tap-tap went Kalar’s stick. Zzz-szz, snored the hatchling. Scrunch-crunch, his boots tramped upon the hard-packed azure snows. 
 
    “Dad –” 
 
    His father’s hand gripped his shoulder as their boots skidded a touch on a patch of glassy ice. “Chin high today, lad,” he said gruffly. “Och aye, remember how proud I am of ye. Every one of these mountain folk has ye to thank for a warm belly this Winterfall. I ken ’twas a wild idea, but sometimes those are best. There are times – and ye will ken by Santaclaws’ own wings when they be at hand – that the heart calls a particular way; a man cannae do ow’t to buck the flow.” 
 
    Chuckling as if his thick mountains accent were a great joke, he added in Elven, And remember, you’re the one in that audience chamber holding a right Dragonmas miracle. Hear me? 
 
    Thanks, Dad. 
 
    Gaah. Was his nervousness that ruddy obvious? 
 
    The castle had a small postern gate on the eastern wall, but many anna ago the way had fallen into disuse and the stone bridge over the deep fosse ditch was now regarded as hazardous. That had not stopped a certain unruly half Elf running across it for a princely bet, just last Winterfall. They tromped together across the great ironbound drawbridge, their boots ringing and thumping on the solid surface. A pair of young apprentice engineers were checking and greasing the chains under the Lore Eagle-like gaze of Yaranthynal, or Yara, a dapper Elf whose nose was like a crooked beak, badly broken in an engagement with the Certanshi wherein he had lost three fingers of his right hand. 
 
    Greeting him cheerily, Kalar stepped off the solid wood drawbridge and into the low tunnel fronted by the downward-pointing spikes of the portcullis that led into the castle proper – into the outer courtyard, the open space between the substantial outer walls and the even thicker, more solid inner fortress. Effectively, this was the third ring of defence afforded by the castle, if one included the curtain wall and nine fortified corner towers that screened the upper part of Royal Amarinthe. And indeed, Keir’s alert gaze noted the eyes of half a dozen bowmen stationed upon the crenelated battlements observing the arrivals. Impressive. Even in relative peacetime, in the dead of Winterfall, King Daryan’s men maintained a good level of discipline. 
 
    Huh. Keir chortled at himself. A smidgen of the Commander’s voice in his head, there? 
 
    To his further surprise, the resonant squeal of a trump cut the morning air in salute, but his sidelong glance toward the inner barracks caught Imak the Herald teaching his nine anna-old son Harbak the notes upon the long, tubular brass trump that was used when greeting guests. Harbak’s fingers twitched slightly as if longing to wave a greeting, but he repeated the ringing blast, and then cried in his best voice: 
 
    “Announcing Commander Kalar and his son, Keirthynal!” 
 
    “Very good, Harbak,” Imak approved, his low tones nonetheless carrying to a half Elf’s sensitive hearing. “Dinnae ye rush the greeting. Allow the cadence of each syllable to enjoy its own limelight.” 
 
    “Imak. Harbak,” Kalar called, and saluted them smartly. “Ye honour us.” 
 
    “Just teaching my son the ropes, Commander,” Imak called back. 
 
    “Huh. I wish they’d remember I’m the ex-Commander,” Kalar muttered. “Long memories around these parts.” 
 
    He loved it. 
 
    Interesting that Daryan had not filled the post in his command structure, Keir frowned to himself, but had instead broadened General Ja’axu’s responsibilities to encompass those entrusted to his father, before the … 
 
    Accident? Incident? Tragedy? 
 
    How did one describe a moment that changed one’s life forever? From that riving sliver of time arose a before and an after, as distinct as night and day. Consequences rolling forth like thunder over the peaks. Horror and grief and despair, now turned into a hope as yet too fragile even to acknowledge for fear that it should melt like snows in the time of thawing. 
 
    It had always surprised Keir how the darmite stone of the inner keep – a softer layer beneath the hard granite exterior walls – maintained a good degree of interior heat. All of the stories had castles being cold, damp and draughty. This structure was anything but. Granted, the corridors were well insulated with plush rugs and many tapestries covering the walls, depicting the glories of the Kingdom of Amarinthe or famous battles against the Dwarven rebel armies under Fadagor the Crusher, but the gentle warmth upon his face was almost balmy. The points of his ears tingled as the blood flow returned. The heat enlivened the hatchling, too, for she fidgeted and made a proper nuisance of herself all the way to the antechamber adjacent to the King’s private reception room. Another family team awaited them here, the Royal Butler Jandon and his daughter Sarimi. She had been two anna ahead of Keir at school, and had lost nothing of her sunny disposition. 
 
    Sarimi had been born deaf-mute. At school, she had often been teased or bullied for being simple. That put her and Keir in much the same category – those seen as targets. But the teachers had discovered Sarimi possessed an exceptional knack for working with numbers, and so she nowadays assisted the King’s Provisioner, Jarm, with ensuring that the Kingdom’s finances generally behaved themselves and were well understood. 
 
    Probably a lot less in the treasury nowadays, so less figures to corral like stubborn Damask Yaks in their stone-walled pens. 
 
    Just now, she tapped Keir’s arm incredulously and signed, ‘What – what is it?’ 
 
    Wriggling out from the folds of his snow jacket, the hatchling sneezed and then took a most luxurious stretch, with that incredible limberness he had always assumed only felines could manage. Their spines were like rubbery gelatine. Hers was just the same. The lamplight caught her scales, reflecting back winks and rainbows of light. 
 
    ‘This is my D-r-a-g-o-n,’ he signed a touch ineptly, and smiled self-consciously. ‘Sorry about the bad Sign. Is there a –’ 
 
    ‘Dragon,’ she replied, showing him a sign with her thumbs intertwined and her fingers imitating fluttering wings, with a swift forward swoop as if the Dragon pounced upon its prey. 
 
    He imitated her gesture adeptly. ‘Dragon. Nice one, Sarimi. I like that.’ 
 
    ‘May I?’ She reached out a hand. 
 
    The girl’s eyes were as wide as saucers as the hatchling delicately sniffed her fingers before evidently deciding she was a friend. She rubbed her muzzle against the trembling digits, and then arched her neck to demand a scratch. 
 
    ‘She likes you,’ Keir signed. 
 
    Blonde Sarimi made a complex sign that he had never seen before, before touching her forefinger and second finger to the hatchling’s forehead in an apparent blessing. ‘Santazathiar protect you,’ she added with a deft twirl of her free hand. Indeed. He was about to comment when Jandon said: 
 
    “The Sign language symbol for the Dragonkind is ancient indeed, son.” Mimicking the gesture his daughter had taught him, he explained, “Essentially, it represents the flight Santazathiar made to save Humankind, and says, if I understand it rightly, ‘That same blood which was spilled for yer freedom shall still protect ye today.’ That’s –” he switched to Sign, ‘Is that correct, lass?’ 
 
    ‘Very formal and proper, father,’ she signed back humorously. 
 
    “There’s the bell,” Jandon prompted. “The Councillors and the Royal Family are expecting ye. Hope ye blow their fancy socks off, son.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sarimi. Catch you later,” he signed and spoke simultaneously. 
 
    As if sensing the significance of the occasion, the hatchling took this opportunity to try to scramble up onto his right shoulder. Keir had to chuckle. No problems with this one knowing her own mind, and instinctively knowing how to play to an audience. As he boosted her up, she did not dig in with her talons – well, one small scrape was all, penetrating the cloth of his best purple plaid shirt. Plain but serviceable. She curled her tail about his neck until the point rested against his jugular vein, and chirped, Keee-irr? 
 
    Alright, my beauty. You’ve met a few of these folk before. Let’s be on our best behaviour. 
 
    You or her? his Dad teased, and then they passed through the double doors as they were swung open by a pair of footmen, and they strode into the chamber beyond. 
 
    The rectangular chamber was appointed for comfort somewhat shy of real luxury. It served multiple functions – as a study for the King, with a triangular desk, sturdy chair and writing inks and parchments directly ahead of the entryway in the corner, as a relaxed reception area in the centre with five broad wing-backed couches covered in amaranthine tartan blankets and mauve scatter cushions, a library and a music room. A tall harp stood at the far end of the room, together with a stand that held a selection of wooden and metal flutes. Queen Myriali was an exceptional flautist and musician, and usually took charge of any musical events or celebrations in the Kingdom. The couches were arranged to bracket a substantial marble fireplace in the centre of the wall to one’s left from the entry door, while opposite, a bay window looked out over the inner courtyard of the castle. The window was manned by two liveried guards, a man-and-wife team who had known Keir since his first attempt at toddling along the couches. 
 
    The royal family sat upon those very couches, while the full contingent of the King’s Council stood in a somewhat sombre rank beside the fireplace – save for General Ja’axu, perusing a scroll in the far corner of the room. Despite that everyone knew what the meeting was about, there were several audible gasps from the Councillors and the Queen as they beheld the dragonet perched upon Keir’s shoulder. 
 
    Protocol flew out of the window. 
 
    “By Santazathiar’s claws, it is a Dragon!” Prince Garyan gasped. 
 
    King Daryan grinned, “Och aye, what were ye expecting, son – a magical hound? Welcome, Commander and welcome, Keir. Do come in.” 
 
    “And welcome, Dragon,” Zyran put in softly, but everyone heard him. 
 
    In the royal family, it was easy to tell which sons took after which of their parents. Garyan, the eldest Prince, and Zyran, the fourth, had their father’s nut-brown hair, brown eyes, and craggy good looks. Prince Toryan, the second son and Faryan, the third, were slimmer and fair-haired in keeping with the maternal side of their heritage. Both wore their fair, curly hair as long as their shoulders, and like their mother, their eyes were the icy grey of Winterfall clouds, but held no hint of the purple hues those clouds often took on. Faryan was a skilled archer and a gifted poet, while Toryan was a serious-minded academic with an abiding interest in the magical arts. 
 
    Keir secretly despised Toryan’s arrogance, while Faryan was often so dreamy-eyed with his poetic pursuits that he could barely scrape two sensible words together and insert them into an intelligible sentence. Why should one spare time on the affairs of mere mortals? If he began to declaim poetry, however, Keir imagined the very rocks perked up to take notice. Quite the marvel. 
 
    The three elder Princes took after their mother in being accomplished at just about everything they turned their hands to. Somehow, Zyran had therefore always been overlooked, for who needed to care how accomplished a future ruler or decent a soldier the fourth Prince of the realm was? The royal tutors had not pushed him like the older brothers. With the father and older brothers away for seasons of war at a time and being spared little of his mother’s regard – his best friend had been more than open about his relationship on that score – Zyran had even been left to his own devices more frequently than was good for a lad. This was one reason they had become firm friends. Also, that explained how Keir had more than once earned himself lectures from both his parents on his responsibilities regarding keeping the prince of the realm out of … well, too much trouble. 
 
    Completely out of trouble and Keir – were those two concepts even compatible? 
 
    Just now, Toryan tugged on his pointed goatee and threw a significant glance at Councillor Safran, governor of the eastern mountains region of Amarinthe. “A Dragon?” he murmured. Keir read the calculation in his stormy eyes. 
 
    “I understand the Dragon’s egg healed yer wife, Kalar?” Safran commented, as if prompted. “Any shards left over, perchance? Diligence demands we examine the evidence.” 
 
    “Nae, now’t one wee scrap, Councillor,” Kalar responded. “She ate it all.” 
 
    Councillor Farinshi cast Kalar a spiteful glare. “And are ye better too, Commander?” 
 
    By some inflection of her words, she turned a polite question into a suggestion that she hoped worms would soon be feasting upon his entrails. 
 
    The Councillor hailed from Yarando Town in the lowlands on the Certanshi battlefront. She had been trapped in the passes by the first, unexpectedly heavy Winterfall and barely escaped with her life. 
 
    “Better every day, ma’am,” he replied equably, leading the way to a couch opposite the King. 
 
    En route, the debonair Elven Councillor, Varanthyal, who was a renowned scientist, stepped forward to examine the hatchling through his wire-rimmed spectacles. Brushing back his long, silver hair, he puffed out a breath that caused the dragonet to shrink against the side of Keir’s neck. He automatically put up a hand to steady her. 
 
    Did she not trust the Councillor? 
 
    We welcome and bless the Dragon, in the name and by the honour of holy Santazathiar, he said in his customary husky tones, in formal High Elven. To the other Councillors, he said, “This is an ancient Elven blessing for the Dragonkind.” 
 
    Kalar had always said he did not trust the man. He played the political game with great astuteness, and was a stickler for tradition. 
 
    Again, Keir was aware of a sense of calculation, as if everything in the man were mapping out how exactly a Dragon might prove advantageous to the fortunes of the Kingdom. Varanthyal was faultlessly loyal, as best everyone knew, but his father had passed the withering comment that he also did not know anyone who liked the man, not even his own family. 
 
    Harsh. Too harsh? Now, he was not so certain. 
 
    As he and his father sat down, General Ja’axu approached from behind and greeted them. Keir was surprised and gratified when a purr vibrated against his neck, and the dragonet poured willingly into those huge hands. Dwarfed, of course. But she acted perfectly content, licking the quarter Giantess’ fingers and then becoming interested in the contents of her belt pouch. She nosed at it and then pawed at the buckle. Chuckling as if she knew that would happen, the General fished out a piece of dried Yak meat and fed it to the dragonet. She ate meticulously, but hungrily. Always hungry. 
 
    Meantime, the King invited Keir to tell the tale of how he had found the egg and the dragonet’s birth, and so he offered up an abridged version of his tale – having been warned via his father, that King Daryan would very much prefer the matter of finding treasure in the mountains kept under wraps for the time being. Toryan and Safran exchanged significant glances at the mention of her possible healing powers, while Farinshi demanded to know how soon she could decimate the Certanshi troops with her fiery breath. Daryan quelled them with a demand that Keir be allowed to finish. Concluding upon the note of the Christmas miracle, he then added a humorous anecdote about her chewing up his father’s boots in an attempt to defuse the tension in the room, but it earned only a couple of half-hearted chuckles. 
 
    Of course, a Dragon’s birth was of crucial strategic importance to Amarinthe, as Farinshi muttered now. He understood that. What he did not understand, were the darker undercurrents swirling in the room, which the dragonet responded to with her usual sensitivity. She returned to him now, crouching in his lap, her scales gleaming with the electric charge swelling inside of her body. He laid a hand upon her back and tried to project a sense of reassurance and safety. Good people ran this kingdom. They would look after her – he hoped. 
 
    At last, King Daryan sat back and said, “A Dragonmas blessing indeed, Keirthynal. Ye have twice this Winterfall served the Kingdom of Amarinthe beyond expectation, and for this, we are all grateful.” 
 
    Something in his tone suggested his audience had better be, too. 
 
    Queen Myriali led the chorus of agreement. She added, “Indeed, Keirthynal, ye have in every way exceeded our expectations in service of our Kingdom. Varanthyal, Safran – in yer professional opinions, hold ye this is indeed a Dragon, and there cannae be any mistaking its nature?” 
 
    “The signature of her magic is unmistakably draconic in its nature,” Varanthyal said, giving his every word a tedious weight. “I am too young, of course, at sixty-two anna of age, to have lived in the era of the Guardian Riders of yore, but this is indeed a type of magic I have only ever read about in the lore scrolls of the Elvenkind. What is also evident is her very close attachment to young Keirthynal, here –” 
 
    “We should examine the animal more closely,” Safran interrupted, with a scowl creasing his patrician features. “Perhaps it has other powers the lad has now’t yet identified. Powers that could serve the Kingdom mightily in these fraught times.” 
 
    Animal? He bristled, but held his tongue. 
 
    Toryan said, “After all, what experience does he have in raising and training a Dragon?” 
 
    “Och aye, it’s certainly far smaller than I expected. Has it been fed sufficiently?” the Queen inquired. 
 
    Keir spluttered, “She eats everything, even boots! And she’s up five times a night –” 
 
    Jarm, the King’s Provisioner, who had declined to speak up to this point, cleared his throat and said, “Indeed, the stores stand ready to help in any way we can, Majesty. We have been supplying additional Damask Yak meat to the family, in the light of their limited means –” 
 
    “Exactly the drift of my snows,” Toryan inserted smoothly, smiling with the air of a wolf licking its chops. “Being asked to raise a voracious young Dragon would be a terrible burden to any family, let alone one which has suffered as greatly as the Commander’s has over these last anna. We cannae lose sight of how indebted we are to ye, sir. I, for one, could now’t in clear conscience stand to see ye further burdened in this difficult time of Winterfall, over the matter of raising and training a Dragon. Surely, we all see how this must become a matter for the Crown, isn’t that so, mother?” 
 
    Queen Myriali murmured, “A true word, son.” 
 
    Kalar said, “Keir has been –” 
 
    Safran overrode him at once, crowing, “Magnificent! That’s the word I’d use. She is simply magnificent. But yer son’s a lad rising a mere fifteen anna, if I am now’t mistaken? As an asset critical to our national security, I’d advise the animal be turned over to those with more experience than an eager yet callow youth; those who are equipped and able to prepare the Dragon for a future role against the Certanshi. Her training must commence immediately.” 
 
    “This will be the weapon of our victory!” Toryan crowed. “The jewel in the Amarinthian crown! Ah, to see the faces of those Certanshi rats when they face a fire-breathing Dragon in battle … she must be fierce! Brave! Unstoppable!” 
 
    Keir clenched his fists, smelling the stench of a course of action which had been decided before the meeting even began. And where were the voices who might speak in his favour? The General? The King? Zyran? Or, perhaps the King’s purposes were more subtle, because he had already advised them to flee the Kingdom at the earliest possible opportunity. That must be why he was allowing the Councillors and his Queen – clearly, the instigator of this barrage – to speak their minds. What riled him most was how Toryan, in pretence of sympathy, had chosen to turn the tale of his family’s poverty against them. 
 
    Below the belt, o Prince. Well below. 
 
    Farinshi added, “With the right training, perhaps the Dragon could be ready to fly against the Certanshi after the thawing. That could change the course of –” 
 
    “Ye’d throw an infant to the Certanshi?” his father growled, at the same time as Keir snorted, “That’s nae how it works, lady.” 
 
    “Nae how what works, exactly?” Queen Myriali asked. Sitting very upright, with her hands folded in her lap, she exuded outward calm, but her tone clearly bridled at what she must see as intransigence. “Are ye saying yer best placed to judge the interests of the Kingdom of Amarinthe, lad, with all the vast wisdom of yer fourteen anna?” 
 
    Pulse thundering in his ears, Keir stared across the room at the Queen. Take her away? His treasure? Unthinkable! Yet how could he express the depth of the bond that linked them, when he understood the magic so poorly himself? 
 
    The hatchling shrank against his chest, bared her needle-sharp fangs and hissed sharply at the Queen. 
 
    Myriali chuckled, “See? He has now’t the slightest control of the animal.” 
 
    Ja’axu put in, “I believe the dragonet is declaring to whom she belongs, o Queen. From what I have seen of the hatchling, I personally would nae dare to try to separate them. They are already bonded. And should any try, I shall be first in line to wish them a fond farewell into the afterlife.” 
 
    “Why, ye are positively grim today, Ja’axu,” Councillor Safran observed. 
 
    “Our decision must stand,” Toryan said. 
 
    Decision? This was how decisions were made in the Kingdom of Amarinthe? 
 
    Keir willed his throat to work, but all he knew was wordless fear. How could the King allow this? What of his father’s voice? 
 
    After an awkward pause where everyone waited for others to speak first, Prince Faryan whispered, “Grimly shalt the truth be spoken, never shall the bond be broken. I advise ye desist from this ill-chosen course, brother.” 
 
    Toryan looked as startled as everyone else at this most unexpected voice of dissent. Keir could have hugged him, except that Faryan was not really the hugging sort. He was barely even the earthly sort. But when Zyran had the temerity to chuckle, that was when Toryan’s jaw clenched and a vein began to throb visibly at his left temple. 
 
    The second Prince spat, “If this so-called bond is magical in nature, then it can also be subverted, is that now’t a truth well spoken, Varanthyal?” As the Elf began to nod, he added, “Besides, the mystical scrolls I have access to speak of many … varied uses, shall we say, for a Dragon’s powers and even parts –” 
 
    “Parts?” Keir snapped, suddenly ablaze with fury. “Santazathiar’s oath!” 
 
    “Peace, lad. As if I would ever condone such a vile and idiotic course of action!” The Prince pasted on an amused smile. “What use is a dead Dragon to Amarinthe? Honestly, ye are more naïve than even I imagined, if ye think such twisted things. Ye can see how ill-fitted this rebellious teenager is to the noble task he claims for his own, Councillors.” 
 
    He could have kicked the lot of them straight into Drakabis Abyss as they nodded sagely like a line of puppets on a string, even Jarm. 
 
    But that was the moment King Daryan sprang from his seat, and said in a deathly voice, “If one of ye so much as touches one single scale of that Dragon’s hide, so help ye, I will have ye tried and hung for treason!” 
 
    Suddenly, he loomed in that room like the threat of Darkfall. 
 
    Keir sat frozen, captivated by the King’s ferocious manner. His eyes blazed with a passion he had seldom seen in the man, and stilled every voice in his Council. 
 
    At length, Daryan hissed, “I have never heard such a cartload of foolish and idle chatter from some who imagine they might speak a King’s mind for him. I seek the advice and wisdom of my Councillors and trusted family, aye, but ultimately I am he who wears the crown – is that now’t Santazathiar’s own truth?” 
 
    Ouch. It was one of those moments when he frankly wished he could squirm away between a few floorboards, rather than face the thunder and lightning of emotions storming around him. 
 
    When no-one spoke – they dared not – he added, “Here is my decision. Keir did now’t choose the Dragon – the Dragon chose him. Those powers out there, guided by Santazathiar’s own paw, chose him. My Commander is right. We dinnae throw infants into battle. We are Amarinthe, and by all that we hold sacred, we are people who try to choose the higher path nae matter the cost. Little paws grow into great ones. As yer sovereign, this is my charge to ye, Keirthynal – raise yer hatchling, and raise her well. Train her. Learn her every way. Any of the resources and sage wisdom of this crown, of my trusted Councillors and this Kingdom, are yers for the asking. This is the sworn word of yer King.” 
 
    Raising his arm, he pointed at Kalar, and then at Keir. “Hear me well. Raising a Dragon is a high calling that takes a whole family, and I for one cannae think of any family in this Kingdom better suited to the task. Ye will serve me faithfully and well, will ye now’t?” 
 
    His father’s throat had to be just as bone dry as his as they croaked in chorus, “Aye, my King.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: Scaly Trooper 
 
      
 
    THE DAY AFTER THE fraught meeting with the royals, Keir woke in a ferocious tangle of blankets. Somehow, he had snarled himself up at the end of his temporary bed so nicely, he could easily imagine he had been fighting Ogres all night. 
 
    The hatchling woke at the same instant. When he narrowed and then widened his eyes, she imitated his mannerism as if their eyelids worked as one creature. A slow smile stretched his lips. She made her quirky grin and brightened visibly. Ah, he was indeed ensconced in a blanket cavern. Odd. He was used to being one of the first up in the mornings, but by the sounds of his family and the town without, he must have woken up late. 
 
    Keee-irr? Her tail twitched playfully. 
 
    Awake for once, my-diamond-heart? he inquired. Come on. Let’s go see what the day holds, shall we? 
 
    Wriggling out, he wondered absently if she had not created a path into the cocoon in order to come wake him. She loved to sleep right up against him. Or on top. Anywhere, as long as it involved touch and was toasty warm, which had made his chest her favoured spot. 
 
    After dressing and running his fingers once through his spiky white hair – call that good – he emerged from hibernation to be pounced upon by his family. 
 
    “And here I was saying that she sleeps like a trooper,” his father snorted. 
 
    “Huh?” said Keir. 
 
    “Sleeps for king and country,” Shanryssill put in, singing over one of her herb pots. 
 
    They laughed as if sharing a fond joke. 
 
    “Huh?” he repeated. 
 
    “Good morn to ye, layabout,” Ja’axu boomed. She sat within a blanket fort the twins must have built, Giant-sized, behind the couch. Only her massive boots showed. “Or is that, good afternoon?” 
 
    “Afternoon? Huh?” 
 
    Rhyl put in brightly, “I ken yer now’t a morning person, cousin, but do I take this to mean yer also nae afternoon person?” 
 
    “Why dinnae ye go do some more dishes?” he suggested politely. 
 
    “It’s yer turn, son,” his mother said  
 
    Really. Keir scowled at nothing in particular. What more could he ask for in a parent other than to be undermined at the earliest possible opportunity? 
 
    He wandered into the lounge with the hatchling padding after him. Narini leaped off the kitchen table where she must have been helping Shanryssill sing over the magical herbs Elves loved so much, to give him a big leg hug and the tiny dragonet a hug about the middle. 
 
    “The kittens have been missing ye, sleepy paws,” she said. “Want to come play?” 
 
    Arami popped her head out from beneath the fort. “At last! Come on, brother, bring her over right away. We need to measure her.” 
 
    For variety’s sake, he managed to say, “Oh?” 
 
    The blonde twin announced that General Ja’axu was teaching her how to keep a record of Dragon growth. It was a matter of life and death that they recorded everything properly. Being Aramyssill and not her scatter-brained brother, she had been careful to measure everything about the hatchling right after her birth so she could report that her vital measurements had been thirty-seven inches in total length, seven inches tall at the shoulder when crouching, eleven inches tall when standing, and that her talons had measured a teensy half an inch when extended. Ja’axu said that these were the key measurements for any growing hatchling and therefore she, Arami, would keep proper and accurate records for posterior’s sake. 
 
    “That’s ‘posterity,’ dear one,” Kalar corrected with a gurgle of laughter. “This is a posterior.” 
 
    Thankfully his gesture was hidden from the five anna-old, but Keir was certain he did something socially unacceptable to his wife’s behind because she promptly stood up on her chair and set about smooching her husband breathless. 
 
    “Parents, yuck,” the twins chorused. 
 
    “Cannae take them anywhere,” Keir agreed, smiling. “Can I help, Arami?” 
 
    “I’ve got the General as my helper,” she said. 
 
    The serious business of measuring an energetic, mischievous hatchling was far from an easy task, however. As if this extra-long sleep had energised her in ways no-one quite understood, she perked up and decided that playtime was at paw. The leather ball Ja’axu had brought over the week before, imagining that a young Dragon would find it irresistible, finally did have its moment in the sunshine with Miss Bright Scales and two kittens chasing it all over the kitchen and lounge for the better part of an hour. After that, she abruptly became ravenous and devoured a Yak meat joint, plus bones, in record time. It was half her size. 
 
    Guess they’d be keeping the King’s Provisioner in business after all. 
 
    He had no clue where she packed it all, but as far as feats of guzzling went – impressive. Keir had a handful of dried fruit and a slice of bread. Modesty personified. 
 
    Ja’axu joined them at the table. Quite out of character, Arami perched upon the quarter-Giantess’ knee and talked non-stop for fifteen minutes about all the details she had noticed about the diamond hatchling, from the patterns and swirls of fire in her eyes to her retractable talons and the fact that in the dark, the tip of her tail often sparked very slightly. She showed Keir her extremely important logbook in which she was compiling all her facts, with the help of her parents and now Ja’axu. 
 
    At last, Miss Scales suffered herself to be measured by Miss Officious Little Sister. 
 
    “Forty-three inches in length,” Arami announced. “That’s, uh … much bigger than last time. What’s forty-three minus thirty-seven, Keir?” 
 
    “Six,” he said. 
 
    “Six inches already,” Arami agreed. “Gorwing fast, is she now’t?” 
 
    “A good pace,” the Giantess rumbled. 
 
    She wrote this down with Ja’axu’s help, while he mentally figured out that meant she must be growing a little faster than an inch and a half in length each week. He doubted the measure slightly since she gave every appearance of being made of equal parts elastic, diamond and lightning, but there it was. The crouching height now touched eleven inches and her standing height, sixteen. These dimensions lent her a longer, sleeker profile than any hound, and hearkened to the huntress she would surely become. 
 
    The massive, eight-foot-seven Giantess leaned over the tiny half Elf, patiently helping her to record the details. It warmed his heart to see them together. Such a shame Ja’axu had never had her own children. For a crusty warrior, she certainly had a soft spot for the little ones. 
 
    Getting the talons out proved a challenge. Once she worked out what they wanted, the hatchling made no bones about making their task as difficult as possible. There was ball tossing, wrestling, laughing, chasing about the lounge and hiding in various rooms of the house before he finally corralled her and worked out that by tickling the underside of her paw, he could make her talons extend involuntarily. 
 
    Arami crowed, “Nice brothering, Keir! We got her.” 
 
    “Is brothering even a word?” Rhyl asked. Trust her to chase after the important details. 
 
    “Closely related to cousining,” he told her archly. 
 
    “Nae such thing.” 
 
    “Why dinnae ye stew over it awhile?” 
 
    Rhyl picked up a saucepan and chased him around the lounge with it until Kalar yelled that boisterous children could go play out in the snow, thank ye kindly. 
 
    Keirthynal-my-heart, the firewood stack is a little on the low side, his mother smiled. 
 
    Mother-most-subtle, it shall be as you wish. 
 
    Make it a big stack for your cheek, his father laughed. Go on, son. Leave the ladies to weave their enchantments while you go work on putting some brawn onto that rack of bones. 
 
    Thanks, Dad-most-stout. 
 
    He ducked a half-hearted clout on his way out. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Humans think our Elvish endearments are perfectly silly and sappy, he explained to the hatchling as he pulled on his thick Ogre-hide boots. The firewood was stacked alongside the rude barn out back, beneath the eaves where it kept dry. Oh. Snowing again. What a surprise! 
 
    The hatchling appeared to understand both Elven and Human in equal measure. Did she understand words as yet, or more tone and context? She had started to name the family. Right now, her muzzle tilted as she stared quizzically up at the grey-clouded sky, watching the flakes sifting down in gentle yet insistent flurries. Azure snows, eh? Just another mystery of Tyanbran, for Olde Earth carols such as I’m Dreaming of a White Dragonmas made it clear how different a world Humanity had originated in. 
 
    Elves and Dwarves still treated Humans as refugees, sometimes. 
 
    No snoozing today. On the contrary, the hatchling acted brimful of curiosity and readiness to explore her world, which thus far, had been the inside of their house and nothing else. Did Dragons like lairs? Or was it some kind of egg instinct, a seeking after the safety of an eggshell-like space? She stepped confidently off the porch onto a foot of snow, and paused with an audible gasp. 
 
    Cold, isn’t it? Come on. Snow doesn’t bite. 
 
    She stared at her paws in amazement, picking them up one at a time to check the undersides. 
 
    We even play in it. The Winterfall had been too bitter to be outdoors much, but today promised to be far milder. 
 
    Batting at a snowflake with her paw, she trilled, Keee-irr? 
 
    That’s right. Snowflakes are beautiful – she sprang forward, jaw agape – or can be eaten, yes. 
 
    He had to laugh at the hatchling’s antics. She gambolled about his legs as he trudged the short distance up to the barn. Here, she rolled in the snow, wriggled happily at the chill sensation, and flicked out her wings to catch snowflakes on the warm surfaces. As he collected and transported armfuls of cut dry lumber to the house, she burrowed into a snowdrift in a shower of snow and vanished within. 
 
    Muffled up in their own jackets, scarves and gloves, Narini and Arami trooped outdoors to play with her while Keir sat at the kitchen table, chatting with Ja’axu, Rhyl and his parents. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe she’ll one day be the size of some of those behemoths I saw beneath the Dragon Kings peaks,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “Only a few inches so far? Gaah. D’ye think we’re feeding her enough?” 
 
    “Give a girl a chance, Keir,” his mother admonished.  
 
    “Put her beside Santazathiar’s paws?” he said. “There’s just no comparison.” 
 
    “Keir, have ye ever considered yer the only person alive who has seen Santazathiar himself?” A fatherly finger threatened both his nose and his mug of fragrant Elven tea. “Our fiery babe may be small, but she deserves our respect all the same – and ye can just stuff that into yer pipe and smoke it, lad. Respect the Dragon!” 
 
    “What’s smoking around here is yer temper, Kalar,” Shanryssill put in. 
 
    “Cannae a man have a grumble in peace?” 
 
    Mom winked at him behind his father’s back. Aye. Trying to cheer him up, was she? 
 
    Selecting a few arrows from the mound that covered one end of their table, he set about checking the points and fletching one by one. Keir applied a whetstone and hammered points straight on a small anvil where needed. Fletching would have to wait until the Provisioner managed to source more good feathers. Every family in Amarinthe worked on different tasks related to the war effort, from armour and clothing repair to drying food and of course, preparing weapons and arrows. Never enough. 
 
    “The growth is likely to be proportional to size, according to the records,” Ja’axu said, with a twinkle in her dark eyes. “We Giants ken such things. So she’s touching three feet in length already, at less than one month of age. About the size of a full-blood Giant infant, as I recall.” 
 
    Rhyl made a disbelieving noise in her throat, but coloured and glanced elsewhere under Ja’axu’s scrutiny. 
 
    With a gruff chuckle, she said, “When ye see a full Giant, lass, ye’ll ken it good and proper. Keir, if she’s as different in nature as ye suspect, her growth patterns might be completely unexpected. All the more reason, therefore, to keep this diary of Arami’s up to date.” 
 
    Keir set an arrow aside for complete re-pointing. “Aye.” 
 
    “Yer job is to ken her better than anyone.” 
 
    Taking his cue from the General’s grim tone, he said, “Aye, that I will. I promise.” 
 
    “Better than any girlfriend,” Rhyl put in lightly. 
 
    “Trust me, I’ve got my hands more than full at the moment,” he grinned. “I am paying attention – for once in my life. Scaly bottom. Mmm.” 
 
    “Keir!” his mother snorted. 
 
    Ja’axu held her hands about five feet apart. “Giant bottom. Mmm.” 
 
    Everyone roared with laughter – partly in amazement at the size she suggested. Surely, an exaggeration? 
 
    Kalar turned about and posed, presenting his rear end for consideration. “Way to make a man feel inadequate, Ja’axu. How’s this?” He patted his trousers. “Decent?” 
 
    “Mmm, I like Human beef, myself,” his wife chortled, moving in with intent. Keir and Rhyl complained, but few forces in Tyanbran could stop an Elven warrior in pursuit of her man. “Just checking the goodies. Aye, just as good as the day I married ye. So … chunky. And muscly.” 
 
    “Mom, honestly! D’ye have to use adjectives?” 
 
    She winked at him. “What can I say? Someone will love ye for yer skinny posterior, one day. Me? I still fancy what I picked out. I’m an Elf, after all.” 
 
    “Wild jungle girl,” his father agreed. 
 
    “I predict Keir will be picking a wild one, too,” Rhyl teased. 
 
    “Excuse me!” 
 
    “Excused,” said she, with a wicked chuckle. 
 
    “So, how is the royal posterior?” he shot back. At that instant, his eyes lifted to spy Arami and Narini just inside the back doorway, clearly wondering what the conversation was about. Without missing a beat, he put in, “Mom, Dad, I’ll leave ye to explain. Things to do. How was the snow, girls?” 
 
    As a knock sounded at the door, he heard his mother suggest that if she knew her son at all, he’d be picking an expensive girlfriend. As if. 
 
    Ha. One thing was for certain – with a Dragon hatchling in his life, he had zero time for romance. Not happening. Not unless someone snuck up and grabbed his posterior … flinging open the door, he welcomed Jarm’s team who had brought a box of new arrowheads and a huge sack of feathers for fletching. 
 
    “Still got cord, lad?” 
 
    “Aye, we’re good for that.” 
 
    “And another 3,000 arrows or so?” 
 
    “Ooh, thank ye kindly,” he said dryly, drawing laughter from the men. “Pop them on the porch here, please.” 
 
    As the men stacked the arrows, tied in bundles of fifty, the diamond hatchling came prowling out of the gap he had left in the front door. 
 
    One of the men elbowed the other two. “Look, lads!” 
 
    One scratched his beard. “Santazathiar’s beard, it’s much smaller than I imagined.” 
 
    “But yer a beauty, by my oath,” said the eldest of the team, Xardun. He stretched out his hand. “Ye friendly, lass? She is a lass, right?” 
 
    “Aye, we’re fairly sure,” said Keir. “Go on, lass.” 
 
    After sniffing his work-scarred hand, the hatchling evidently decided his job was to scratch her exactly as she liked best. She purred, catlike, pressing up against his fingers. This would be a story for the grandchildren, he was sure. The other two men finished stacking arrows, before taking a turn at meeting the hatchling. 
 
    “Amazing,” they agreed. “Pure Dragon.” 
 
    “She’s already eating like a Dragon,” Keir chuckled. “Thanks, gents. Mauve’s warmth upon yer afternoon’s work.” 
 
    “Likewise, lad.” 
 
    Xardun said, “Mauve’s on her way out, for a change. Should be sunshine in a minute.” 
 
    Right he was. Drawing the hatchling a touch jealously into his arms, Keir returned into the house to break the excellent news. Only a few thousand more arrows. No problem. 
 
    He stroked his new companion beneath her neck. “Yer better than any sunshine, of course. Nae competition.” 
 
    She chirped, Keee-irr! 
 
    At least he knew how to turn on the charm. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Shanryssill’s strength was still far from what she would have wanted it to be. A brief rest upon the couch turned into an afternoon nap. Rhyl strolled into town to sell their supply of medicines to the apothecary, who Keir suspected was being supported by the royal purse to purchase all of their wares. King Daryan was not only good, he was sneaky. 
 
    Sneakiness being an essential skill for successful kingship. 
 
    In other sneakily royal news, Prince Zyran concocted yet another flimsy excuse to swing by for a cup of Elven tea that afternoon. Motivation, eh?  
 
    “Heard yer taking on half the kingdom’s stock,” he chuckled. “I’m a wizard with arrowheads.” 
 
    True enough. Keir said, “Let’s put ye to work, yer Highness. Mind yer soft royal palms on these rough arrow shafts and sharp points.” 
 
    He held up a palm heavily calloused by sword training. “Alas, that soul blade does love his creature comforts. Mæ’iêti is a blade of high standards – but I’ll tell ye something for now’t, he does ken his combat forms. Got me sweating up a storm, he has. I’ll admit, it is a teensy bit like cheating when yer blade can force ye into the right forms and paths.” 
 
    Smiling across the table at his girlfriend, he said, “How are all things Rhyllaryssill?” 
 
    “All the better for seeing ye, my Prince,” she flirted. “How’s yer Elven?” 
 
    “Badly in need of polishing. What’s the word for kiss?” 
 
    “Ooh, we can definitely work on that!” 
 
    Keir said, Kiss kissy kissing Prince go kiss a Yak … 
 
    Rhyl squealed with laughter. 
 
    Zyran pulled him into a mock headlock. “I’ve no idea what ye just said, but I trust it was as rude as always?” 
 
    “Guilty.” 
 
    They both glanced up as Shanryssill stirred and moaned softly. Kalar … oh … 
 
    He rushed to her side. Shanryssill-my-soul, what is it? What’s wrong? 
 
    Oh … I … oh, thank Santazathiar it was only a nightmare! Winding her arms about his neck, she buried her face against the mounded muscles of his shoulders. You’re here, right? This is real? 
 
    So haunted her voice, Keir shivered. Had she dreamed about death? Something about fading away forever? 
 
    As real as a Dragon hatchling playing with sunbeams. Dad touched her cheek fondly; the hatchling watched them with all her concentration, her tiny nostrils dilating as if to scent their emotions. You’re awake, my precious one. Nothing can keep us apart anymore. 
 
    Ugh, what a beastly nightmare. It’s alright, little one. You go play. 
 
    The hatchling paused beside the couch, before rising onto her hind legs to mimic Kalar’s gesture with her forepaw. When her talons involuntarily extended, she whipped her paw away at once. Mrrr-krrr … shrrr? 
 
    I really am fine, darling. Thank you for caring. 
 
    Reaching out, Shanryssill stroked her wings lightly and the pair shared a long, significant look. Incredible how distinct her caring behaviours already made plain the feelings that seethed beneath. His mother’s eyes gleamed from within for a second, and she rubbed her arms as if a frisson of magic had played through her body. Then, the hatchling’s attention returned to a golden-mauve beam of sunlight which had crept between a crack in the heavy drapes. Dreamily, she waved her paw amongst the dust motes, stirring them as her fire-in-fire pupils whirled, focussing and refocussing on the phenomenon. 
 
    Keir watched her for a while, thinking that she was changing already. If her behaviour was anything to judge by, today marked a turning toward engaging more with the outside world. She had scarcely napped and already the hour approached evening. Darkness would come soon. 
 
    His own hand swept through the golden motes, before he mimicked the Sign gesture Sarimi had taught him. “Dragon. Yer thinking about flying?” 
 
    Keee-irr? 
 
    “Aye. Flying.” His hands swooped again. “That’s what yer made for. Only, I pray that like these motes playing here, there will be others like ye to fly with. Ye cannae be the only one.” 
 
    Turning, her eyes picked up the rich golden mauve colours of the sunset, and stole him away to a place beyond imagination. 
 
    A place where Dragons lived again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6: Togetherness 
 
    End Janus 
 
      
 
    THE FIRST TIME SHE saw a lightning storm was at a month old. The hatchling had always acted skittish when thunder growled above or around Amarinthe Town, but this time was different. Keir and his father had been out in the barn, training. They always closed the tall wooden doors so that no passers-by would see what they were doing. When Kalar opened the doors that evening, once their training session was finished, there came a monumental flash of lightning that lit the countryside for miles about. 
 
    She went rigid. Agog. 
 
    The dragonet had piled on several more inches, taking her to an even three feet in length. Most of it paws, Keir had chuckled to himself this very morn as he buffed up her scales with a soft cloth. Those were definitely paws to grow into. She kept tripping over them and had developed a floppy walk as if she needed to kick up her knees enough that those big snow-patters would land properly with each step. 
 
    They had developed a morning routine. After her usual dawn playtime with the kittens, it was pre-breakfast snack time. She invariably licked herself down, top to toe, after every meal – much like the kittens both in action and mannerisms. Then he took a soft cloth and rubbed her down. The idea had developed from the way she loved to be scratched. The tactile contact was all it took to make her purr endlessly; sometimes she even fell asleep while he was rubbing. If a scale came loose, she almost invariably noticed and wanted to find it or lick it off his fingertip, and eat it. Her hide was extremely sensitive. Even when she was asleep, if he touched her, she would respond by purring slightly or nuzzling against his hand. 
 
    With a storm sweeping in from the North, sleep was not remotely in the picture. The hatchling quivered with agitation from the point of her muzzle to the tip of her tail. Visceral excitement. Her quartet of sharp white ears pricked upright. She leaned forward as if yearning to taste the awesome power at play out there, up in the sky. As the lightning struck again, she uttered a low, warbling cry he had never heard her make before, and her wings shivered, lifting from her back and stretching experimentally, as if the first volition to fly had somehow sparked into her system from that storm. 
 
    Next, she produced a querying series of chirps. Talking to the storm? Holy Santazathiar! 
 
    Exactly as if she expected a reply, aye. 
 
    He caught his breath. 
 
    The lightning flashed again, a great jagged spray of bolts that joined several dark amethyst clouds in the blink of an eye, scorching its path upon his retinae. Her scales flashed – at first, Keir assumed it was a reflection, but when the phenomenon occurred again, he wondered if she was not charging up somehow or responding to the power running rampant out there. Flash! Flash! The incredible, resplendent diamond quality was back in her scales. 
 
    Despite his fear, he touched her back. “What is it, darling?” 
 
    His scalp itched as the charge within the hatchling spread to his arm. Suddenly he had a wild desire to laugh and soar and play among the lightning bolts, to know the storm and taste it upon his tongue, to ride the buffeting winds and thunder with the awesome voice of Nature itself. Was that what she craved – a vital, visceral connection with a storm’s very heart? 
 
    Holy Santazathiar! Incredible. 
 
    He said, “Och aye, I ken ye well and good. It’s magical, isn’t it? I’ve always loved storms. That was where ye were born, my sweet diamond. Out there somewhere.” 
 
    Keee-irr? she vocalised. 
 
    Aye, little one. That’s home for you. 
 
    Not that he understood how or where, but it made sense. 
 
    Suddenly she turned to him, literally buzzing with excitement, her fiery eyes as huge and luminous as lanterns, and he sensed how desperately she wanted to communicate with him. The electric power of storm? The thrill of riding the winds? The … colours? The Northern Lights playing in a storm, if that was even possible? 
 
    I don’t quite … understand. I want to, of course! 
 
    Keee-irr? Again the images scurried into his mind, faster and faster. Curtains of glimmering aurorae sweeping across mighty, windswept peaks of a deep emerald colour he had never seen before. Towering amethyst armies of thunderstorm clouds cut by constant flashes of living lightning. Brutal, tempestuous storm chasms riven by lightning. The sonic shockwaves emanating from a lightning strike, between clouds, which was more complex than he had ever imagined. He was left with the impression of a fern-like spray of electrical brilliance growing organically out of a tiny, sun-bright spot. More images, many incomprehensible to his mind. More lightning. Always the lightning. 
 
    Keir struggled to try to open his mind to whatever it was the hatchling was trying to communicate. They were so profoundly different. Bonded, aye, but as different as half Elf and Dragon could be. She was fire, he was blood. She was of the sky; he came from the earth and jungle. Yet they both had magic, he knew, and he could be a curmudgeonly sort when he was unable to have his own way, or when understanding eluded him. 
 
    Come on. Concentrate, Keir! Figure out what it was that she meant to tell him. 
 
    She bunted his leg with her nose. Keee-irr. Keee-irr! 
 
    Yes, I know I’m being thick, but … 
 
    The images swelled into a whirlwind in his mind now, each impression an emotion-laden thunderbolt. Being the storm, flung miles into the sky in an incredible wash of turbulence. Shimmering over the tundra, a play of light across hundreds of miles that turned endless snowfields into luminous jewels. The shockingly intense experience of shooting through the sky at a speed beyond imagination, of being light, of inhabiting a body that was somehow radiance come alive – and he was no longer sure if he was seeing or feeling or how exactly he perceived her thoughts, because to experience the world through the unfamiliar lens of her perception, stretched his mind in ways beyond imagination. How did one even begin to describe the sensation of lightning fizzing through one’s being? 
 
    He knew one thing. This was the vital knowledge of being her. 
 
    This was her essence. 
 
    It clicked at last. “Och aye! Are ye trying to tell me yer name?” 
 
    Keee-irr! She chased around in a circle, shrilling his name, and then evidently became distracted by her own tail. She chased that around several times more. Becoming dizzy, she wobbled and fell upon his feet. Keee-irr … 
 
    “Sorry, this bedazzled lad is just a little slow on the uptake.” 
 
    “Been saying that for anna,” his father put in helpfully, clapping Keir upon the shoulder. “Ouch!” 
 
    A spark had leaped between them. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad. So, what are we to call ye, then? Storm? Diamond? Storm’s Diamond? Am I getting close?” 
 
    That loose-tongued, crooked smile celebrated his astoundingly insightful effort. Keir chuckled and scratched her behind several of her ears. Quite unlike a cat’s ears, they were hot and scaly. Interesting. Oddly, he preferred the silken, scaly sensation to that of fur. Even more evocative? 
 
    “One or the other? Both? Add a dash of lightning? Whizz-Bang Beauty on Paws?” 
 
    “Son, be serious.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “This is nae just any lady ye are naming.” 
 
    “Too true, Dad. Well, the point is, she’s now’t really mine to name. She’s her own person. I just need to figure out what she meant …” Keir scratched his chin. Nope. No beard now, none ever, thanks to his maternal Elven heritage. “Alright. Aurora for the Northern Lights, right? And for that particular gleam inside yer scales, especially when I look closely in the right light. Aurora suits, right?” 
 
    Keee-irr! 
 
    Kalar laughed. “Ye nailed it, son.” 
 
    “Nae, but we’re on the leopard’s scent. She’s still … more. Like, um … I’m thinking, Auroral Storm Diamond?” 
 
    Keee-irr! Keee-irr! Keee-irr! 
 
    The hatchling started doing a funny dance around his legs, winding between them in a clear attempt to knock him over. 
 
    His father protested, “Nae, ye cannae call her that mouthful, sweet as it sounds. Surely –” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond? 
 
    Keee-irr! 
 
    “She seems to like it,” Keir laughed, giving up and pretending to fall over. The dragonet leaped upon his chest, trilling his name and doing her humorous impression of a smile. “See? Ugh, nae licking me in the mouth, ye rascal. That’s disgusting, all overheated Dragon slobber. What d’ye think, Dad?” 
 
    “It’s a bit … silly.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “In the thick of a battle, yer still going to be yelling something like, ‘O beauteous song of the auroral storm whom I make up sentimental sonnets for day and night, duck!’ when ye realise someone’s already sliced yer head off. That cannae be her name, son. It’s now’t … practical.” 
 
    “Patience, young man. I am working on it.” 
 
    Kalar laughed his great belly laugh. “Ye daft – that is now’t how I sound, ye scoundrel! Oh, and what’s this?” 
 
    Pausing her licking at his chin, the dragonet stared across the barn, quivering. His eyes tracked her gaze. A fat grey rat loitered beside their loose straw pile, bold as any Snowgre, staring back at the trio. She hesitated; reading her mood instinctively, he said, “Aye, that’s prey, little one. Kill as many of those as ye – aah!” 
 
    He clutched his chest as the hyper-energised little diamond launched off his torso in a blur, every talon extended, crossing the six paces so fast the rat barely had time to blink before … wham! Tan straw shot into the air as the hurtling dragonet hatchling crash landed beyond her target, but after a breathless second, she emerged with the rat dangling from her mouth. So proud at her catch! Strutting, gleaming, a splendid arch to her neck! 
 
    “Good girl! Dinnae ye eat it now,” Keir began, glancing down at his chest. 
 
    Lovely. He had to have a dozen hair-fine cuts crossing his pectorals and abdominals from where Auroral Storm Diamond had dug in prior to her incredible burst of speed. Razor talons. Her glowing pride was spoiled by a disgusted curl to her lip. She spat out the rat. Pagh! 
 
    “Told ye so,” he said. 
 
    Now, she stared at the rat as if she could not quite believe anything in the world tasted so exceedingly offensive. When it twitched, she snapped at it again, and promptly spat, Pagh! 
 
    He chuckled, “Och aye. Next time, maybe listen with the ears and use the claws?” He mimed making a tearing action. “Cannae imagine I’d want that taste swilling about my mouth. Few things in Tyanbran as taste that foul, hear me?” 
 
    One more bite, a vicious shake of the neck, and the dragonet hurled the rat away from her. She gave it one final hiss for good measure, and stalked over to Keir to goggle at his wounds. At once, her ears flattened against her skull and the wings drooped in a clear display of misery. 
 
    Keee-irr … krr? she inquired. 
 
    “It’s alright, darling. Just an accident.” 
 
    If he planned to be any use as a launchpad, he might need to take to wearing more than just a linen shirt. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “She attacked ye!” Rhyl shrilled, upon spying the blood-stained state of someone who might have been trying to sneak in the back door, unseen. “I knew it! Och nae, that there’s a wild creature, cousin. A Dragon. Ye cannae trust her as far as ye can – oh. Oh? And what have ye to say for yerself, lass?” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond slunk in behind him, the very picture of guilt. 
 
    “She used my chest as a springboard to attack a rat. Got overexcited,” Keir summarised. “How do I get this –” 
 
    “Shredded rag off yer chest?” his cousin inserted smoothly. “Ooh, clever lass, did ye hunt and kill yer first rat? What a good little dragonet! Aren’t ye just growing into those great paws of yers? Aye, that ye are! What a mighty hunter ye shall be.” 
 
    Sympathy? A non-existent commodity in this household. 
 
    Sulky boy. Keir chuckled at his own reaction. 
 
    He debated teasing his cousin about her Human brogue. Och aye, it was developing nicely. However, much like his mother, Rhyl packed an inordinate measure of snark, fizz and capability into her diminutive four-foot-seven frame. Elves were slightly built in the main, but his Aryssillati Clan took that to the extreme. Not that Prince Zyran was complaining, mind. Nor his father. Both men falling over the Amarinthian Bulwark for women who flawlessly defined the word petite. 
 
    On the other end of the scale, he had inherited his lanky height but none of the bulk from his father. Just nudging six feet in height was no great shakes in Human circles, but his stature had always made him stick out like a sore thumb amongst his Elven cousins and peers. Never mind the unusual, spiky white hair. Who wanted to look geriatric at fifteen anna of age? 
 
    Keir tried, “I’ll have ye ken that these cuts hurt like the blazes –” 
 
    “So, ye’ve been teaching her to hunt?” Rhyl shook her silver coils in apparent woe. “Excellent idea, cousin, but clearly lacking in the execution. Get over here. On second thoughts, lie ye down beside the hearth. I’ll bring ye some herbal antiseptic.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “But what? I’ll hear none of yer whining and bellyaching that it stings. It’s meant to sting. That’s the healing part.” 
 
    “I think yer the Dragon around here,” he sniffed. 
 
    “Lie still and stop moving.” 
 
    “Can I breathe, at least?” 
 
    “Breathe less. And talk less.” She winked at him. “Ye can strut more, however.” 
 
    “Strut? I dinnae –” 
 
    “Nae, ye never do. Awful failing in a future Dragon Guardian, d’ye ken? All the stories have yer kind reeking of arrogance –” 
 
    “My kind now, is it?” 
 
    Stripping his shirt efficiently, the healer examined the wounds before pronouncing them clean. Shanryssill popped over to offer her opinion. Shortly, they were gleefully discussing the merits of bandages, stitching or herbal glue to best treat his terrible wounds. Why could he not have a sweet girlfriend of his own to treat his wounded pectorals and abdominals, rather than his mother and second cousin? Clearly, he had not made the right deal with fate. Zyran had a girlfriend – Rhyl. Keir had no-one special, apart from his family, whom he loved to absolute distraction. Plus a four-pawed distraction. 
 
    Which meant he was complaining about what, exactly? 
 
    Keir announced, “She told me her name this evening. It’s Auroral Storm Diamond.” 
 
    Both women gazed at him in surprise.  
 
    “Glue,” said his mother. 
 
    “Glue,” Rhyl agreed, and reached out to pinch Keir’s cheek fondly. “Yer such a sweet, romantic soul, aren’t ye? ’Tis Auroral Storm Diamond, ye say?” 
 
    His pointy ears heated up until he feared they could be used for firelighters. 
 
    Keee-irr? purred the dragonet, nudging Rhyl’s hand in a clear demand for affection. 
 
    “Nae, I’m Rhyl. Say, ‘Rhyl’ – I guess that’s a hard –” 
 
    Sh-rrr? 
 
    No, that’s me, dragonet-my-beauty. His mother indicated Rhyl with a gesture. She’s called Rhyl. Say, ‘Rhyl.’ 
 
    Rrr … 
 
    Raspberry, Keir chortled. 
 
    Riril? chirruped his baby, and his heart melted like snow falling into a volcano. 
 
    Even Rhyl sighed and placed her hand upon her heart. Alright, you are way too adorable for your own paws. You win. Call yourself whatever you like. 
 
    What happened, Keir? his mother asked. 
 
    Before he could put forward his version of events, his cousin giggled, Beaten up by a month-old hatchling. Totally embarrassing. 
 
    Girls! Grit the teeth. Pretend the antiseptic cleansing solution did not sting a bit. 
 
    Actually, something far more interesting than that happened, said he, and with that, he set about explaining what he had sensed as she reacted to the lightning. Perhaps a dram of female intuition might help him to understand what was going on? Chosen frozen shmozen. If he had indeed been chosen by mysterious powers, as the King had intimated, it would help if he had a ruddy clue about anything related to his destiny! Or Santaclaws, or Dragons, or … 
 
    Failing that, he could just keep pretending. 
 
    And being amazed at every turn. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Janus was the month of darkness. Februarus was known for its winds, and this anna was no exception. Storm winds whistled between the peaks, spinning flurries of snow this way and that, and driving the townspeople to distraction as roof shingles fell, fences blew down, shutters blew off their hinges, or doors and windows slammed so hard, they cracked. Several mornings, Keir had to hold his sisters’ hands on their way to school, or they would have been swept right off their feet. Late one night, a tree crashed down on a neighbour’s house, thankfully missing all of the people sleeping inside. He and Kalar went to see if they could lend a hand. 
 
    That was the first time most of their friends and neighbours saw the dragonet. 
 
    News had travelled. Amarinthe was no large town. Had their neighbours not believed what their ears heard, or simply put the matter out of their minds as the harsh Winterfall continued to bite deeper and deeper into the New Annum? As he helped opposite his father, wielding a large two-man saw to cut through the trunk which had caved in the living room roof, a crowd of curious onlookers gathered.  
 
    “Look, mummy, a little diamond Dragon,” one girl, who was in the twins’ class at school, said. “Can I have a Dragon, too?” 
 
    “So endearing,” said another. 
 
    “A sparkly princess on paws. How adorable is that?” 
 
    “Such otherworldly beauty!” a neighbour prattled to no-one in particular. “Like a living star, wouldn’t ye say? I’d seen this strange glow in Kalar’s windows, mind ye, and wondered if his Elven wife were making some wicked fey magic –” 
 
    One of the older teenage lads drawled, “Beauty? Pah, there’s a laugh. That titch is pathetic.” 
 
    “Och aye, totally pathetic,” another voice echoed. 
 
    Keir’s neck jerked painfully. He had known those lads all his life. Thugs. Brothers who used to bully him at school, called Chamos and Tarik. He detested everything about them. 
 
    “Any Snowgre pup would eat that glowing slug alive,” sneered the younger brother, Tarik. “Bet that hide’s worth a pretty fortune … or, it might find better use as a floor rug – what say ye, Keir?” 
 
    Heat exploded in his cheeks. “Dinnae ye even –” 
 
    “Son.” His father’s hand gripped his upper arm. “Some folks are just plain stupid. It’s the way –” 
 
    “Calling us names, ye old cripple?” Chamos mocked. “Got something to say?” 
 
    Kalar drew himself up, his huge shoulders bunching as he glared at the youngster, who was too full of bravado to even think about backing down – or perhaps, he drew strength from the crowd. Keir had seen it before. Bullies needed backup. On their own, they were always less, but even the stares of silent onlookers were enough to make chests swell and all reason flee into the peaks. 
 
    The hatchling’s ears twitched sharply; her tongue flickered in and out twice, as if she were tasting the mood of the crowd. Sampling it. She drew back against Keir’s knees. Not a cowed posture; a vigilant one, but the teen misread it completely. 
 
    “Just look at that shrivelling weakling,” Chamos crowed, making fowl-noises against the palm of his hand. A few people laughed. “Freaking point-eared pretty lad’s got himself a dunder-pawed, dribbling idiot for a girlfriend.” 
 
    Tarik blustered, “Couldn’t do any better than that scaly rat, Elf boy? Figures.” 
 
    “What ye gonna do, white mop-head, run after us like yer lame old man?” 
 
    Crimson exploded behind his eyes. Fists balled, chest bursting with rage and shame, he tore right out of his father’s grasp and stalked toward the lads. This time, this anna, he would teach them a lesson. Before he had completed his third stride, a boot hurtled past his head. So hard was it thrown, when the heel struck Chamos’ jaw, it smashed the young man clean off his feet. A millisecond later, a gleam like a shooting star seared past at the height of his knees. Hunting. Bent upon blood. 
 
    That was when he knew a cold stab of fear. 
 
    “Nae!” 
 
    Running, screaming, begging in his mind – the dragonet stumbled, but her momentum and the fright of the sudden assault were enough to throw Tarik onto his back. Caught mid-leap onto his chest, she stopped and dug in as if paralysed, fangs agape against his throat. Seven weeks old she might be, but instinct served her well. She knew exactly where and how to make a killing bite. 
 
    Softly, he said, “This one’s now’t worth it, little one. Come away.” 
 
    He sensed the struggle in her, the craving to kill warring with the trust inherent in their still-developing relationship. He heard the crowd murmuring all around. People he had known all his life, only now wakening to the reality of mortal danger. 
 
    How could he desire to bring death here? In front of children, moreover? 
 
    Even more quietly, Keir urged her, To kill this lad would be dishonourable, Auroral Storm Diamond. He is a fool, worth even less than that rat you slew. But this taste would never wash out of your mouth. Trust me. Please, trust me on this occasion, as I will trust you when it comes to matters of the Dragonkind. His insults are nothing. Empty, pointless bluster lost in the wind. 
 
    Still, she breathed heatedly upon the petrified teen’s neck. 
 
    Keir reached out slowly, putting his trembling arm about her neck to draw her away. Her hide was searing hot, the diamond scales radiating pure white light and inner power. At the same time, he trapped Tarik with his gaze. In a deathly voice, he whispered, “Never bait a Dragon, hear me? Next time ye might now’t be so lucky, nor so alive.” 
 
    Their nostrils flared as one, the half Elf and the dragonet, taking in the putrid stench of soiled trousers and the acrid terror sweat dampening the teen’s armpits in dark, spreading half-circles. 
 
    Keee-irr, she agreed. 
 
    It was she who led him away. Shaking. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kalar shook his head slowly. “She’s a predator, Shanryssill. A lethal weapon. Took that lad down like a crossbow bolt, mark my words. That quick.” 
 
    Sipping the hot honeyed tea Rhyl had just passed to him, Keir tried to control the juddering of his hands as he reflected upon how she had sped past him – in the heat of fury, instinct had lent her paws wings. For once there was no awkward hatchling movement, like a Human toddler still uncertain of her balance when walking. She had reacted with terrifying speed. Also, he realised, he had hated Chamos and Tarik from the very first time they had shoved him into a snowdrift on the way to school. That hatred, clearly sensed through their bond, had very nearly cost Tarik his life. The hatchling might not have understood the insults, nor what had been going on, but she had been perfectly attuned to his feelings. Far, far more aware than him. 
 
    Had he truly loathed those lads that much? 
 
    Because he feared them? 
 
    They had cast colossal shadows over his younger anna. Now he had seen, and through the dragonet, smelled and even tasted a young man’s mortal terror. He had apprehended that moment when a life stood so poised, the merest breath could have tipped it over the edge. 
 
    He knew a Dragon’s hunting instinct. 
 
    It was beyond anything he had ever imagined. Sharper than his ska’etaz. Swift as the lightning strike in which she had been born. Bone-deep, visceral and unutterably deadly. Every sense blazed, whetted to an extraordinary degree, a sensation that faded reluctantly from his awareness. Aye, he found a fascination, a lethal beauty, in the way that everything within her operated at the very pinnacle of predatory prowess. Maturity would only sharpen those skills. The question was, how much intelligence came coupled with the, dare he call it, animal instinct? She was so much more than he had anticipated, more than he had dreamed a Dragon could be. Multiplying in complexity every day. 
 
    An animal would have killed in the heat of that moment, would they not? Did mercy not bespeak a quality of intellect, the presence of a soul, even? 
 
    He needed to think this through, when his head stopped pounding. 
 
    No wonder people had favourite expressions, like, ‘Santazathiar’s paws!’ or ‘By Mauve above!’ They covered a host of situations, most especially when life was just too weird to be understood. 
 
    His father added, “Our son handled the situation like a seasoned warrior. Saved that fool’s life. And ye ken, maybe that boy will learn something. Maybe.” 
 
    His mother said, “Keir, I’m so proud. That was a fine thing ye did. Did ye learn ow’t today?” 
 
    “Aye. I hated those lads. Always have. And she sensed that in me. That was why she attacked, Mom and Dad. It was all my fault.” 
 
    Kalar hissed between his teeth. 
 
    “Based on yer emotions?” she queried. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” The earthenware mug still shook fit to slop the contents upon the table. He placed it down carefully. “I sensed we acted … together. As if we were one brain and one organism. I am still me and she is still her, but … it’s kind of complicated and all intertwined like two jungle lianas … certainly magical.” 
 
    Shanryssill nodded slowly. “I wonder if the Elven magic in ye is interacting with her Dragon magic?” 
 
    “Aye,” Kalar agreed. “What d’ye think, son?” 
 
    He shrugged emphatically. “There’s a lot going on and I’m only just scratching the surface, just beginning to envision how it might work. I kind of wish she came complete with a detailed guidebook, but, ye ken, there’s nae such thing as a guidebook to women, is there? Nor Dragons.” 
 
    “Nae, nor to magic,” Rhyl interjected with a low chuckle. 
 
    Reaching out, Kalar squeezed his arm where it was bruised from his grip earlier. “I thought I’d handled the situation with my boot. But when she attacked, I saw that lad’s death written. Ye changed his stars, Keir. Dinnae ken how ye kept the presence of mind, but ye did. By Santazathiar’s own truth be wreathed, I’m proud of ye.” 
 
    The unfamiliar oath rocked him. 
 
    After a very long silence, his cousin put in, “I’ve been thinking about yer name for her. Auroral Storm Diamond. I was wondering – ye ken, if it’s like a clumsy word-for-word or concept-for-concept translation of some kind of Dragonish language she knows innately? I mean, sorry to call ye clumsy.” She flushed slightly, staring into her own fragrant cup of yellow tea. “Ye have a way with words, and ideas, cousin, that’s … breathtaking.” 
 
    He coloured as if he were the one possessed of inner fires. “Eh – well, if ye dream up any more apt names, let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond rested beside the hearth now, her muzzle flattened against the grey darmite stone as if that attack had required a supreme effort. How much did the magic, the intense connection, demand of a hatchling? And of him? He could sleep a hundred anna after that. 
 
    The lidded draconic eyes flicked askance to him. Meeting her gaze, he wondered at the darker, burnt-orange tenor of their fires, the way her pupils appeared smaller, almost shrunken … 
 
    Could this be shame? 
 
    Rising, Keir staggered over to the hearth and sat down just beside the fire with his back pressed to the stones, soaking in the warmth. At once, she poured into his lap like a gemstone unexpectedly turned to liquid, but her head drooped at once, resting upon his left thigh. 
 
    With his utmost gentleness, yet strangely intent, he said, “Ye did well today, my beauty. Ever so well. There’s now’t to be ashamed of, because ye sensed what I desired most and acted upon it. We’ve a lot to learn, ye and I, about how things are to work between us. It’ll take time. Ye see, come that day when evil rises against, we need to be ready. Then, there will be nae holding back. We will hunt together.” 
 
    Some kind of premonition? Shiver! 
 
    She huffed out a breath, as if to say, ‘I think that’s enough for today.’ 
 
    Indeed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7: School 
 
    24th of Februarus Month 
 
      
 
    CURIOSITY OVERCAME FEAR. THE day following the incident with Chamos and Tarik, several neighbourhood children came knocking shyly at the door to ask if they might be allowed to see the little Dragon. Shanryssill invited them in. 
 
    Of late, Auroral Storm Diamond had taken to playing with the kittens with the air of an amused big sister. Just now, she was teasing them by twitching the tip of her tail to attract their attention. Flick. Hop. Pause … and twitch! The kittens were unable to resist. First the ears pricked up, then their tails wriggled madly, and their eyes tracked the jerky motion with compulsive interest. Soon they were crouching, stalking the tail tip along the floorboards, ready to pounce soft-pawed upon the irresistible toy! 
 
    The lads wanted to know if she could breathe fire, tear fifty Damask Yaks to pieces at the same time and destroy the entire Certanshi army with one swipe of her mighty paw. When Arami scornfully told them she was just a baby, they soon lost interest and took over teasing the kittens with a piece of crimson yarn most probably snitched from their Christmas decorations at home. The girls wanted to pet the hatchling, stroke her, and exclaim over how glorious her scales were, how cute her nose, and how soft her wings. 
 
    Shameless reprobate! Keir knew she loved attention, but she had never lapped it up with quite such a brazen air about her. Auroral Storm Diamond crooned and stretched her flexible spine exactly like a cat, and blinked her huge eyes to make the girls squeal, ‘So adorable!’ ‘So sparkly and pretty!’ ‘What gorgeous eyes!’ She nuzzled their hands peremptorily, demanding scratches in just the right places, and complained if someone let up even for a second. 
 
    He went back to fletching yet another pile of arrows. Apart from raising a minor world-changing impossibility from the egg, he would do his part. Besides, he found the repetitive work calming. Normal. 
 
    Was he a fool for wishing for the mundane, when their family’s Dragonmas miracles still stood fresh in his memory? 
 
    Soon, he overheard, “Is yer mother a real Elf?” 
 
    “Of course, straight from the jungle,” Arami snorted. 
 
    “She’s beautiful. So’s yer big cousin,” said another of the girls. 
 
    One of the lads piped up, “Well, my Dad says Elves make evil magic. Is yer Mom a witch?” 
 
    “Ye daft Snowgre!” Narini snapped, unusually for the shyer twin. “She makes people better. Didn’t she make Old Granny Garadi’s tummy ulcer all better last week?” 
 
    “Aye, that she did,” several of the children agreed, and one added in a singsong voice, “Now’t wrong with that.” 
 
    Growing a mite bored of the conversation, Auroral Storm Diamond nipped off to sharpen her talons on a chunk of old stump Kalar had found for her. Better that than the furniture or the kitchen table, which was where she had started. One of the legs was still looking sadly chewed up. She stretched her body and limbs with low, throaty growls of pleasure as she raked the blackwood repeatedly before a wood-boring beetle caught her attention, tottering off across the floorboards. 
 
    Family and children alike watched in fascination as she stalked it across toward the front door, belly low to the floorboards, eyes ablaze with predatory intent. Keir found himself holding his breath – somehow, her extreme focus in that moment made for an irresistible spectacle. Pounce! Munch! The children cheered! 
 
    She shook herself, licked her paws, and returned being a shameless attention seeker. 
 
    After a minute, a lad put in, “Well, I heard folks say them Elves done get what’s coming to them.” When Shanryssill glanced sharply at him, he muttered, “Dinnae mean I liked it none. ’Twas mean words and hurtful.” 
 
    Arami said, “Well, that’s plain stupid-like. Just ’cause we got pointy ears?” 
 
    “I like yer ears.” 
 
    “Get off or I’ll box yer ears so hard, I will,” Arami growled, pushing the lad half-heartedly. 
 
    “My Mum says Elves is people same as us,” another girl, two anna older than the twins, put in. “Ye eat the same, sleep the same –” 
 
    “Poop the same,” laughed a lad. 
 
    “Ew!” yelled all the girls. 
 
    Across the table, Shanryssill’s eyes asked Kalar and Keir if they had heard that one particular comment. His father’s lips flattened into a grim line. Aloud, she said, “Funny thing, that – poop. Did ye ever see yer dragonet go anywhere, son? Like the kittens in their litterbox?” 
 
    Startled both by the acuity of the observation and the fact that it was made by his normally proper mother, he spluttered, “Nae. Actually, come to think of it … that’s weird.” 
 
    “Ye should check her, son,” his father said. 
 
    “Check what?” 
 
    “Lift her tail and check where our good Mauve dinnae deign to shine.” 
 
    Kalar, you old rascal! Shanryssill admonished. I see where our son gets it from. Will you please – 
 
    Aye. Keir, will you help me today, son? 
 
    Amazing how parents could do that. An entire conversation encapsulated in several words. He was still catching up in his mind, when his mother surreptitiously made a walking motion upon the kitchen counter with her fingers. His heart sank. Aye. This was not the first rumour they had heard in their small community. Two weeks back, one of the Elves who worked at the castle had suffered an accident – fell down the stairs. He did not remember what had happened, but a rumour circulated in town that he must have been pushed. Then, a dead rat tied to a stone had been thrown through the window of the Dalamyssill family house last week. 
 
    As they said in the mountains, the Wyverns circled. 
 
    Time to pack. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When it came down to it, how did one make a decision to uproot a family from a community where they had spent most of their lives? Granny Garadi, who at a spritely ninety-three anna should have known better than to fetch her own firewood from the outside store during a moderate squall, slipped on the ice that same evening and struck her head. Shanryssill and Rhyl went to treat her. 
 
    Granny had an ear to the town’s pulse. She was not a gossip, but what she did not know about the local news and mood was not worth knowing. 
 
    Shanryssill teased her about being the King’s best spy. 
 
    Then, she returned and had a closed-door conference with Kalar. Father picked up his walking stick, and said he needed to go consult the castle’s archives. Keir had long since worked out what that meant: a private audience with the King – a properly private, man-to-man chat. As a former Commander, his father still had the access accorded to his rank, and he was loved by many as much as he was hated by some, for his penchant for bluntly speaking his mind had ruffled more than a few feathers in the establishment over the anna. 
 
    Like father, like son, eh? 
 
    Still, the King’s Councillors had been quiet, content to let the family get on with the business of feeding a growing Dragon. Too quiet? One had to wonder. He also puzzled over how to train her for war. No issues in the intelligence sector, nor in the fiery instincts, but definitely a few challenges in the matter of stubbornness. 
 
    Like Dragon, like person … he chuckled to himself. Maybe he and the dragonet were even better suited to one another than he had imagined, although the additional responsibility still daunted him like Darkfall itself. If the King had meant to inject the fear of Trolls into his bones, aye. Success. He also knew he would not swap Auroral Storm Diamond for anything in all Tyanbran. Or Olde Earth, for that matter. She was a treasure – and raising her a zenith of honour – that still daily left him breathless. 
 
    Later, Prince Zyran came to visit and had a few jokes for the twins. Soon, another hushed conference proceeded behind closed doors; this time, the location being Keir’s old bedroom. He was quite certain he heard quiet sobbing in there. His best friend emerged more pasty of face than a Human who had spent five years locked in a dungeon. 
 
    He said, “I’ll be announcing my breakup with Rhyl to the court this evening.” 
 
    Keir made an open ‘O’ with his mouth. 
 
    “Dinnae ye look so devastated, ye silly … friend! It’s a cursed lie, alright? If ye must ken –” Zyran puffed out his cheeks, and then put his arms around Keir and held him tight. “Ye take care of her, alright? This is going to be …” 
 
    He left the words unspoken, but his moist eyes spoke volumes. 
 
    How could he be strong for his friend’s sake, when his heart had just flattened into a pancake within him? How could they break up? How could they not? His heart stung for his friends’ sake. 
 
    He hugged the Prince fiercely. “Ye tell that soul blade to keep ye safe on the battlefront, alright?” 
 
    “Och aye, on the battlefront.” 
 
    What did that echo mean? Keir wanted to ask farther, but Zyran went over to the dragonet and hunkered down. Stroking her muzzle, he said, “Alright. Ye miniature firestorm of beauty, I want ye to ken ow’t important. That there’s my best friend. In the noo, I must confess he’s a hot-headed nitwit pretty much most of the time, so ye have to keep him from doing his usual bunch of insanity and nonsense. A touch crazy is fine and normal in his world. Totally loony is now’t. Ye understand the drift of my azure snows?” 
 
    Meeting his gaze, she purred coyly, Zzz-rrrin. 
 
    Zyran crowed, “Aye! Zyran! Ye … wow, yer eyes are something ….” She must have communicated more to him, because he tickled her behind the ears and laughed, “Of course, ye wee rascal. That’s the whole point. Tricky, eh?” 
 
    “What? What’s tricky?” Keir asked. 
 
    “See ye around a mountain peak, Kestrelfoot.” 
 
    Best friend or none, he refused to offer one word further on the matter. Soon, in the hurly burly of upheaval, it vanished from his mind altogether. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On the evening of that same day, the twenty-second of Februarus Month, Granny Garadi took a turn for the worse. The two Elves went over to treat her. Rhyl wept openly and twice as loudly as Keir thought might reasonably be justified in the circumstances, half-hiding her tearful face in the hood of her cloak for the benefit of the curious neighbours. He could only imagine the firestorm of gossip that was about to envelop their small community. 
 
    Shanryssill winked at him on her way out. “Granny’s trouble is real, but that – a few herbs to increase her tears, a touch of makeup, and besides which, yer cousin’s a decent actress.” 
 
    With that, they were off. 
 
    Keir shook his head slowly. Lies, and ripples of more lies. When would this end? 
 
    Later that evening, his father sat almost obsessively sharpening his axe by the fireside, his face shadowed with concerns Keir could easily guess at. 
 
    “Something wrong, Dad?” 
 
    “Battle bones, son. Keep yer ska’etaz close, alright? I’m going to check over the packing one more time.” Switching to Elven, he said, Shanri-adored-one – 
 
    One more day, beloved? Granny’s not out of the jungle yet. Then, I promise … 
 
    Humans say woods. His eyes crinkled fondly at the corners. 
 
    Pah. Far too tame for the Elf in me. 
 
    Wow. Stormy mother! Then he remembered spying her matched pair of ska’etaz beneath her light, threadbare cloak that evening when she went out. Auroral Storm Diamond followed his father with her eyes as he stumped out of the back door. Obviously, he needed a short walk in the frigid air to clear his head, perhaps to the barn. They now had two zaribar ponies stabled there. Ready. 
 
    The following day, they held an almost word-for-word repeat of the previous evening’s conversation. Granny Garadi was at the jungle’s edge. One more day. That night, the hatchling woke him five times as she stirred restively. The floorboards creaking at his father’s tread announced a soldier on patrol. He had not wanted to say anything to his mother, but Keir knew how the battle bones could go with him. He always used to get this way, he remembered, before marching off to war with the King’s army. Impatient. Irascible. Itchier than a fiery river-rash. He knew himself well enough not to take it out on his family, but that did not make it easier. 
 
    The twenty-fourth of Februarus, exactly two months after Dragonmas Eve – hard to believe so little time had passed between the day that presaged a miracle and now – dawned grey and foul. A mountain irdashoon, they called this wind, that moaned about eaves, rattled shutters and blustered down chimneys, snuffing out fires. It was like Darkfall, minus the huge masses of storm clouds, but often the irdashoon had a strange effect on mountain folk, making them snappish and irritable, causing headaches and migraines for many. Animals escaped their pens and shelters, chickens went off their laying, and cats woke at odd hours, chasing unseen things in the corners of rooms. 
 
    All wariness, he walked the twins over to school through the drifting snows that morning, since his parents had decided to keep everything as normal as possible for the children – and to keep up appearances before their departure. He need not have worried. Amarinthe Town was just the same as ever. Returning to the house, he and his scaly shadow hunted rats in the barn. She missed three fine specimens in a row, to her very vocal irritation, and when Keir’s overarm throw pinned the last to the boards at the back of the barn, she growled at him and – well, threw a tantrum! Raking the air with her talons, hissing, spitting, and … sparking! 
 
    “Whoa! Fire …” he stomped about quickly, and for good measure, ran to the barrel they always kept ready beside the door, dipped in a pitcher, and snuffed out the sparks for good. “What was that?” 
 
    She looked equally startled. Keee-irr? 
 
    “Well, are ye planning to be a big fire-breathing beauty, or are ye planning to twirl lightning about yer pretty talons whilst ye paint lightning bolts across the peaks, my darling?” 
 
    This occasioned a droll, extra-dry version of her smile. 
 
    “Mind ye, I’m now’t sure they make lightning-proof armour in my size.” Keir ran his fingers through his shock of white hair. “How did the Guardians of yore do it without, for instance, getting frazzled up there in the sky and floating to the ground as crispy flakes? Besides which, when are ye planning to grow into those mighty paws of yers? Ye dinnae grow steadily, d’ye ken – now’t one smidge these last two weeks.” Although, had she put on muscle beneath those sleek scales? “We couldn’t be missing something in yer diet … in the noo, let’s just take a wee little look down here …” 
 
    Keir was not sure what passed for reptilian anatomy, but as best he could tell as an amateur, she lacked the – erm, outlet – one expected. He had little sisters, so he was not a complete ignoramus on the subject of female anatomy. He had changed wet cloths, and bathed and cleaned the twins more times than he could count, due to his mother’s ailing. Nonetheless, the matter of examining a Dragon’s nether regions was an intensely uncomfortable experience. If she laid eggs, where did those come out? How might she one day mate? And if she did not produce either liquid or solid waste, what happened to all the food, milk, water and indeed, leather bones, boots and gemstones, that she ingested? Could it all be coming out of her as pure heat? Some impressive digestive system she must possess if that was how it worked! 
 
    The day turned hectic. Keir popped over to help lift some roof beams for the neighbour’s roof reconstruction, and then stuck around because two of the carpenters were lads he had gotten on well with in school, and they wanted the entire mountain range of information on Dragons. In his enormous experience, he inquired? At least he had one, they returned wryly. One who was currently trying to climb a ladder onto the roof, but had not yet quite worked out how to clench and unclench her dexterous forepaws in sequence to enable her to climb. She whined for him. Purred. Tried to catch his eye … 
 
    “Keir! Have ye forgotten school, son?” 
 
    “Dad – got to go, lads.” 
 
    “Back to school? Aren’t ye a wee bit long in the tooth for the bairns’ class there?” 
 
    “Och nae! Well, at least I dinnae grow goat scruff on my chin and try to call it a beard. Ye thought of trying fertiliser?” 
 
    “Says he who lacks the least patch to fertilise?” 
 
    Laughing, Keir scooted down the ladder. “Come on, ye scoundrel. Let’s go.” 
 
    Whipping up his backpack, he popped the hatchling in headfirst. Evidently she did not mind, still being small and flexible enough to turn around in there, which she did as he jogged across town. Lightly. Loving the run, but suddenly, remembering how his father talked about the battle bones, his feet developed an itch. His long legs pumped with new urgency. Down into the marketplace, darting through the crowd to the tune of a few startled cries, and away again up a slight incline toward the school building. The tall, grey double storey building housed seven classes, covering the ages from five anna up to fourteen. That was the age at which most children left education and went to work in trades, on farms, or began their Army training in preparation for deployment. 
 
    As he trotted up to where a few knots of parents and relatives stood about chatting, he observed that the younger children had been let out to play in the snow. The wind had dropped enough. The older ones whiled away the time at a game of darts aiming at different targets affixed to a tree, or playing around the edges of the front yard, which had a knee-high stone fence demarcating an area of fifty yards by twenty, which in the summer would be lovely bluegrass fringed with flowers. Now it was just heaps of azure snow criss-crossed by the footprints of eager children, like a snaking maze created by many feet. 
 
    Across the sea of heads, he spied three men in close conversation in the shadow of the last house before the end of town. He only noticed because they were not behaving like the parents or relatives. No smiles. No neighbourly chatter. They spoke earnestly to a fourth person, a beefy young man whose broad back he recognised all too well. Chamos. What was he doing here? 
 
    As he slowed, a chill trickled down his neck and then shot back up into his scalp, for Chamos turned, his arm swinging in an unmistakable gesture. Keir had no need of the lip-reading Rhyl had started to teach him to know what he said, nor exactly where he pointed. 
 
    “Elven children? Right there.” 
 
    He indicated Arami and Narini, now thankfully dashing away from the sinister group as they chased their classmates, shouting with laughter. Blissfully unaware. They wore bright but worn turquoise winter dresses, with thick leggings beneath and heavy snow jackets. As their hoods were down, their upswept Elven ears and Arami’s long platinum hair easily distinguished them from the other children. 
 
    Keir froze. The faces beneath those heavy hoods were too shadowed to read, but he read their body language readily enough. He caught a glint of what he took for armour or weapons half-hidden beneath their robes. One man melted back out of sight. The other two started walking directly toward the playground, watching the playing children, disturbingly intent. 
 
    His legs moved in a manner entirely disassociated from his brain. His boots crunched in the snow while his brain crunched scenarios. How could he get his sisters somewhere safe? Call in the townspeople; who knew how many would be injured or killed? Those dark cloaks meant business. They moved like they meant business, like they knew what it was to slide a dagger between a person’s ribs with a twist. Have his sisters run home? What if there were more rogues than these three? What if they had already staked out the house? 
 
    Hurdling the wall with a swift leap, he swooped down upon the twins and seized them each about the waist. “Any wee Dragon Riders want a swing?” 
 
    “Brother!” they chorused. 
 
    Whirling, he checked the position of the men. Too close. The road, too dangerous. One of them had a quarter-sized crossbow partially hidden in his voluminous sleeve, the weapon rising to take aim at his back, curved protectively over his sisters. One chance. 
 
    “Inside. Quick!” 
 
    Narini squealed, “But we want to play!” 
 
    Arami begged, “Aye. Five more minutes, Keir? C’mon, ye always let us –” 
 
    “Code Wyvern!” he barked. “Go, go, go!” 
 
    His sisters stared at him in open-mouthed shock. 
 
    A tingle of fear clasped his neck in talons of ice. Move! Keir dived for the front door, like all schools in Amarinthe, painted a bright yellow to welcome students. Banging it open with his shoulder, he launched the twins and himself inside. Kick the door shut! Whap! Thonk! The thick oak vibrated as one quarrel pierced right through the wood, stopping an inch short of his nose. 
 
    It might have been fair to say, said nose quivered like a frightened snow hare’s just then. 
 
    Arami screamed! 
 
    Wrenching his attention back to the twins, he said urgently, “Code Wyvern. We’re in danger. Remember how Mom and Dad drilled ye? Dinnae ye panic. Keep yer heads down and listen closely. There are some bad men outside. I’m going to try to stop them, alright? But ye have to get away. Ye have to run as fast as ye can to a safe place.” 
 
    “Where to?” Arami asked. 
 
    Narini burst into tears. 
 
    Casting about, Keir found a huge, heavy table and heaved it up against the door. “Listen. When I say, we’re going to go out the back door and I want ye to run, alright? Just skedaddle. I ken ye both can run like the wind, ’cause yer Elves. Here’s the trick. I need ye to look out for each other. Hold hands and dinnae ye let go. Repeat it for me.” 
 
    “Run fast,” Narini sniffed. 
 
    “Hold hands,” said her twin. “Look after each other.” 
 
    Keir gave them a big hug each. “As Mom drilled ye, run straight to Alaxar Blacksmith’s forge. Ye will be safe there. The forge, alright? Nowhere else. Ken ye the way?” 
 
    “Around the outside of town,” Arami stammered. 
 
    “It’s now’t far. Keep as close to the houses as ye can, and keep ye under cover. I’ll be right behind ye, but I need to stop those bad men first, alright?” Taking one of his leaf-blades from his belt, he gave it to Narini. “Remember what Mom showed ye? If someone comes who yer scared of, stick him with this. Now’t Alaxar. He’s a friend good and true. I will come find ye at the forge –” 
 
    BLAM! BLAM! 
 
    The twins jumped and whimpered again as the two men began to hammer on the schoolhouse door. Grabbing them each by the hand, Keir walked them quickly through the familiar building, past the classrooms with their slate boards and long bench desks where he had spent so many hours learning or daydreaming, to the back door. It should be open. The main field used by the school during the summer months was back here, and a simple playground for the younger children with a wooden obstacle course, three swings and a big, very fake wooden Ogre the lads always used to beat with sticks. 
 
    Crack open the door. Check both ways. 
 
    Pretend a level of calm and assurance alien to any bone of his body. What he wanted to do most of all, was to throw up. Bravery was so different when his little sisters’ lives hung in the balance. Santazathiar grant him strength. 
 
    “Ready to run?” 
 
    “Nae, nae, I cannae,” quavered Narini. 
 
    “Come on, I got yer back, sister,” said Arami, clasping her hand. “Ye be brave now, alright?” 
 
    He swallowed past a huge lump in his throat. 
 
    To Keir’s surprise, Auroral Storm Diamond elected to wriggle out of his backpack at this point and hopped down to the ground. Assuming a protective stance beside the twins, the hatchling growled, Keee-irr. Grr … a-grr … sssss-af. Sssss-af! 
 
    It was the longest sentence she had ever spoken. “Safe? D’ye mean ye’ll keep the girls safe?” 
 
    Keee-irr. The fire that filled her eyes now was pearlescent, like the Queen’s necklace he had once seen, made from fabulously rare pearls fished out of the Cyantar Ocean. Sssss-af! 
 
    Clear enough, even to a half Elf who was occasionally as thick as a short plank, he supposed. 
 
    He said, Good girl. You run with the twins and keep them safe. I will come as soon as I can. Girls, Storm’s with you and she will fight to keep you safe. 
 
    Could the hatchling even run that far? Would she flounder in the deep snow or flit over the top of it like an Elf? 
 
    Please, please, please let the girls be quick enough! 
 
    “Let’s go,” he ordered. “Go! Run!” 
 
    They burst out together, running along the back of the school building before dashing toward the first line of houses. All that play in the snow out back of their house, he realised now, had helped the dragonet learn how to steady herself. She even opened wings to help her navigate a soft snowdrift. 
 
    Drawing his remaining ska’etaz, he flicked open the blade. Sensing something. Movement. Danger. Darting ahead of the girls and the galloping hatchling, Keir leaped into the air just as he passed the corner of the schoolhouse. A blade swished beneath his bent knees. He landed lightly upon hard, slippery footing, but spun in the same motion to face his opponent. 
 
    “Freaking half-breed!” snarled the man, raising his sword. 
 
    His brain raced. Was this the third of their number? Where were the other two? Were there more than he had seen? 
 
    Keir stalled, shuffling sideways to block the rogue from any attempt to reach the twins. Give them longer to get away. The dragonet was with them, he sensed, but her concern was for him. Go. He pushed outward with his mind. Keep our loved ones safe. 
 
    He shifted steadily, keeping the blade ready. “What d’ye want?” 
 
    “Yer blood, Elf boy!” 
 
    The sword whistled through the air as the leather-armoured man came on fast, clearly trying to overwhelm Keir with a single sustained attack. He danced away, dodged and danced again. Thank heavens for all his recent training! During his last trip, the soldiers had been keen to show him a number of tricks or traps he could fall into in single combat or mêlée situations. Their instruction paid off now. As he heard shouts of pursuit, his attention wavered for a crucial instant. His opponent sold him a cunning feint and then tried to hack his ankles out from under him. Keir leaped forward over the blade’s blurred arc, smashing his knee solidly into the lowered jaw. The impact threw the man backward with a brutal snap. The ska’etaz followed through with an underhand thrusting motion, piercing the base of his throat more by accident than by design. Warm blood spurted all over his hand before he relaxed from his near-paralysed posture and pulled the blade free. 
 
    So easy. So easy, it was vile. 
 
    He had just killed a man for the first time. 
 
    These rogues wanted to slay his five anna-old sisters. In cold blood. Fire ignited his blood. Keir ran as he had never run before. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8: Flight 
 
      
 
    AT A GALLOP HE followed their tracks through the snow; four small feet and four paws. They had been running fast at this point, swerving to avoid the lip of a well almost buried in the snow, and a few dozen yards further on, detouring again to skirt a huge snowdrift banked up at the back of Gamax Tanner’s workshop. As he raced along, the row of tall stone houses curved steadily away to his right, hiding the fleeing children from view, but he knew he was close behind. He also realised that the other shouts had gone quiet. 
 
    Where were the other two skulking? 
 
    If he could surprise those rogues, attack from an unexpected angle … 
 
    Keir dashed up a snowdrift and leaped from there onto the lower eaves of Jamsor the Leather Artisan’s place. Scrambling up to the roof ridge in a flurry of dislodged azure snow, he found his footing and then sprinted along the row of close-set houses, leaping from roof to roof. Elven agility; thanks Mom. As he had told the girls, the distance was not far – less than a quarter-mile. He feared the worst. Surely grown men could outrun fleet-footed children, even Elven children? Relief speared into his belly as he identified the blacksmith’s chimney, pouring out heat that shimmered and steamed into the chill, clear afternoon sky. The main forge doors opened to the back, because Alaxar had always said he liked the view of fields while he worked. The neighbours grumbled that he was unsociable. 
 
    Alaxar was one of his parents’ oldest friends. 
 
    As he made the leap to the blacksmith’s roof, one of the men passed beneath his flying boots, dashing along the alleyway between Alaxar’s house and his workshop. Lightest footsteps, Keir! It would not do to give his position away. 
 
    He heard muffled shouts over the usual roaring of the forge. His heart clanged off the top of his boots. No! His sisters! Dashing to the edge, he looked down. The assassin hesitated in the doorway, possibly needing to give his eyes a second to adjust, and that was his downfall. 
 
    He sprang! 
 
    The man’s last-instant reaction almost saw Keir skewered through a part of him that he would very much prefer to retain intact, but the upraised blade snagged in the back of his jacket as he swung his legs, twisting them about the man’s neck. As the momentum carried him downward, that grip tightened like an unnatural tree root. A bone-cracking sound made him shudder. He landed awkwardly in the snow, tucking in his shoulder to prevent injury. Not pausing to consider his surprise that the manoeuvre had actually worked, Keir gathered his feet beneath him and charged into the forge building. A wave of heat, smoke and the tang of acrid smelted metals made his eyes water. 
 
    Two more! One rogue struggled in Alaxar’s mighty grip, having lost his weapon somehow. Despite the low, flickering lighting mostly emanating from the arched opening of the forge, Keir saw his face turning purple as the V formed by the blacksmith’s massive biceps and his steely forearm steadily crushed the windpipe. His compatriot waved a short sword threateningly at Alaxar’s daughter and apprentice, Tarmari, who had placed herself between the children and danger, her weapon of choice, glowing forge tongs. 
 
    Where was Auroral – 
 
    Flash! 
 
    Brilliant lightning lit up the tall room, but the effect was surprisingly minor. The armed rogue yelped, fumbling his blade, before kicking out low and hard, catching the charging hatchling flush in the belly with a heavy boot. She made a terrible, winded wheeze and staggered sideways against a table leg. 
 
    At the same time as Keir rushed forward, Tarmari reached out with the tongs, missing the man’s neck but catching his left wrist instead. 
 
    He raised his sword. “Say yer Darkfall prayers, lassie …” 
 
    Continuing her motion, she pulled his arm smoothly into the blazing orange forge mouth. 
 
    The man vented a scream that Keir knew he would never forget, not as long as he lived. Alaxar’s hammer rose and fell, putting the man out of his pain – perhaps forever. The blacksmith ran the other would-be assassin’s head firmly into the side of a handy anvil, before releasing the flaccid body with a disgusted grunt. 
 
    “Keir, ye came!” Arami shouted. 
 
    “Keir, Keir, I did stick him some good!” Narini cried, waving his ska’etaz around haphazardly. He quickly rescued it before more damage was done. Blood on the blade. She had definitely done as he had ordered. Brave lass! 
 
    Keee-irr. Krrrr-krrrr Keee-irr! 
 
    “I’m fine, sweet-fires. All good.” The hatchling checked over each person in turn – the twins, Tarmari, the blacksmith, even the unconscious man – although he received a hostile growl. “Everyone alright? Alaxar, how can I thank ye enough?” 
 
    “ ’Twas now’t, son,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “Yer hurt, Dad!” Tarmari said. 
 
    He glanced at his forearm. “This scratch? Had worse from the sparks of my forge. How’s yer … Dragon? Girl Dragon? Must be a she when she comes clad in these glorious scales, like the most splendid armour ye ever did see.” Dropping to one knee, the heavyset blacksmith ran his hand beneath her belly. “Maybe a cracked rib? Cannae rightly tell, as I ken Damask Yaks better than yer kind, brave little one. Aren’t ye just every inch as majestic as yer ancestors were ever said to be?” 
 
    Evidently, this comment, or at least Alaxar’s tone, was most pleasing to the hatchling, because she purred up a diminutive storm of pleasure as he caressed her neck and scratched her ears. 
 
    He said, “She would now’t let them near yer sisters. Quick as a spark, she was. But they got us separated, and then Narini stabbed that one in the leg, and Arami tripped the other, and then ye came … too close, that was. Cannae say how yer Dad knew. Battle bones?” 
 
    “Aye, they were bad.” 
 
    “Come on, we’ll walk ye home. Dinnae ken if there are more of these brutes about.” 
 
    Narini shrank into his shadow. “Keir …” 
 
    He picked her up in one arm, and Auroral Storm Diamond in the other. “Yer both the bravest lasses I ken.” 
 
    “And me?” Arami demanded. 
 
    “Och aye, mistook ye for the crown jewels, I surely did.” He added, “Alaxar, once we’re safely home, could ye make sure to warn the other Elven families up at the castle? I think King Daryan will want to ken this news.” 
 
    “I surely will, son,” he said. “Tarmari, can ye tie these – fellows – up? I think it’s the King’s finest accommodations for such as they.” He spat on the ground. “Deep and dark.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Arami. “Toss them in the dungeons and throw the key in after!” 
 
    Narini giggled, “But then they’ll just escape.” 
 
    “Then, burn the key!” 
 
    “Metal dinnae burn, Arami,” the dark-haired sister laughed. “What happened, did ye become me today?” 
 
    All at once, the twins burst into peals of laughter. 
 
    How could children do that? Nausea churned in his gut at the knowledge of what could have gone wrong, but they were already rebounding, somehow, from the deep terror of this experience. Perhaps this was a blessing peculiar to childhood. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nothing under Mauve could scare the wits out of a seasoned soldier like a five anna-old’s rendition of a running battle. Keir had never seen his father turn quite the colour of an old dishrag. Impressive. Apparently, Keir had blockaded the school door with ten desks, fought like a Dwarven dervish and pounced from the sky like a snow leopard, while Narini had carved up a man ‘like that yummy Christmas veal, it was!’ Complete with a demonstration plus sound effects. The hatchling had also shredded the enemy’s trousers. Nobody had the heart to tell the overexcited twins off for stretching the truth a touch. 
 
    What did happen was a glance between his parents that Keir had dubbed The Parental Look. 
 
    They unobtrusively dispatched the twins to go feed the kittens. Shanryssill checked Auroral Storm Diamond as best she could, as she was clearly moving with great discomfort. Kalar moved around the house, packing last-minute effects and favourite toys into bags. His hands shook, but he worked with military precision, as if this were a campaign he had long since planned down to the tiniest detail. Or, was it his way of dealing with the visceral fear of what had transpired this afternoon? 
 
    Under guise of doing odd jobs, Keir both tidied up and kept watch outside. 
 
    As the Winterfall evening fell early and crisp, he slipped inside for a few minutes to find his hatchling lying so close to the hearth, her scales had to be smoking. “And what are ye doing here, my bonny beauty?” he cooed, bending to stroke her fondly. “Ouch, are we being a Dragon? Practising our volcano-sitting skills?” 
 
    Keee-irr, she gurgled, stretching gingerly. She licked his hand. 
 
    “We tried a few herbs for the pain,” Rhyl said drily. “Recipes the General found in the archives. Then we ran Her Scaly Highness a hot bath, but that was now’t to her royal satisfaction, och nae indeed. We had to be installed here right beside a blazing fire, to our required standards of luxury.” 
 
    “I see. Long day?” 
 
    Rhyl nodded, her green eyes shadowed. “And a long night ahead, Santazathiar’s truth.” 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    “How? Keir, I’ve been so happy here.” 
 
    He debated giving his cousin a hug, but he had no wish to be labelled a creep again. In the end, he said, “It’s a terrible loss for ye, and I’m sorry. I think Prince Zyran –” 
 
    “Zyran?” she exploded. “Dinnae ye see, Keir – nae, nae, ye dinnae see now’t! Yer all like – oh, I dinnae ken, like life’s full of roses and wide vistas and fragrant mountain meadows! Cannae ye understand that I’ve lost everything I ever hoped for, and I’ve now’t to go home to, either? My Mom’s – well, she’s – and my Dad! Ugh.” 
 
    “Ye dinnae want to come with me to the Giant –” 
 
    “Keir, ye stupid – read my lips. Princes and simple girls like me, we dinnae get to ride into sunsets together. That’s now’t how the tale ends. Ever.” 
 
    Mutinously, he muttered, “Well then, maybe we need to rewrite the stupid ending for ye both! What do those pitiful poets ken about real life anyways? Now’t, nought and nothing! Look. Look over here. Insanely impossible exhibit number one, warming herself on top of the ruddy coals!” 
 
    He had lapsed into High Elven again, as often happened when he grew agitated. They both stared at the dragonet, who had made herself quite comfortable perched on top of a glowing orange-black log she must have raked out of the fireplace. No pain? No problem, apparently – no burn marks had developed on her scales either, so far. 
 
    Rhyl gaped at him as if he had gone completely barmy. 
 
    Maybe he had. 
 
    Twitching away from the unbearable angst in her gaze, he muttered irritably, Everyone agrees that Dragons are dead and gone, right? Eighty-four anna dead. And then they’ve all been proven dead wrong because here’s a miracle of diamonds and scales, sitting on live coals! And you know what? That makes me laugh! 
 
    Except, he sounded angry. Sad, angry and frustrated. 
 
    After a very long time, her arms stole around him from behind. Hey cousin, alright there? You keep rewriting those tales and making new endings, Keirthynal-my-inspiration. You know what else? 
 
    Uh … 
 
    You aren’t half bad as a cousin, but as a friend – you’re the Dragon’s prize. So just you drill that into whatever kind of rock you usually wear atop those shoulders. Catch the drift of my snows? 
 
    He supposed his answering smile was goofy at best. Somehow, his expression did not matter. Maybe it even helped. 
 
    Her tiny fingers received a squeeze. He whispered, Thanks. I needed that. 
 
    The evening wore on. Rhyl, and then Kalar and Shanryssill each kept several hours’ watch. Keir tried to sleep, but it was pointless. Far too keyed up. He took over at midnight. Outside, the weather was gloomy and windy, a moonless, overcast night which made it difficult to see one’s hand in front of one’s face. Perfect for nefarious dealings. If those four assassins had friends, then they would be extremely difficult to spot. On the other hand, his family’s movements would be equally challenging to track until they reached the open snowfields. That would be the most dangerous time. 
 
    The wily Commander had a plan. Naturally. 
 
    It involved a dummy called Keir. 
 
    That was a point he was still rather sore about. Literally, his father’s key idea was to use a white-haired dummy dressed like him, which would ride up toward where the first pass narrowed, north of Royal Amarinthe, upon a pony. Meantime, the family would wait in concealment and the real Keir would sneak around with bow in hand, waiting to see if anyone took the bait. The fact that the whole family nearly fell apart laughing when Kalar announced the exact nature of the plan, would be the source of said soreness. Even the hatchling had put on her amused expression, which was becoming more expressive and more comically lopsided by the day. Rhyl called him ‘irresistible bait.’ His mother ruffled his spiky hair fondly. 
 
    He had to quell a decidedly Dragonish desire to bite that hand. 
 
    Keir pitied the pony that was meant to be carrying fake him. It could easily get caught in the crossfire. Nobody wanted an arrow in the haunches, did they? 
 
    All too soon, he spied stealthy movement at the back door. Kalar loaded two very, very sleepy twins onto the first thick-furred zaribar mountain pony, which had a pair of pannier-style goods baskets slung across its back. The pony would carry one twin either side, in a cosy nook protected by layers of foodstuffs, supplies and bedding. In went the kittens too, one to either side. His father’s eyes crinkled into a smile as he tucked his daughters in deep. He kissed each forehead tenderly. 
 
    His own heart sort of crinkled, too. 
 
    A very masculine, muscular sort of crinkling, of course. 
 
    The second pony would carry more supplies, and Auroral Storm Diamond. 
 
    He really needed to do something about that name. It could not just be Aurora, because although it was a girl’s name, it did not, in the Human tongue at least, convey the same connotations of lucence and brilliance. Auroral – reluctantly dredging up his grammar learned at school – was an adjective. It needed to describe something. Rhyl must be right. Her name was probably a single word or concept in the draconic tongue, which did not translate easily into Human or Elven. 
 
    Grr. Self-imposed grammar lessons? Thought he had left school last anna! 
 
    Ready. After checking the tension of his Elven longbow for the twentieth time, Keir slipped down into the darkness beside their barn, scanning the area with his Elven sight. All quiet. Too quiet? 
 
    Kalar pressed the back door closed. He would walk or ride, as the motion of skiing had proven too painful for his knees and thighs when he had attempted to learn the skill. Shanryssill, Rhyl and Keir had skis. One of their jobs upon reaching the Northern Pentate would be to try to source a great many more skis for King Daryan, and to set up an agreement with the Northern Tundra Elves to bring or provide the right technology for making them, plus convince the Elves to send a few teachers for the clumsy Humans. Spend that Dragon gold, right? No worries about weird curses that might have made all the Dragons vanish overnight … 
 
    No worries whatsoever. 
 
    Skirting the houses, the family headed up to the road and the gloomy pine treeline right beside it. Father steadily swept away their tracks with a small tree branch. Shortly, they vanished into the deeper shadows beneath the dark boughs. 
 
    Fleeing Amarinthe. 
 
    Keir scouted several hundred yards ahead, able to move much more quickly and cover more ground than the ponies. It had not snowed for three days now. He took note of plenty of animal tracks and a few tracks of people who had walked up to the woods in search of deadfall for firewood. How could one even hear an enemy in this blustering wind? If he were setting an ambush, where would he do it? Up where the dark ridge loomed above the road? There, half a mile ahead, where the deep green, spiky heads of the coniferous forest grew so closely together, it looked as if a huge shaggy rug had been thrown over the landscape? Farther out of town? The Commander’s pick was the far side of this four-mile stretch of forest. The terrain out there was all open snow and rock, offering not a shred of cover until one crested the pass and headed down the far slope. 
 
    Silently, he ghosted across the packed snowfields, hunting. 
 
    If he was a ruthless monster who liked using young girls for target practice, where would he hide himself? Keir slipped between the tall, narrow conifers. Hmm. He might set a lookout further back here, to alert those waiting ahead. Now, could he spy any tree which looked oddly fatter than the others? Might a man have climbed up high? Another mile passed. He began to relax a little. Maybe those four were it. Four paid swords, or sellswords, some called them. Where had they come from? Who had spent the coin of their hire – one of the Councillors? The Queen herself? 
 
    When he found the next man, he almost stumbled over him. The enemy lay in a roadside ditch, covered in a light azure cloak the exact colouration of the snows. The only reason Keir spotted him was because he noticed the difference in texture. He rose much faster than anticipated. A reflexive arrow shot only grazed the enemy’s thigh, and then the man charged him in eerie silence with a short, curved blade glinting in his right hand. No time to blink. Three paces! Hurling the longbow into his face, Keir executed a ska’etaz fast draw and in one fluid movement, whispered aside from the path of that blade before whirling and stabbing the man from behind. One blade scraped off hidden body armour, but the other stabbed deep into his hard-muscled left shoulder. 
 
    He hesitated. Was that a killing blow? 
 
    Whirling, the adversary flicked a throwing knife at him, fast underarm, but it only nicked his upper left arm as Elven reactions saved his blushes and his life. Fool! Finish the fight, father had instructed in no uncertain terms, and here he was dilly-dallying like a village idiot, wondering if his blow had been clean or not. Tall, light of skin and hooked of nose, the man circled him slowly in the snow, clearly feeling the pain of that deep wound, but somehow – his nostrils wrinkled. What a weird smell. Had the man drugged himself – leap! The fellow was Human, but his speed was inhuman. Another small cut materialised as if by magic on Keir’s left hip. 
 
    “What d’ye want?” he snarled. 
 
    “Coin for yer pretty nose, Elf boy,” snapped the other in a thick accent, closing with him again. 
 
    Clashing in a brutal flurry of blows, all was reaction and instinct. He blocked twice with his twin blades before a third intended block intersected the man’s sword arm, shearing it off near the elbow. Still he came on, roaring like a wounded beast, somehow driven beyond mortal flesh or fear, and he had to slash the throat twice in quick succession before the man finally face-planted in the snow in a spreading, congealing pool of blood. 
 
    Dead? Ugh, aye. That was nasty. Swallowing back his gorge, Keir checked the body, which was as strong and as thickly muscled as he had suspected. He found nothing save the unfamiliar curved blade, and a strange, flame-like tattoo on the wrist. Then, he peered at the mouth. What? Yellow fangs? The sallow, staring eyes had slit pupils? And here were long, pointed fingernails, much closer to the hatchling’s talons than his own nails. Plus that disgusting smell he had noted earlier – far worse than old socks buried in pony droppings for several anna. 
 
    Something was deeply wrong here. 
 
    Quickly back to the family. Dad needed to hear his report and see this. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9: Subterfuge 
 
      
 
    KALAR RECOILED. “WHAT THE – freak! Impossible!” Then, he knelt heavily in the snow, pointing to the talons. “He dinnae touch ye with these?” 
 
    “Nae.” 
 
    “Good. See the slight greenish tint? Dipped in poison.” 
 
    Keir scratched his neck. “He was fast and very strong, Dad. When I stabbed him, it was like stabbing a heavy sack of grain.” 
 
    His father sat back on his haunches. “Never guessed I’d see the day. Son, if I dinnae ken better, I’d say this is a Certanshi soldier somehow crossed with an Ogre – purposely, so he’d blend in. A mutant of some kind. The yellow fangs are a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “But, I understood our species cannae – ye ken?” 
 
    “Och nae, yer right. Elves, Giants and Humans, even Dwarves in the old days – we’re all compatible.” Keir made the obligatory face at this information. Although, how Humans and Giants managed, he did not even want to consider. “Trolls and Ogres, nae. They dinnae mate like our races. They spawn. The Certanshi breed them in big, walled breeding swamps and only the toughest make it out.” 
 
    He said, “What happens to the other – oh. Oh, gross! Dad, really?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely vile.” 
 
    “Well, they aren’t fussy about the type of meat, and it keeps the costs down, ye see?” 
 
    “Dad! I dinnae need to ken such details, alright?” 
 
    Kalar clapped his shoulder. “School of life, son. Ye did well to show me this. We’ll send King Daryan a coded report from Garrikar Town. In the noo, have ye seen any more of these in the woods?” 
 
    “Nae, but as someone I could poke with a very short stick would say –” 
 
    “Right ye are. So, be treble extra careful out there. On second thoughts, take yer mother with ye.” He chuckled, but his Dad said, “Ye laugh, but she’s a dead shot with an Elven bow. She won competitions against other Elves when she was younger. I think ye might just want another pair of Elf eyes out here tonight. Rhyl and I will meet ye as planned on the eastern hill above the road, alright?” 
 
    How could he forget the advantages his night sight held over his father’s? 
 
    He said, “Got it.” 
 
    Leaving the corpse where it had fallen, they tramped uphill toward where they had left the others. 
 
    “So, what did an Elfmaiden see in that big, tough man called Kalar the Axe, Dad?” 
 
    “Now’t so very much, at first –” he chuckled “– at least, that’s what she led me to believe. Elfmaidens can play very hard to catch, ye see. But I was persistent. And naturally, far handsomer and more skilled than any of her other suitors.” 
 
    “Other suitors?” 
 
    “Och aye, that’s the Elf way. Twenty rabid suitors let loose in the jungle to fight it out.” 
 
    “Surely that cannae –” 
 
    “Nae, just pulling yer leg a tad, lad. But it sure put a wasp up a few of those conniving Elders’ nostrils when a stubborn Human turned up on the scene with a few different ideas. Still, I won me the finest lass in the Arabaxa Jungles, make nae mistake.” 
 
    “Dad, when were ye planning to tell me this story?” 
 
    “Save it for a quiet jungle night,” came the stern reply. “This one’s too full of half-breed monsters for my liking. My battle bones are aching something fierce.” 
 
    Keir nodded curtly. “Loud and clear, Commander … but, Dad?” 
 
    “What is it, son?” 
 
    “Can we talk about … killing people? What it means?” 
 
    His father’s face softened. “Aye, that we should. Walk with me a ways.” 
 
    “D’ye have nightmares afterward, Dad?” 
 
    “Often.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Shanryssill patted the pony upon the haunches. Go on, then. We’ll look after you. 
 
    Elves. Apparently the pony now knew to leave the trees, walk twenty yards into the open, and then to trot along parallel to the treeline, behaving for all the world as if Keir scouted ahead of an incoming party. The spiky white hair bobbed realistically in the breeze. Huh. As if his looked anything like that ridiculous mop. Muttering softly, Shanryssill wiggled her fingers and then made a flicking gesture toward the dummy. It raised its hand! 
 
    Wow, Mom – 
 
    Move. Quietly, she hissed. 
 
    Alright. Why had he never seen his mother behave like this? She scooted forward steadily, ducking low-lying boughs and scanning the terrain ahead with the same air of experience his father managed so effortlessly. Half a mile east lay the road. Somewhere between their position and that strip of snow-covered gravel was the perfect location for an ambush, Kalar had argued, because the terrain became broken and rocky, carved through by no less than seven small gullies in that short space. 
 
    Down and up went the pony. A minute later, repeat. 
 
    At the fourth gulley, Keir became very grateful indeed he was not the one riding out there, because the dummy suddenly jerked in the saddle, pinned through by several arrows. It slumped over as if dead. Realistic, right? A queasy heat settled into the pit of his stomach as he realised how easily that could have been him. Two shadowy figures detached themselves from the treeline and loped over to finish the job. In the corner of his eye, he noticed his mother’s hand signal. He swerved, ducking out of the treeline. Nock, draw, shoot. Thud. His target went down without a cry. The other fellow dropped out of sight. 
 
    Parallel to him, Shanryssill crept like just another shadow through the undergrowth. Keir heard her bowstring’s twang in a slight lull in the incessant wind. Must have been a third man keeping watch from just inside the treeline. No fools, these. Then, a sound more terrible by far reached his ears. It was the eager baying of wolfhounds – heading east, toward where his family lay in wait. Unmistakable. Keir whistled sharply, twice, giving the warning signal. As his mother accelerated away in pursuit of the hound pack, the man who had taken cover popped up to essay a speculative arrow shot at the fleeing Elf. Keir’s shot struck him first, square in the neck – half a foot higher than he had aimed, but unlucky for the man, who fell for a second time. This time, he would be staying that way. 
 
    Keir dashed after his mother. The rugged, rocky terrain challenged all of his newfound skiing skills. He snagged three times in quick succession. Stupid things! Kicking free of the shaped planks, he sped off on foot. Much faster. Ahead of him, Shanryssill flowed across the snow like liquid mercury; he sprinted and hurdled the gullies with huge bounds, and both had to keep ducking or even occasionally scramble-crawling to avoid the sweeping, tangled low branches of the pines. How did she pick her path so cleanly? Few creatures in the world moved like a jungle Elf in full flight. He needed a few tips. 
 
    On the yielding snow, the thudding of his boots sounded strangely muted. He tore through an everlasting nightmare, through a forest of fear. Faster. Faster! 
 
    Peering between the black trunks, he spied the more open skies above the narrow road. Beyond that was an incline up to the rocky knoll where Kalar had chosen to conceal the ponies – but none of them had reckoned on a pack of wolfhounds, the hounds of war, being unleashed to run them down. How had the enemy obtained a trained pack? The tall grey hounds streaked up that hill, giving tongue and baying as they went. To their rear, he spotted a hound-handler stealing between the pines, a woman by her slim frame, whistling the pack to the chase with an almost inaudible hound whistle. 
 
    Shanryssill went for the woman. 
 
    Just ten yards behind and closing, Keir startled as another bulky man came angling across from their right, sprinting flat-out to try to cut off his mother. How had he missed – such speed! Another mutant? 
 
    “Mom, ’ware!” 
 
    In a blur of motion, she swerved sharply, tucked her ski poles beneath her arm, drew her bow and unleashed an arrow just as the mutant loomed above her. Straight to the heart from less than two feet. The thick arms jerked spasmodically as he fell, but his momentum still knocked her flying. 
 
    How many dead? 
 
    His skyward leap took him over them both. 
 
    Go! Shanryssill collected herself, shoving aside the twitching body. 
 
    Handler’s mine! he barked over his shoulder, finding footing atop a tall boulder. From there, his Elven instincts flung him up into the low branches. He dashed like a squirrel along the broad, snow-bowed limbs and soared from tree to tree with each jump, twenty feet and more. Using the last branch as a springboard, he launched himself right across the road. The leaf-blades whipped out, and sliced crosswise simultaneously. 
 
    A look of surprise creased the woman’s face; she was dead before she realised it. 
 
    Landing hard crunched him to his knees. His mother whipped past. Tiny as she was, she could run like the wind – clearly, her gift to him. They matched each other for speed up the incline before Keir’s longer legs helped him to draw several paces ahead, but the wolfhounds now streamed across the top of the hillock where Kalar and Rhyl stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the ponies. They were backed up against a stand of boulders which offered protection for their backs. The Elfmaiden drew and fired five times within three of his breaths, picking off hounds, but the dense pack was over a dozen strong, great grey-furred, battle-trained wolfhounds that stood mere inches shorter than the tough mountain ponies. 
 
    Shanryssill drew and fired on the run too, taking a snarling pair off the back of the pack. Keir’s matching effort found one and missed with the second. At the same instant he realised he had missed, the pack fell upon their quarry with a chorus of bloodthirsty snarls. Kalar roared, punching a hound in the jaw before the sweep of his axe launched another away to his right, airborne. His cousin doubled over and dropped as though shot. 
 
    At once, the dragonet’s radiant form flashed over toward Rhyl, all talons outstretched as she clutched onto a wolfhound’s head and scrabbled away with everything she had, breaking its attack as its huge jaws slavered at his cousin’s throat. The Commander stood tall and struck out with lethal speed and skill, making every axe stroke count. Where his axe failed, his heavy Ogre-hide boots stove in ribs and smashed champing muzzles aside. Keir leaped onto the backs of a pair of hounds menacing the ponies. Left and right, his stabbing blades found their marks. A terrible impact smacked him away, half-dazed. Had a zaribar kicked him? 
 
    Rolling over, he cried out as a wolfhound began to drag Rhyl off by her right arm, but his father lunged forward to sink his huge axe into its neck. Shanryssill, still shooting calmly from her position twenty yards down the hill, took down one final hound mid-leap. Kalar kneed it aside with an angry curse. 
 
    Stillness descended. 
 
    He scanned his family, willing his heart to stop thrashing. The twins were still fast asleep, and one kitten was snuggled in with each of them, also asleep. How? The wolfhounds lay all around them in a grey half-circle, dead or dying. His father finished two with his dagger, speaking a soft word before sending the animals on their onward journey – an Elven tradition, he recognised with a jolt. He bled freely from several minor wounds on his forearms and legs. Keir rubbed his shoulder and checked his cheekbone. That hoof had struck close to the temple, but had left the skin unbroken. He’d develop a huge bruise, however. 
 
    He staggered over to Rhyl. She lay beneath Auroral Storm Diamond. Dark red blood dripped from her arm; silver blood from the hatchling’s right hind paw. It steamed where it struck the Elfmaiden’s outflung hand. 
 
    Acid? Or just heat? 
 
    Careful, my little diamond, he said, lifting the dragonet away gently. 
 
    She hissed and snapped toward his face as if still battle-primed, but then made an apologetic trill, and chirped, Keee-irr rrrr-i-yeet? 
 
    Aye, I’m alright, he returned. Easy with the fangs there, darling. 
 
    Kalar laughed gruffly. “Yer starting to talk properly, little one! Nice work in a tight spot. Saved our Rhyl, ye did.” 
 
    Riril rrrr-i-yeet? the hatchling checked, licking his cousin’s wound. Heavens! An arrow jutted from her side – loosely? Maybe not stuck in the ribs, but only in the flesh? 
 
    “Ouch, easy there,” Rhyl groaned. “Och aye, I’m – ooh, that burns something horrible. Full of holes. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Dinnae ye stick yer nose in my healing work,” Shanryssill scolded, shooing the hatchling away. 
 
    “Nae, wait,” said Keir, placing a hand upon Auroral Storm Diamond’s shoulder as she shrank uncertainly against his leg. “She has healing power, remember? Maybe her saliva is antiseptic or something?” 
 
    Not that he wanted her to develop a taste for Human or Elven blood! 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of what Rhyl needs,” Shanryssill snorted, but she briefly tickled the dragonet beneath her chin. “Yer diamond indeed, in every sense of the word. Keir, see to her paw, would ye? And dinnae forget to fetch yer skis, son. Abandoning key equipment mid-battle? Tsk-tsk.” 
 
    Despite her light tone, he complained, “I dinnae ken another person who can ski, shoot and dance around the Moon at the same time, ye ken. Quite the show-off ye are.” 
 
    “Says Mister Runs-Along-Branches to attack from above? Eh? Where did that come from?” 
 
    Keir began, “Elven instincts –” 
 
    “Imitating an overlarge squirrel,” Rhyl groaned, making to sit up. Then, she clutched the arrow and sank back. Someone get this stick out of me, please? 
 
    Kalar said, Hold still. I’ve got this, Rhyl. Taking the shaft in his massive hands, he held it as still as he could while snapping the head off with the fingers of his right hand. Neat trick. Keir knew he could never have managed that. 
 
    Come here, sweet fires, his cousin said, beckoning toward the dragonet. Let me kiss you for saving my neck. 
 
    She planted a kiss upon that delicate diamond muzzle. 
 
    The hatchling pawed at the spot, making the same expression as when she had caught the rat. Uck. Uck-uck-uck. 
 
    Rhyl groaned, Don’t make me laugh, you rascal. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir backtracked the rogues to their camp, set deep in the woods. By examining and comparing their tracks, he determined that none of the attackers had escaped. He returned to check the two men who had fallen near the dummy, and retrieved the zaribar pony – unharmed, to his relief. 
 
    He patted her gratefully. “Ye brave girl! Took some guts walking out there.” The pony snuffled at his pocket. “Och aye, we’ll surely find ye a few treats for this night’s work.” 
 
    The dummy had been pierced through the torso by two closely-spaced shots. Professional soldiers or mercenaries, he judged. Together with the pony, he fetched his skis and poles, and retrieved all of the arrows he could find. Leave the bodies? Suppose so. The imperative was to see his family to safety, and he knew the Snowgres and wolves would clean up within hours, the realisation of which turned his stomach, but … it was complicated. 
 
    Ogres, Trolls and Wyverns desecrated or ate their dead. The other races did not. 
 
    He returned to find his mother, having washed out Rhyl’s wounds as best she could and stitched the deepest ones, encouraging his hatchling to lick them thoroughly. She did so more than willingly, glancing askance at Shanryssill as if to say, ‘I’m glad ye saw reason.’ 
 
    His Mom was not unaware. Alright, keep your scales on. I trust you, see? 
 
    Shrrr-shrrr, she agreed. 
 
    Then, Shanryssill bandaged the dragonet’s hind paw. She had taken two deep bites, one piercing the webbing between her fore-talons and the other beneath, toward the rear of her sole. Auroral Storm Diamond sniffed at the bindings suspiciously. Her lips curled away from her fangs and she made a slight, checked biting motion toward the unfamiliar fabric. 
 
    You’ll leave those on if you know what’s good for you, young lady, Shanryssill cautioned, but this time, she was all smiles. Next, her busy hands rigged a sling for Rhyl’s arm to keep the hand up near her neck. 
 
    His father thrust a broken arrow beneath his nose. “Keir, whose shaft is this?” 
 
    “Er, mine?” 
 
    “Ye shot yer own cousin, ye thumping great idiot!” 
 
    “What? I would never –” 
 
    Kalar clipped him across the earhole, waving his hands to illustrate. “Big, hairy wolfhounds with stinky breath. Small, non-hairy family member. Do we understand the difference?” 
 
    “Aye …” 
 
    Hang the head. Not his finest moment. 
 
    Rhyl put in, “Actually, I sort of jumped into the path of –” 
 
    “Hold yer tongue, niece,” Kalar snorted, with the faintest of smiles making his beard twitch. “Keir, how sorry are ye?” 
 
    “Deeply appalled,” he said smoothly. Rhyl kicked his leg. “Honestly! Grief, if I wanted to beat ye up – a temptation which has never crossed my mind, naturally – I’d do it properly. Despite the stinky Ogre-breath. That’s what threw me off, ye ken?” 
 
    She kicked him again. 
 
    “Can ye get up?” Shanryssill asked her niece. “Help her – thanks, Keir. She’s lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    “Ye two will ride double on the spare pony,” Kalar decided. His wife eyed him up as if deciding which cuts and scrapes needed bandaging first. Later, my-heart’s-desire. Our family’s safety comes first. 
 
    Keir gawped at the dark patch which his cousin had left behind. Wow. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rhyl insisted. Of course, that was exactly the moment she slumped against his Mom. “Ooh, alright. Doing what I’m … told. Dinnae ye all take this as a sign of weakness.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dare,” Kalar said wryly, plucking her up like a doll and popping her onto the pony. 
 
    “Actual obedience? Inconceivable,” Keir drawled. 
 
    That collected him one filthy glare! 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond nosed at his pack. He helped her inside with care for her damaged ribs and now her injured paw. She settled down with a grunt of pain, her scales as lacklustre as he had ever seen. He rubbed her neat ruff of skull spikes. “Ye did well, tackling a wolfhound three times yer size. Feisty and furious lass, say I.” 
 
    A true daughter of storm, he decided. Imagine her at ten times this size? She’d be eating wolfhounds for breakfast. 
 
    The hatchling purred contentedly. 
 
    “Now, get some rest – and stop yer bothering at that paw. It needs to heal.” 
 
    Stubborn as Mauve was high and the night was long. She actually bared her fangs at him! 
 
    As the small cavalcade got underway again, leaving behind a mess of bodies for the scavengers, a new reflection crossed his mind. “Dad, where would these sellswords have found a pack of war-trained wolfhounds? And a handler?” 
 
    He collected a knowing look. 
 
    “Oh. Oh! Stars alive, I feel stupid. Does that mean we cannae trust Good King Daryan?” 
 
    Kalar said roughly, “Him, I’d trust beyond the borders of Tyanbran. Now’t so much the rest of that cowardly, conniving pack of blowhards, son. I mislike the stench of these politics. And when they threaten those dearest to my bosom …” His fingers stroked the shaft of his axe. “I just want to ken which of those two-tongued snakes arranged this little welcoming party. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Shanryssill added quietly, “Furthermore, we must be on our guard even amongst the Elves. Our Aryssillati Clan is now’t a powerful one, nor allied with any of the great Elven powers. Keir – like jungle vines, will be their plans for ye and yer dragonet. Mark my words.” 
 
    Oof. He made a face. Full of cheer, his parents! 
 
    Keir swept ahead to scout, reflecting upon the incongruity of carrying a mighty Dragon tucked in his backpack. He considered the shadowy forces gathering about and against him and his family. It was hard to imagine now that an enemy did not hide behind every bush. Overexceited kittens were less jumpy than him. Grim images swirled through his mind. The gathering Darkfall of war. His half Elven heritage, despised by people he had considered friends and neighbours. A jewel from the sky. A family now fleeing for their lives. 
 
    Sigh. The whys and the wherefores could preoccupy him another day. Right now, they had many miles to cover while it was yet dark. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10: Assemblage 
 
      
 
    AN HOUR AFTER DAWN, the family halted in a sheltered dell where Lead Scout Keir had discovered a good haul of deadfall wood. They cleared a space of snow and placed blankets and packs for Rhyl to lie down upon. She was deathly pale but determinedly cheerful. The twins woke complaining of the ‘dreadful hungries in our tummies,’ and with them the mewling fluff monsters, and so breakfast became a busy affair. Shanryssill, who possessed trail-craft to spare, swiftly had a pot bubbling upon a small fire, and they broke their fast by sharing a simple meal of bread, soft cheeses and fragrant Elven tea together. 
 
    Rhyl made a face at her mug. “This tastes worse even than one of my best brews.” 
 
    Shanryssill threw her a look more pointed than any Elf’s ear. 
 
    “I was just drinking up.” 
 
    “What a lovely niece ye are. My favourite.” 
 
    Keir began, Something for – 
 
    Tetanus, aye, said his mother. We use tincture of arambith – 
 
    Arambith flower? Rhyl chuckled. Here I was trying to decide what tasted like an Ogre’s breakfast. Keir, arambith is a carnivorous flower that exudes a scent often compared to rotting flesh in order to attract insects. 
 
    Finish the whole mug, Shanryssill said sharply, but not without a smile. You too, Kalar-my-shield. 
 
    What are a few more scars to me? he snorted, but pinched his nose shut as he tipped up his own mug. Wyverns’ breakfasts, that’s a whiff to savour, eh? 
 
    His wife pursed her lips. 
 
    Pinching his nose, Kalar manfully drained his mug to the dregs. 
 
    It was still a particular joy to see his mother so very alive, so tan of cheek and bright of eye. Keir kept finding himself searching for that hint of grey in her skin, but it had fled, like the winter would in a few months’ time. Auroral Storm Diamond still slept in his pack. Her radiance struck him as frightfully dim. He popped her as near to the fire as he dared, hoping that warmth did miraculous things to draconic bodies. Narini and Arami wanted a romp in the snow, but soon after breakfast fell to yawning and saying they were sleepy. 
 
    Swiftly on. 
 
    Kalar taught the girls a marching song as they rode along in their panniers. At least, it was the polite version of a song Prince Garyan’s soldiers had been fond of. After a couple more hours on the trail, Narini swapped onto the pony with Shanryssill so that Rhyl could curl up in the pannier. Kalar rearranged a few provisions, while Keir eyed her arm pensively. Blood stained the cream-coloured bandages. Gaah! What a moron, pinning her with an arrow on top of that savage bite. Not the best form. 
 
    He had forgotten how slow travel with ponies could be. It was late afternoon by the time they sighted the hamlet where Harik and Meritha lived, and then his father bade them wait in a concealed draw until after nightfall before they snuck down through the stone-walled fields, keeping well under cover and still sweeping their tracks assiduously. The blustering wind had earlier given way to a noon snowfall, but now the skies were clearing from the East. The dragonet stirred against his back and soon, her hot breath tickled his ear as she stood upright on her hind paws, gazing over his shoulder. 
 
    Much better. His spirits rose. 
 
    “Ye were here before as an egg, ye remember?” Keir told her. “These are good folks. Friends. Now, they’ve a number of pets that ye are neither to fight with nor to eat, alright?” 
 
    Keee-irr frr … frrrn … frr-nee? 
 
    Her growth might have paused, but her varied noises had suddenly begun to resolve into understandable words. Positively chatty! 
 
    He snorted, “Keir’s funny? Eh? Ye wee scrap o’ trouble! I’ll give ye ow’t that’s funny.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond did not seem to have worked out that Human and Elven were two different languages as yet, but he assumed she would in time. That was the Elven form of ‘funny;’ she sounded it out clearly enough. 
 
    Wirrit? she asked, another new word. 
 
    To his surprise, her fore-talon pointed away to his right in a startlingly Human-like gesture. 
 
    “What’s that?” he echoed, after scanning the starry expanse for a second. “That’s the Dragon’s Head Nebula, darling, just poking his head above the peaks. It’s a Dragon just like ye, only, that one’s made of stars – uh, I think. The stars are the eyes, but I’m now’t sure anyone could tell ye for certain what the rest is. It looks like a cloud of turquoise and purple dust through the telescope in the castle’s observatory. Prince Zyran showed me once.” 
 
    Her fiery eyes turned to darker shades of burnt orange and red. 
 
    Keir searched her pensive expression. “What is it, darling?” 
 
    Zzz-rrrin whrrr? she asked. 
 
    “Zyran’s now’t coming – he cannae come with us, my fire-heart. Nae, darling. It cannae be this time, or Rhyl and he both might be in grave danger.” 
 
    Her head swung about. Touching her muzzle to his cheek, she vocalised clearly, Riril? Orrr … Riril? 
 
    She might as well have reached inside his chest and squeezed his heart between her tiny paws. Hot emotion prickled in his throat. “Aye. That’s right. Rhyl is feeling sad that Zyran cannae be here.” His cousin did not so much as quiver, but somehow, Keir sensed she must be awake and listening. “Dinnae ye worry yerself none. If that scruffy royal dirtbag knows what’s good for him, he will come for his beloved when he can. When it wouldn’t endanger the Kingdom any worse than it is already. Duty is hard sometimes.” 
 
    Riril sss … ess … sss-ree? 
 
    Sad? Sorry? What was clear, was her deep concern for the Elfmaiden. Unslinging his pack, Keir scooted up to the pony carrying his cousin, and helped Auroral Storm Diamond alight gingerly onto its back. “Och aye, why dinnae ye give our Rhyl a nice Dragon-sized cuddle, and ye two can have one of those girl talk … things. Ye ken. Endless waffling on about diamonds and shiny scales and random girly stuff. How ye fill yer hours, I will never understand.” 
 
    His cousin teased, “For a lad with two little sisters, ye sure have a few things to learn about girls, Keir.” 
 
    She cuddled the dragonet close with her good arm. That toothy smile in the crook of her elbow looked impenitently smug. The intense patterns of her pupils and their surrounding fires modulated as if she responded to Rhyl’s feelings – or, might she be searching for a way to expend her healing magic? Aye. Subtle pearls of light teased his eyes, making him blink in consternation as he wished he could help in some way – lend her his greater strength, or help her heal, too.  
 
    He said, “How could I fail to learn with the likes of ye two instructing me?” 
 
    Miss Diamond Scales favoured this with a snooty sniff. His cousin did not even bother. Instead, she checked the hind paw and told Keir that the bandage had gone missing. He checked his backpack. Nothing. 
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    The dragonet showed him a full set of very, very sharp white fangs. Stuck near the back on the right was a scrap of cream bandage. 
 
    “Oh, aye? Just wait until my mother thrashes yer behind, ye scaly rapscallion!” 
 
    Rap-scaly-on? He chuckled to himself. Indeed! 
 
    Aye, and here he was threatening a two-month-old with his mother’s wrath. Truly stepping out there, o mighty warrior! Was it wrong of him to want to leave this parenting lark, well, to his parents? At least they knew what they were doing. Mostly. The rest of it reeked of being concocted on the fly, but – could he have done any better? 
 
    He sincerely doubted it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hours of travel and a joyous arrival later, seven dogs, five kittens, four lads and their two parents gaped in unabashed awe at the gleaming visitor who had just claimed their hearthstone with an insouciant, even despotic air. Curling up with her head curved about to rest upon her tail, she presented the audience with a picture of the very epitome of hatchling innocence. Keir was not fooled in the slightest. Those slit eyes? That subtle tilt of her paw? She knew exactly what she was playing at. 
 
    He said, “This is Auroral Storm Diamond. As ye can see, she thinks she owns yer house already. I advise ye now’t to give in to too many of her whims.” 
 
    “Like ye dinnae, lad?” his father needled. 
 
    Shanryssill’s laughter trilled above the general hubbub. So supportive, he grouched inwardly. Glad he could rely upon his parents not to drop him in the soup at the least opportunity. 
 
    Harik beamed and gave Kalar the biggest hug available anywhere along the Amarinthian Bulwark. “Come here, ye old hank of Ogre sinew! Glad to see yer stumping about again, all bluster and bark, Commander. Where’s that wee wifely wonder of yers?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Shanryssill had almost vanished into a Meritha hug. 
 
    “Cannae leave a man without a proper hug and a wee kiss on the bottle-brush,” he boomed, indicating his bearded cheek. He stooped low to collect his due. 
 
    The house kittens had now discovered the Sabarikan Mountain Cats, who, despite their relatively giant stature in kitten terms, appeared delighted to encounter a squad of eager playmates. Instantly, a game of feline paw-pat tag developed beneath the kitchen table. 
 
    In stark contrast, the seven dogs clustered together at the far end of the room, looking deeply miffed about recent developments in their lives. They cast their owners soulful looks as if to say, ‘What kind of canine lovers are ye, letting a Dragon into our territory? That creature’s terribly dangerous! Would ye look at her fangs and talons?’ A moment later, pandemonium ensued as all seven canines decided to raise the alarm at once. Not that they were going anywhere near the hearth, but they were working their way into a decent communal lather when the dragonet squirmed onto her back, stretched her spine in a leisurely manner, and fixed her most compelling, pyretic gaze upon the cacophonous chorus. 
 
    All seven whined at the same time. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. 
 
    The dogs settled back on their haunches, and then lay down on their bellies. Silently. Eyes fixed upon the draconic interloper with unwavering respect. 
 
    Shanryssill chortled, “Guess who’s just declared herself queen of this roost? What d’ye have to say on this score, son?” 
 
    Keir did not know where to look. 
 
    After a suitably stately pause, the dragonet roused herself and sashayed over to the dogs, where she loftily accepted their show of grovelling and whining self-abasement – despite that five of the dogs were at least twice if not three times her size – and then they all sniffed each other’s mentionables and unmentionables, made friends, and finally lay down in a messy huddle back near the fireplace. Auroral Storm Diamond appropriated the best spot. Naturally. 
 
    Was this a developing theme? 
 
    He ruffled his spiky hair, and asked Meritha if he could help with anything. 
 
    With three sets of twins about the house, plus all the animals, the place could have turned into a madhouse, but Harik had several anna back hit upon the idea of converting their attached barn into a – well, an everything room, for want of a better word. Stacks of hay still stood stored near the back, but a ladder led up to a spacious play loft where the lads had installed a fort with a touch of fatherly ingenuity. The hay was for jumping into from a height of twelve feet or so, more than enough to give Narini the heebie-jeebies, while Arami was already trying out double somersaults and laying plans for a triple. 
 
    The barn also boasted a drive-in workshop area where Harik plied his trade as a carpenter and cart-maker, a section for storage, and a full-blown brewery which operated throughout the summer, when the weather was warm enough. Keir knew his father well enough to predict that there would be some generous ‘sampling’ going on when the children were in bed later. 
 
    ‘Sun’s down, bottoms up,’ the men would toast each other with foaming tankards in hand. ‘A dram in the hand’s worth two in the tum. Santazathiar’s claws! That’s a good brew.’ 
 
    Shooing a few dogs aside, Shanryssill installed Rhyl on the faded green couch next to the fireplace, and set about checking her wounds. 
 
    “Ye were shot, my lovey?” Meritha cooed from over by the stove, where she was doing something magical with bread-baking and whipping up a hearty yak-meat stew at the same time. 
 
    “Och aye, that she was,” Rhyl growled, giving Keir twenty daggers-worth of a stare. “Dinnae ye look!” 
 
    “Now’t to see. Just yer –” 
 
    Keirthynal! his mother scolded, bending to check the wound. That’s no way to talk to a lady. 
 
    I saw her stomach, Mom. Really. Anyways, how am I supposed to respond? If I say there’s nothing to see, then that’s an insult, right? And if I say there is something to see, then I’m in even worse trouble. A man cannot win in this life. 
 
    Ha, said Shanryssill. Think you’re being clever now? 
 
    The hole grew deep. Swift change of subject! “Rhyl, what’s that patch of silver on yer hand?” 
 
    The Elfmaiden held up her hand to the light. “Interesting. Her blood must have stained my skin. I’m sure it’ll wash off soon enough.” 
 
    “Healing up very nicely, niece,” Shanryssill pronounced, smoothing Rhyl’s shirt back down. “I cannae say there’s ow’t a good helping of yak stew and a good night’s rest will now’t fix. Looks like ye might have been right, Keir, that the hatchling was able to accelerate the healing processes with her magic. The skin is already knitting well.” 
 
    “How d’ye judge, may I ask?” 
 
    “If I dinnae ken better, son, I’d say this wound was already three days along, rather than just one. The scabs are already fine and crusty, with new skin forming and knitting beneath – that ye can tell because with Elves, it starts lighter and turns darker over time.” 
 
    “Nae more holes to let out the usual excess of mischief?” he inquired archly. 
 
    Rhyl snorted, “Come over here so I can pull yer pointy ears, would ye?” 
 
    “Why ever would I do that?” 
 
    “Yer a cruel and wicked man! Who brought ye up – oops.” 
 
    Shanryssill kissed her niece’s cheek fondly. “Who but the Dragon’s mother, indeed?” She shooed Auroral Storm Diamond away from investigating Harik’s peg leg. “Och nae, ye bonny rascal on paws, dinnae ye dare! That’s nae chew toy for the likes of ye. Did I tell ye, son, that she scoffed every last one of the green onions in the storeroom before we left? Now’t one peel left.” 
 
    “Really? Sorry, Mom,” Keir muttered. “Must have needed something in her diet, I guess.” 
 
    “Aye. Still, I left a note or two around the neighbours’ places. They’ll share out everything we left behind. Nae point in wasting good stores.” 
 
    “Nice, Mom.” 
 
    “Now’t but the onions?” Rhyl inquired meantime. “She dinnae even have onion breath. Or an excess of gas, unlike ye, cousin.” 
 
    “As if!” 
 
    “She’s worse than the legendary Dwarven goats that will eat the socks off yer feet,” his mother averred, giving said dragonet the sharp end of a fierce motherly glare. “Eating us out of house and home!” 
 
    The hatchling vigorously scratched her ears with her hind leg, apparently copying the dogs. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the wee scaly muncher,” he promised. 
 
    How? That might be an issue. 
 
    Twelve people sat at table for dinner. The families were old friends. Harik and Meritha came to town every couple of months when the snows allowed, and in the past, before his mother became so deathly ill, they had always stayed over. Much happy chatter consumed the children’s end of the table. How remarkable to see three sets of twins sitting alongside one another! Meantime, Kalar filled the parents in on recent events. Harik kept tugging on his thick grey-brown beard and saying things like, ‘Well, Mauve’s sure as eggs to turn pink,’ and ‘When the mountains learn to dance!’ Meritha busied herself dishing up great ladles of rich brown stew and hunks of sweet cornbread hot out of the oven. No-one ever left her table hungry. Fact. Shanryssill poured water for the youngsters, while for the adults, a skein of red wine from Kalar’s little underground cellar appeared to have made the journey with them and required due attention. 
 
    Guess who had taken charge of the packing? 
 
    A muzzle nudged Keir’s leg. “Oh, ye think, eh?” he asked. “Smelled something good on the table, did we? Now’t for wee wicked dragonets up here, I’m telling ye.” 
 
    Keee-irr? 
 
    “Ye can just ask nicely, after the cartload of mischief ye caused this evening.” 
 
    The neat, slit nostrils upon the point of her muzzle quivered as she sampled the delicious scents of meat and thick gravy. Her stomach gave a tell-tale growl. Keee-irr … prr-iss? 
 
    “Please? Very decent of ye,” he said, catching a curious glance from his father out of the corner of his eye. “Up we get – easy with those ribs, lass. Ye still a wee bit sore? Aye, I ken.” 
 
    In a moment, a gleaming muzzle peeked over the tabletop. How had she become so clean so quickly, he wondered? Auroral Storm Diamond wriggled into position on her haunches and then sat up straighter, her head now just below his breastbone, while her tail restlessly patted the side of his right thigh. She peered around the dinner table as if sussing out what everyone was up to, which by and large, involved watching her antics. A spoon for eating with and a knife for cutting were clearly implements of significant mystification, but Keir had a different idea. 
 
    He said, “Watch this, everyone. Here. Ye use yer talons like this – ye pick up a bit of meat, and pop it in yer mouth like this.” Snap! “No! Ye do now’t snatch. My fingers are nae snacks for the munching. Ye take it gently, lass, or ye’ll be going hungry tonight.” 
 
    Krrrr! 
 
    Nicely, I said! I will teach you if you allow me, he explained. You’re welcome here at the table, if you’ll learn a few manners. 
 
    Krrrr … Amazing how much one syllable could communicate. From defiance and perhaps instinctive protectiveness over a meal, she switched to acquiescence. Her stomach voiced another protestation of hunger and she rubbed her belly with her paw, glancing askance at Kalar as she growled, Grrrr-dd. 
 
    Good? he snorted, as she reproduced his mannerism almost perfectly. “That’s nae how I … really?” 
 
    Laughter rippled around the table. His Dad patted his belly. “Och aye, ’tis fine fare indeed. This is a table of legendary magnificence, fit to be graced by the mightiest Dragons of yore, youngling – so ye’d best brush up on yer behaviour and thank Mistress Meritha right-like and proper.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond’s head swivelled. Apparently she did not yet know ‘thanks,’ but she purred genially and inclined her head with studied grace. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Meritha beamed, clearly rather taken by her response. “Eat up, little one. I’ll be having nae empty bellies around this table.” 
 
    A razor sharp talon pointed at the plate; but Keir was ahead of her, selecting a morsel. Ever so delicately, she pinched the titbit off his fingertips with the points of her fangs, tipped her head back, and slipped the meat down her throat. The families cheered with gusto, which almost startled the hatchling into falling off his knee, but when she realised that the kerfuffle was about her – well! Manifestly, this was show time and she was the main attraction. Mimicking Keir’s action, a slim white paw stretched toward his plate and selected a hunk of meat from the stew. This required such a dint of concentration, she lost command of her tongue and it lolled out of the side of her jaw. She tried to pop the chunk into her mouth. Keir caught it before it landed in his lap. 
 
    “Excellent!” he enthused. 
 
    She hissed unhappily and made to climb down. 
 
    “Nae, ye do now’t give up so easily.” Keir stopped her with his arm. “Try again. Ye’ll have the knack of it lickety-split, ye will.” 
 
    Plucking food off a plate with one’s talons was not a skill Keir fancied most Dragons would have mastered. The occupant of his lap grew frustrated enough to lose control at one point, shoving her muzzle into his plate and gulping down several mouthfuls before he noticed what she was up to. By persistence and persuasion, he was able to help her to a point where she was successfully snaffling up two efforts out of three – it was the fine motor control that she still lacked, his mother pointed out, saying that learning the pinch grip was a key developmental skill for babies of the non-scaly sort as well. 
 
    “See how well she learns, Dad?” he said. 
 
    “Impressive,” Kalar agreed. 
 
    “What d’ye think, Mom? I wonder what else we could train her to do?” 
 
    “Teaching her to wash yer socks would be a start. Has to be my least favourite household job,” Shanryssill teased. 
 
    Meritha chortled happily, “Teenage boy socks? Cannae say I’m looking forward to that experience!” 
 
    Ignoring this interlude in the conversation with the disdain the comment clearly deserved, Keir said, “This Dragon training business is going to be easy. I mean, she’s quick on the uptake, so precise with her paws, and clearly intelligent to the point of –” 
 
    That was when the hatchling picked up the stoneware dinner plate with her newfound grip skills, and took an experimental bite out of its rim. Crunch. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three days later, they heard that the Halaryssill family was staying in an abandoned farmhouse two miles up-valley. Kalar and Shanryssill went over to talk with them. 
 
    We can’t take another Elven family along with us, can we? Keir asked Rhyl. 
 
    Why not, Keirthynal-my-kinsman? 
 
    They’re hardly prepared for the mountains. They came without jackets or snow gear. 
 
    I guess you don’t need much special gear when you’re working indoors at the castle? she said doubtfully, likely picking up on a selfish undertone to his complaint. 
 
    Keir winced and sighed, Aye, I’ll admit it would be a hard journey for them, but if we must – we must. No question about it. How’s your hand coming along? 
 
    Very well. However, the silver isn’t really washing off. Rhyl showed him the back of her right hand. 
 
    Having expected to see blobs or splashes, Keir puffed out his cheeks and leaned closer to examine the shimmering silver patterns – almost organic in nature, like a cross between a fern frond and a snowflake. The detail continued to the microscopic level. An area of about an inch in diameter near the thumb of her right hand was affected, and a smaller patch on the first segment of her smallest finger. 
 
    It’s not growing or spreading? 
 
    Not so far. 
 
    Itches? 
 
    Not in the slightest. Trust me, I’ve checked. 
 
    I’m sorry – 
 
    I don’t mind it, she said at the same time. A smile quirked her lips. Do you have any idea what this might mean? Or why her blood has affected me like this? Anything in the lore or legend … 
 
    No, Rhyllaryssill. No, I don’t – but … I will try to find out. Can’t have you turning into a silver ornament. 
 
    That might be awkward. I’ve no intention of becoming a prince’s choice bauble. 
 
    He tilted an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    Rhyl pushed him away with an annoyed hiss. Shut it, you grumpy pest. 
 
    Did I say a word? 
 
    You thought it! 
 
    Later that same night, the dragonet woke him by the simple expedient of standing on his head. Keir was less than impressed, but he was also very quick to catch a soft knocking at the barn door. Padding up from the makeshift bedroom he shared with his family, there beside Harik’s work area, he peered through the crack provided by an imperfection in the finishing of the tall oaken doors. Elves. A small jungle’s worth of Elves. 
 
    He knew them all. 
 
    Keir threw the deadbolt and then lifted the large crossbeam. White starlight from the clear night spilled into the barn, more than enough for him to see clearly by. They were the Elves from the town and the castle – all of them, if he was not mistaken. Even Councillor Varanthyal, dressed as ever in one of his dapper, loose-sleeved Elven formal fararian suits, had made the journey. Almost without exception, the Elves were neither dressed nor prepared for mountains travel, but it was the anxiety graven upon their faces that moved him most. 
 
    Keirthynal-our-kinsman, we have come to join you in your travels, said white-haired Granny Garamyssill. She was definitely old enough to be his grandmother!  
 
    He welcomed them warmly, but not without an inward groan. 
 
    Thirty-seven more persons! How was he ever supposed to see this number safely through the mountains? For they could not stay in this hamlet much longer. It was too close yet to Royal Amarinthe; but a short journey. Word would spread. Any kind folk who harboured these Elves would invite the wrath of their enemies, if not today or tomorrow, then soon. 
 
    How could they take eighty anna-old Grandpa Garamyssill across Drakabis Abyss? Mrs Falanyssill had a two week-old infant in her arms. Tranbyss Pass was said to be the highest in the entire Amarinthian Bulwark. How could they safely lead these good but untrained Elves over the winter-bound mountains? 
 
    After what his family had been through, how could they not? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: Commander 
 
      
 
    AT DAWN THE FOLLOWING day, the families met around Harik and Meritha’s table, with the children relegated to the barn. Keir smarted. Almost stuck with babysitting duty. Great. However, he and Rhyl were now present with all the adults. Two other older teenagers were present, Laran and Fayri, who had served at the castle since leaving school three anna before him. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond sneaked away to play with the children. Something in him envied her that choice, but he was in the right place. Time to start stepping up. Show people – and himself most of all, he had to admit – that he had what it took to become a Dragon Guardian. 
 
    All of the Elven families of Amarinthe Town had fled together, having made a communal decision. It was Keir’s warning, delivered by Alaxar the Blacksmith, which had been the deciding factor. While none of these families had come under direct attack – Kalar’s terse briefing horrified them – they all said that the atmosphere had changed. It was not King Daryan’s doing. He had come to each family separately to warn them, too, and he would have provided better provisions save that they left before he could do so. Too much aid given to the Elves might be misinterpreted. The act might tip the scales faster against him, and that was the last thing any of these loyal servants wanted. 
 
    Yet Keir’s spirits had rarely been lower. 
 
    All of these new people significantly increased the risk for their journey to Garrikar Town. They were not soldiers like Kalar, nor men and women of action. These were clothes-makers, the King’s vintner, valets and footmen, the Councillor and his family, and several were cooks; in addition, he noted the Royal Archivist, a falconer and a family of Weapons Masters. They at least were excellent with close and ranged weapons, but the youngest brother of three was sixty-two anna and the oldest, seventy-four. His father’s planning had been meticulous. These Elves barely owned five pairs of Ogre-hide boots between them. 
 
    He listened closely to the conversation. At least father did not stint on describing the challenges that lay ahead. As was his way, he was plain-spoken and honest without seeking to scare anyone. As he answered their questions patiently, his eyes kept coming back to measure Keir, until he began to squirm on his seat and wonder what was wrong. 
 
    Some Christmas this was turning out to be. 
 
    A miracle arrived like a literal bolt from the mauve, and now a flight to an uncertain future. 
 
    Santaclaws, he snorted privately. Oh, if only the real Santazathiar could show his face, and a real force of justice wing across these mountains to take the fight to the Certanshi! If only they had twenty Dragons to fly these people to safety. So easy. Much easier than crawling through the snows on foot – 
 
    Keirthynal, his mother said, gripping his arm. 
 
    Ah, sorry? I wasn’t list – 
 
    No, you were not, Kalar snapped. Something else of importance on your mind, boy? 
 
    Boy? His fists clenched beneath the table. Why did he enjoy respect in private, but disrespect amongst his peers and elders? No, I – 
 
    “Ye’d propose a different strategy?” his father hissed. 
 
    “I was just thinking, it’s going to be difficult –” 
 
    “Dinnae ye care that these people are running for their lives, just like us?” Keir was certain his mother kicked him beneath the table, but Kalar had snapped into charging-Yak mode. He snarled, “What is the matter with ye? Ye think this, ye think that – what is it, lad? Just because ye have a Dragon now ye think yer better than everyone else and ye’d take decisions for us all?” 
 
    Another Keir, in another anna, might have wilted. Instead, all within him ignited. 
 
    He riposted, “Nay, that’s the last thing I would dare think – and when did ye start caring what I think anyways, Commander?” 
 
    Ugly. His words hung over the table like a fulminous cloud, and his father’s accusations too, and he did not know what to do or say to make it right. 
 
    How did one ever unsay a word, once spoken? 
 
    “Freaking Wyverns!” he muttered. 
 
    Slamming his feet down, Keir vaulted over the bench he had been sitting upon and stormed to the back door. He wanted to cry. Scream into a storm. Kick a Snow Ogre right in its stinking yellow fangs! Why choose to hurt his own father, whom he loved beyond words? 
 
    Moron had nothing on this! 
 
    In a moment he stood in the snow in his house socks, panting. Clouds of steam rose around his face as he doubled over, fighting to swallow back an urge to vomit. Stupid, stupid, stupid tongue – Dad had not deserved that, or maybe he had, but … Kalar was hugely stressed, wasn’t he? He was a military man. The one used to wearing the mantle of command. Now he had to lead a bunch of soft townies over the mountains to safety, and he doubted his abilities. 
 
    Those Ogres must have beaten far more out of him than he had ever realised. 
 
    Everything within him longed to hear the back door creak upon its faulty hinge and his father’s heavy footsteps to crackle upon the ice, but it did not. Alright. Thought he had courage, did he? How’s about walking back in there … 
 
    He jerked the door open. Thirty-odd heads turned. 
 
    “Dad,” he croaked. “Ahem. Family consult, please? Outside.” 
 
    Following his own thumb hooked over his shoulder, he fled without looking at anyone. Brave as the mountains were high. Aye, a true Dragon Master in the offing. 
 
    After a moment, his father’s tread shook the floorboards. Over three hundred pounds of axe man would do that to a building. Light spilled onto the trampled snow by his feet. Keir turned. Kalar pulled the door to behind him, running his hand over his short-cropped greying hair in a gesture he recognised very well from someone who regularly greeted him in the mirror of a morn. That was his own nervous gesture. Before his father could turn or rational concerns snarled him into immobility, he stepped forward and threw his arms around that burly frame. 
 
    “Dad. I’m sorry.” 
 
    His father grunted as Keir squeezed his ribs. “Ye – yer sorry? Och nae, lad, I’m the thumping hothead around here. Dinnae ken what grabbed my tongue –” 
 
    “Same thing as grabbed mine?” 
 
    Kalar heaved a sigh so huge, it made his ribs creak. “Sorry. Ye ken, it’s now’t the dragonet I’m so jealous of – and I am jealous! Aye! I’m filled with a … a raging torrent of jealousy, son. Just figured it out inside while yer mother was staring daggers through my skull. But it’s now’t about yer dragonet at all. She’s a miracle, and I’m daily amazed ye handle it with such – maturity, I suppose, is the right word – but what I’m trying to say is, I wanted it to be me who brought home a miracle for yer mother. Now’t someone else, now’t even my own son. Me alone! And I could nae make it. I was nae man fit and able. It’s nigh eaten me alive these past months.” 
 
    His spiky hair came in for a good roughing-up. “I – wow, Dad.” Totally not the reaction or the honesty he had expected. 
 
    “Nonsensical, right? Tell me how broken, how stupid I am –” 
 
    “Och nae! It’s only that ye care too much – I dinnae ken if there’s such a thing – but I have learned these last months of Winterfall, Dad, that the greatest love makes us vulnerable, so … aye, and so defenceless –” 
 
    Turning, Kalar hugged him hard. “Ye! Stop trying to make yer old man cry, alright? I haven’t been able to, since … freaking Ogres … oh! There it goes.” 
 
    A teardrop glistened upon the tip of his great, blunt thumb. 
 
    As Keir watched, further tears welled from those deep-set, beloved eyes, and tracked down into the thicket of his beard. His father laughed gruffly, then laughed again at the sky, and roared, “Santazathiar’s oath! That feels good.” 
 
    Crying felt good? 
 
    Then, he pulled away slightly, but did not relinquish his grip. “Son, whatever made ye imagine I dinnae care what ye think? I – nay! It’s a nonsense and I cannae say it plainer. Had we now’t listened to what ye think, we’d all have had empty bellies this Winterfall. So, where exactly did that come from?” 
 
    He had to think upon it for a long time. Then, Keir said slowly, “Ye were away a lot, Dad. And it happened that when ye did come home from the war, ye struggled to be back home with us. Ye were still stuck in those battles, in what ye had seen and done, sometimes for weeks. Shouting in yer dreams. Stomping around the house like a man caged up. Ye used to chop our entire winter’s store of wood in a few days. I remember seeing ye there, just chopping and chopping and chopping, like all the trees in the mountains could never be enough to erase what ye had seen.” 
 
    Kalar inhaled sharply. “Aye, ’tis a truth well spoken, lad.” 
 
    “Then, there was that one time … remember?” 
 
    “Aye! Ye were five, maybe six,” his father said slowly. “Ye were playing in the yard. Talking to yerself as ye always did, so happy and carefree, and I couldn’t bear it. Could now’t stand the chatter. Then I cut a piece wrongly and it shot off the block and struck ye in the head. I shouted – I dinnae even remember what …” 
 
    “Ye want to ken?” 
 
    “Aye, that I do.” 
 
    “Ye roared, ‘Just stop yer infernal chatter, boy! Stop it! I dinnae want to hear every stupid thought that runs through yer empty head, ye little fool!’ ” 
 
    His head dropped upon Keir’s shoulder. “Och nae. That was bad.” 
 
    “I remember the look on yer face most of all –” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He had to speak, to voice it, that it might be let go forever. Keir whispered, “Ye looked disgusted, like I was an Ogre ye just wanted to slam back home to the swamps with one swipe of yer axe. Ye looked … crazed. I’m sorry too, but I remember being so scared –” 
 
    “I cannae say how sorry I am for that, Keir. Ye see, it was fear. Fear shouted that day.” 
 
    What? When his head shook involuntarily, his father explained, “Maybe ye’ll understand better one day when ye have kids of yer own, but all I knew was this terrible, debilitating fear that I had just killed ye. Murdered my own son. Never, in all my soldiering, had I come face-to-face with fear like unto that. And that fear ruled my tongue.” 
 
    So that was it. His huge, tough, strong, ever-capable father had been afraid! 
 
    The weight of a mountain lifted off his shoulders. 
 
    They spoke more, but not for long. A whole group inside waited for them, needing to be told what to do, longing to follow a leader like his father. A leader who cared enough to cry. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Quietly, like an unseen ripple running the length of the valley, the folk of the hamlet pulled together. Storage chests were ransacked. Clothing meant for the grandchildren or set aside for a needy day found its way out of closets to be dusted off and bundled onto the backs of ponies. They gathered up hard-won supplies to be shared out. 
 
    There would be a polite knock upon the lintel. 
 
    “We found something as we heard yer kids could use, Harik.” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly.” 
 
    “Cannae see as my lads will ever use these boots again. I was planning to throw ’em out next week, I was. Ye’ll put them to good use?” 
 
    “That I surely will.” 
 
    “Moths cannae get this ol’ tartan throw if ye take it. I fear those moths, I do.” 
 
    “Bless ye.” 
 
    “My Shazak will walk behind ye a ways an’ pick up any stray ponies as may be left in the dells.” 
 
    Wink, wink. 
 
    “I suspect he might be busy – aye, Santazathiar’s truth, around when the night wind blows.” 
 
    “Och aye? May it blow ye safe home.” 
 
    His father had drawn a line rather sensibly, Keir agreed, at trying to transport ponies across Drakabis Abyss. Sundry infants and crusty old-timers would be challenging enough. Ponies? No chance. 
 
    That evening, a much larger migration began from Harik’s barn. Twenty-one ponies, one after the next. More people than he really dared to count. Most of them even had boots, hats and cloaks now, thanks to the generosity of the hamlet folk. Several of the men wore thick azure- or purple-patterned plaid cloths swathed about their bodies in the old mountains style, as did Keir. He refused to wear his padded snow jacket and see a child freeze. Besides, he carried portable heating all of his own. Sigh. On that note, he had a better idea. 
 
    “Want to go keep someone warm?” Keir whispered. 
 
    Keee-irr. Yrr-sss. 
 
    “Good girl. Let’s go convince Grandpa Garamyssill that he wants to give ye a great long cuddle.” 
 
    Grandpa resembled a small granite boulder perched improbably atop a zaribar pony, bundled as he was beneath his cloak and two blankets, and he was about as stubborn as a boulder too. 
 
    Eventually, Keir flat-out lied. My father’s orders, honoured-father. You may share her with your honoured-wife if you see her become cold. Understand? 
 
    A smile cracked his lips. I understand, my-honoured-son. Tell your father I’m grateful. 
 
    I shall. 
 
    The cavalcade moved out under the cover of darkness. Three Elves walked behind to brush away their tracks, while four scouted ahead. Keir skied and worked restlessly for a long while before he realised what bothered him so sorely. He meant to leave the Kingdom of Amarinthe, which had been home to him and his family all his life. The jungles that Shanryssill so looked forward to were not home to him, nor had they been home to many of these Elves for several generations. He did not know when he might be back. If he returned, would the reception be warm or a cold dagger in the back? Furthermore, as a half Elf, he had always been in the minority in Amarinthe. It would be the same in the jungle. He was tall for an Elf, and while little overtly marked him as Human, the differences were noticeable enough. Was he not more than a head taller than most of the Elvenkind here? 
 
    Strange how complex the future and the past could be, all at once, intermingling in ways he did not fully understand. 
 
    Each foot, each yard and each mile took him farther into an unknown future. 
 
    Deeper into the night. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Toward morning, Keir caught up with his father. He had taken to a pony again. A surreptitious rubbing of his right knee paused as he gauged who was approaching him, and then he said, “Keir. All good?” 
 
    “Aye. The scouts took down a feral Snowgre. A wolf pack sniffed around our trail earlier, but we are many. They gave up.” 
 
    “Good report, sol – ha ha – son. Did ye ask the Weapons Masters about teaching ye the ska’etaz?” 
 
    “Aye, that I did. They openly stated that they lack the knowledge.” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “The Elves of the Western Fringes regard the ska’etaz as an inferior weapon, unlike their Deep Reaches kin, which as ye ken, is Mom’s old stomping ground. Now’t that ye dare stomp on the ground in the jungles, mind, or ye would be the one being stomped on.” 
 
    “Dracowurms? That old legend?” his father scoffed. 
 
    “Mom swears they exist. Quite besides all the rest of the unpleasant carnivorous flora and fauna down there, as ye ken well and good.” 
 
    Sevens-up! Kalar agreed, stroking his beard just like an Elf might stroke his chin. That was an old saying, which admonished young Elves to stay more than seven hundred feet off the ground. Fact. Elves did go hunting lower, but like many things in the jungles, one trod lightly in the lower reaches. Respect the jungle or be eaten alive was another popular proverb, particularly useful at communal mealtimes. 
 
    Like the myriad types of Sea Dragons, the Dracowurms which lived beneath the jungle floor, burrowing between the mighty, tangled root systems of the jungle giants, were another draconic species said to be of lesser intelligence – only, Keir understood that no-one had ever approached one closely enough to ask the question, and returned to tell the tale. The oceans were not for sailing. The jungle floor was not for walking. And the Giantish Darûz – well, maybe the Giants were plain mad. 
 
    Good thing General Ja’axu was not around to eavesdrop on his thoughts. 
 
    Chewing his lower lip until he tasted blood, he said, “Dad, ye’d agree those attacks were well-organised, aye for a truth?” 
 
    His father’s eyebrows shot skyward. “Battle bones?” 
 
    “Aye, since I’ve never actually been in a real battle – ye ken, more like light skirmishes, and – alright, I’ll get to the point. I suspect a messenger hawk might long since have been sent out. To me that means danger on the farther trail and maybe, sabotage at the Abyss? As for Garrikar Town –” 
 
    Kalar growled, “Thanks for the dose of cheer.” 
 
    “Pleasure. Stay sharp, soldier.” 
 
    That earned him a fond clout on the shoulder. “Commander, sir!” 
 
    Toward dawn, they pitched camp in a sheltered draw. Soon, the heavy overcast clouds began to shed their load and the overcrowded tents were wreathed in drifting azure snowflakes. Auroral Storm Diamond nipped about, playing with and chasing the flurries with mock snaps and growls, until her lightning power flared once again and she set a bush alight. 
 
    She approached him contritely. Keee-irr? 
 
    That’s alright, lass. Just a bush. 
 
    Kneeling, he made to touch his forehead to hers, but she backed up skittishly as if she found the gesture unexpectedly threatening. An invasion of personal space? A low growl began in her throat. She hunkered down, beginning to flare her wings before pulling up with a startled, apologetic whine. Her brightening radiance subsided before he spoke softly to her; their eyes touched and fused as if the connection had been bathed in molten lava, and he sensed her agitation as she evaluated the fiery emotions within. 
 
    Alright there, lass. Being fire is part of the whole draconic experience, I’m sure, he said. Raging about destroying unsuspecting bushes is part of the deal. Right up there with smoking Certanshi for breakfast. 
 
    Cocking her head drolly, she regarded him askance before initiating the habitual touch with the air of one experimenting with an unknown danger. 
 
    Lights played behind his eyes, but Tyanbran did not summarily explode. Her paw touched the pulse of his neck as if she wondered what manner of beast he might be, so different to her. Flashes of those unfamiliar, deep-bellied clouds played through his mind. Was this related to the imprinting process? Could she be trying to evaluate threats that might somehow be stored in a draconic species memory, against what she experienced here? Or even trying to connect directly with his mind? The whole matter of speech did strike him as an enterprise she found tricky, even unnatural. 
 
    Maybe Dragons communicated in pure emotions born of fire, and this numbskull was not exactly equipped to even know where to start. 
 
    Keee-irr sssss-af, she purred at last, as if this decided some matter of importance. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond is safe with me, too, he returned, startled as the statement came out as grimly as the sweep of his ska’etaz. 
 
    She turned, scanning the campsite with eager eyes. Shrrr-shrrr sssss-af. Riril sssss-af! Isss … ssss-af? 
 
    Checking her family one by one. 
 
    We’ll do our best, lass. We’re fine here. Keir pointed to Arami and Narini. Father has set a watch. You can play. There are no bad men here. 
 
    The dragonet inclined her head. Grrrr-dd. 
 
    Off to play. 
 
    Keir shook his head slowly. Alright. Just another something to pop into his mental digestive system. For those images … he had to wonder, was she even born of this world, and of elements known to Humankind or Elvenkind? 
 
    A living liquid diamond. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar, give him strength! 
 
    During the course of the day, several inches filtered down, before an unexpected squall struck in the late afternoon and turned the beautiful drifting flakes into a tearing blizzard. Keir crouched with his family, Elf, Human and Dragon, inside their small canvas tent and listened to his mother tell the twins stories about the jungle. They did not remember anything, having visited when they were just one anna old. It was hard to imagine warmth, spreading green boughs and liana swings out here in the high mountains, with a brisk Winterfall squall whistling in. 
 
    In the deep evening they broke camp, packed everyone onto the ponies and set off again. The wind had dropped, but the snow continued to fall in abundance. Kalar was keen to reach Drakabis Valley to check on the state of the zip line. The departing Elves had tried to trigger a rumour that they had travelled by the easier, more easterly route, but … they’d see soon enough. 
 
    Late the following afternoon, the cavalcade reached the Abyss. The scouts had already reported back that the zip line was intact, but required readjustment. Keir’s shoulders slumped further and further as he considered Rhyl’s likely reaction to the state in which he had left the Mother Tree. 
 
    Not his fault. Right? 
 
    No, the mystical entity had merely picked him out for express delivery of a sky-fire egg. 
 
    Had he not been present … sigh. 
 
    That would be the point. The timing, one might suggest, was exceedingly suspicious. Keir had not generally been one to believe in serendipity, but when it practically Dragon-slapped him across the earhole, he would be pretty foolish not to sit up and pay attention. 
 
    He startled as his own shadow appeared for the first time in several days. Mauve was out! Glancing up at the thin line of zaribar ponies, looking so tiny and forlorn against the backdrop of the towering peaks of the Amaranthine Bulwark and the almighty Dragon Kings beyond, he thrilled as many of the Elves began to glance about in surprise. A child’s merry giggling broke the deep silence. As if a mysterious, profoundly affecting signal had been given, bright chatter suddenly burst out here and a titter rose there, the sounds rippling over their column as if an aviary of songbirds had unexpectedly emerged in this snowy landscape. The noticeably warm sunshine spread across their path before scooting up the cliffs to ignite the great peaks. The great soaring slopes came ablaze with beauty, while Mauve burnished the peaks as if the gleaming run-off of a mauve and azure furnace poured down their flanks. 
 
    It was disconcerting to see so many Elves together in one place. Blonde, silver and white hair predominated, apart from his father’s brown and Narini’s striking sable hair, rare indeed amongst the Elvenkind. Most had now thrown off their snow caps, the better to enjoy the unexpected gift of sunshine. Elven-white hair was pure white, like his; the silver, not the grey of aging Human hair, but a metallic, lustrous sheen, and the blonde, a pale cornsilk or platinum colour, no darker. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond peeked out from beneath Grandma Garamyssill’s robe. The old lady bent close to explain something to the dragonet, waving her hand to indicate the glorious peaks for all the world as if she taught one of the children. 
 
    Exactly as it should be. 
 
    Every day the dragonet convinced him that she was more person than animal, but it was not easy to make that transition in one’s mind, was it? Not when the unseen mores of society, background, upbringing and attitudes informed a person’s worldview in ways deeper than conscious thought. 
 
    Then, she curled up to give herself a vigorous scratch down below. Ugh. Save a conversation about social niceties for another time! 
 
    The eventide ride down into Drakabis Valley was incomparable. Rarely had Keir beheld such perfection. Thick beams of sunshine gleamed off every branch and pine needle, every rock was granted a raiment of kingly splendour, every dip and rise and variation stood highlighted by the changeable quality of the light. Even the birds rustled about eagerly, peeping out of their nests and winter holes in tree trunks, to raise a chirruping chorus of amazement. Beyond that, over the twin Dragon Kings, a formidable rampart of storm built toward the highest heavens, giving the sky in that direction an ominous, khaki-purple aspect so familiar to him. Yet, it was not shifting as fast as he would have expected. Darkfall threatened, but it was as though it held off a ways, and he did not think he sensed the paranormal powers that had prowled the skies that night. 
 
    With a firm shove of the ski poles, he caught up with his father. “Behind the peaks. Darkfall, Dad. But I dinnae think it’s really moving this way.” 
 
    Kalar pursed his lips, considering the sky. “Stuck over Garrikar Town?” 
 
    “Aye, a true word,” he agreed 
 
    Both their pairs of eyes turned to consider the trail behind one more time. No sign of pursuit in the offing, yet they both had the battle bones. Keir clenched his fists. Never let up on the vigilance. Not for one second, for that was the second which killed. 
 
    “Reckon there’s time enough to make the crossing?” 
 
    “Only if ye wish to do it after dark, Dad, which I wouldn’t recommend. Now’t with these in tow – it needs time and care, especially for some of the children.” 
 
    “Aye, ye’ve the rights of that, lad.” 
 
    Kalar whistled in the scouts. When they arrived, he said in fluent Elven, Find us a campsite in the trees, not too close to the Abyss. Warn all the parents and children not to approach within a hundred feet. We’ve no idea if there’s a cornice over that drop just waiting to break off. And, bid everyone buckle up for a storm. It might hit overnight. 
 
    The following morning, the storm still lay in wait. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12: Onward to Gold 
 
    11th of Marus Month 
 
    Fall of Winterfall 
 
      
 
    KEIR HAD NEVER CONSIDERED himself one for portents, but the sight of that almighty Darkfall storm looming behind the Dragon Kings peaks made his neck prickle as if he were being slowly spit-roasted for an Ogre’s breakfast. Deep purple thunderheads piled upon each other until they reached miles up into the sky. All that pent-up power gave him a visceral shudder; he sensed it made Auroral Storm Diamond skittish, too. Was that not her birthplace? Yet her behaviour betrayed mistrust, even fear – which did not square up in the slightest. He gave the phenomenon such a prolonged, suspicious glare that Rhyl in passing teased him about attempting to intimidate the storm out of their path. 
 
    Girls. Simultaneously vexatious and indispensable. 
 
    “Keir!” his father roared. “Stop yer lollygagging and get ye to work!” 
 
    He barely had half a mug of fragrant tea inside his belly. Gulping down the remainder, he rushed off to get started. 
 
    Father, being father, was bark, bustle and bite where needed. Quite the localised storm. However, with a hearty chuckle here and a comradely backslap there, he had the entire company up and running in far less time than Keir thought possible. Meantime, he clambered over the Abyss on a nice loose loop of rope, trying not to think too hard about how he had visited it last time around. Rhyl came close on his heels. She climbed ropes as if born to them – which she was, he supposed. Not much to choose between ropes and jungle vines. 
 
    He should say something about a more important topic, however. Rhyllaryssill-my – 
 
    She’s alright, Keirthynal-my-heart. 
 
    Uh … As usual, his cousin stole all logic and reason straight off the tip of his tongue. 
 
    The Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar – that’s what you were concerned about, right? 
 
    Is my every worry written upon my forehead? he asked irritably. Two nights with little sleep had given him a pounding headache. 
 
    Quite. Keep trying to outpace a slug over there, slow-blossom. 
 
    Slugs and blossoms? Hardly a way to improve his mood! Keir scrambled up the final section of the hawser, deliberately kicking down some snow to annoy Rhyl. She did not annoy easily. Instead, she just smacked his foot and bade him move his overstuffed Elf butt at a pace faster than bark peeling off a tree. 
 
    Descriptive of a morn, wasn’t he? 
 
    He could not grit his teeth any harder without breaking one. 
 
    When they were safely up the other side and checking the tree to which the hawser tensioning mechanism was affixed, he asked her to explain what she meant about the Mother Tree. 
 
    Looking downcast, she said, She intimated that there might be a rebirth process and that I was somehow to be involved in it – I just don’t know how. She was so … so ageless, and wise, and melancholy about dying, and that’s what upset me. Now I see the Mother Tree might have meant that Her death was somehow necessary to give birth to the Dragon Egg. I don’t understand why She even chose someone like me, I mean, I’m so … inadequate, for any task like this. 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    I am! she protested. I’m just a little Elf from a – a challenging family background, shall we say? Why would She ever, ever pick someone like me? 
 
    She had picked Rhyl? What for? Scanning her with his eyes, he noticed nothing unusual. 
 
    He said, Perhaps She saw a special something in you that we all see? 
 
    Keir, don’t. 
 
    She could not bring herself to believe, could she? Bending, he kissed her cheek in the Elven fashion. What will you do now, o cousin-of-my-joy? 
 
    The quaint phrasing brought a slight smile to her lips. Since you ask the straightforward questions, I plan to go ask the other Sacred Trees what to do. Since you chat to them as if they’re old friends, I thought I might just drag you along – if you were willing? 
 
    Willing? Is this proposed dragging a painful experience? 
 
    You jungle howler! she laughed, punching his shoulder. Stop trying to cheer me up. 
 
    I win. 
 
    Alright, so you do, Mister Competitive. 
 
    Despite a few touch-and-go moments, the crossing proceeded as smoothly as could have been hoped for. There were one or two hysterical children, a sling rigged for the oldest of their number, and no mishaps. Pleasing. 
 
    After that, he walked up to the cliff face he remembered, pointed and said, That’s the crack that hides the entrance. Right there. 
 
    Several dozen Elves stared, and then burst out laughing as one. 
 
    Elven laughter was high-pitched, like a group of tittering birds bursting into melodious chatter all at once. Even his mother had a merry chuckle going on, while Storm trilled his name as if his ideas were the silliest notions in the world. 
 
    Now he was Keir Kestrelfoot the Immensely Short-Sighted, or something to that effect. A few more futile and increasingly red-faced attempts convinced him that no other could see what was perfectly clear to him. Right. Now he knew how the Dragons of old had hidden their citadel. No-one could find it because no-one knew it was there. Clever, and no doubt magical. Not even the sharpest Elven eyes could penetrate their defences, he concluded. 
 
    Except his? How peculiar. 
 
    It was not as if he had special eyes, unless the imprinting he had shared with his hatchling had changed something – such as, his ability to see straight through ancient magic? Auroral Storm Diamond wound her slender body about his legs, and then gave that upward tilt of her chin he had learned meant she wanted to be picked up. When he did, she took a seat upon his shoulder, her tail curled about his neck to provide better balance. 
 
    Keee-irr ce-rri-vrrr, she stated to everyone. 
 
    Oh. Misjudged. He tried to communicate his warm gratitude for the moral support. 
 
    The Elves continued to look at him as though he had gone stark, raving mad. Great feeling. Somewhat mutinously, he announced, Translation: Keir’s clever and you are all blind. Shall I show you a trick? 
 
    Halfway up the short climb, it occurred to him that if he had forgotten the location, he was about to be left with an awful, stinking double handful of rotten egg on his face. Thank heavens, he was the one left laughing when he plainly vanished from sight, and thirty-odd faces gazed up at him with identically amazed expressions. 
 
    “Keir!” his father bellowed. 
 
    “Och aye, Dad? Dinnae ye worry, I’m right here.” 
 
    “Right where, ye conniving blighter? Come out where we can see ye.” 
 
    That may have changed his cheeky wave to an even cheekier gesture, but Keir had been raised to respect his parents. “I’m waving at ye, Dad.” 
 
    Standing in the crack, he reached forward until suddenly, people shouted and laughed and pointed. 
 
    Kalar shouted up, “That’s a disembodied hand. That’s all we see. Quite the vanishing trick ye pulled on us, lad. Most impressive.” 
 
    Oh, now he was impressive, was he? Could he have that inked on a scroll, sealed by the royal hand? 
 
    Unwinding the knotted rope he had carried up, he created a loop at one end using a bowline and then from that, formed a simple slipknot. He drew the loop over a granite outcropping beside his head and pulled it tight. Swung his weight off it – good. He tossed the rope down to his adoring audience. As they should be. Not just anyone could turn invisible on command. 
 
    It took the dragonet nipping gently at his ear at that point to remind him that he really ought to be working on being more gracious. Thanks, girl. He stroked her neck. She purred so throatily, it made his teeth vibrate. Do you mind? Important work on the boil here, like remembering how this unlocking mechanism works … 
 
    Keee-irr frr-nee. 
 
    Funny, eh? I’ll funny your pretty scales in a minute! Now, how’s about turning yourself into a useful scrap of lighting – lightning lighting – to help me see into this crevice? Thank you. She understood! Her developing abilities constantly amazed him. Here we go, and – 
 
    Fascinating! Rhyl exclaimed right behind him. 
 
    Keir startled so badly, he clouted his head on the very rock he had just used to secure the rope. “Oh, woman!” 
 
    “Oh, man,” she teased back, not missing a beat. “Is this how ye discovered this entrance last time?” 
 
    “Nae, I sort of fell into it from a mile up. Screaming out my wee lungs.” 
 
    “Oh ho ho, I’d forgotten that detail,” she laughed on cue. “Think yer Dad will fit into that gap? He’s now’t the smallest amongst men.” 
 
    “Hmm. Minus his armour, maybe. I should’ve had him dieting since Christmas, I feel –” 
 
    “Do I hear sharp tongues dissecting my good name?” Kalar inquired, peering over the edge of the ledge that fronted this cunningly hidden cleft in the rocks. “Still cannae see either of ye, mind, but I can smell the mischief brewing from a hundred paces.” 
 
    “Dad, that’s yer –” 
 
    Rhyl punched his arm. 
 
    “Looks a bit of a tight squeeze for the Ouliphant in the party,” his father added, with an alarmingly tilted eyebrow for his cheek. “Good. So this is yer crafty plan to make nigh forty Elves simply evaporate into thin air? Nice work.” 
 
    “Aye, that it is,” Keir agreed. “Dad – will ye order a watch set outside? Let’s make sure our tracks disappear, too, and maybe slacken that hawser some. We really want to –” 
 
    “Och aye! Rattle those battle bones!” Kalar exclaimed. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    He issued the order at once. 
 
    Half an hour later, an entire company of Elves and one Human had vanished without a trace from Drakabis Valley. Keir’s last reconnaissance noted the storm beginning to move. It would be a late-season Darkfall, and a bad one at that. 
 
    Contrarily, he decided the storm’s onset must be viewed as comforting. The wind and snow would combine to sweep away any traces of their passing, and hope to stymie any pursuit from the capital. He worked the hidden mechanism one final time, shutting out the cold airstream stirring trees the length of Drakabis Valley. Then he trotted quickly down the stairwell, joining the Elves at the bottom. Several had brought compact travel lanterns. Together with the light given off by Auroral Storm Diamond, everyone had ample light to see by, except for his father. 
 
    Everyone gazed at the gangly youth. 
 
    Keir clamped down on his nerves. No time for that. He said, So, I planned to camp out down here until the storm passes over. Then, we need to think about scaling Tranbyss Pass – 
 
    Why don’t we just walk beneath the peaks? Rhyl asked. 
 
    Oh – uh, I guess – 
 
    Why go over when we could likely find passage right through? the Elfmaiden smiled. Sigh. She was right again, and here came the facial egg he deserved … without great delay. Fate was like that. It loved to slap one with handfuls of egg – right? Perfectly weird image; perfectly Keir. 
 
    We could try, he agreed. 
 
    What do you mean? Where are we? several of the Elves asked. 
 
    He had not told anyone, had he? Keir sighed. Time to reveal one secret, at least. He said, My friends, we stand at the portals of the ancient realm of the Dragon Kings. These are Santazathiar’s very halls, his throne room and his treasury. And, Rhyllaryssill is right. We might be able to walk right through beneath the peaks, if we can find the route – that is, if you don’t all expire of sheer wonder on the way. 
 
    I’ve seen it all, son, Mister Garamyssill snorted, and may I inform you, young Elf, I am not due for any form of expiration just yet! 
 
    Keir laughed along with the others at this cantankerous rejoinder. 
 
    Oh, seen it all, have we? His wife gripped his arm fondly. I, for one, would like to see some venerable Elves eat their words for jungle fruit. Lead on, Keirthynal-our-strength. Lead us into wonder. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond cleared her throat gently. 
 
    Alright, you bright-pawed jungle sprite, Kalar laughed, reaching out to scratch her chin. We mean wonders apart from you. 
 
    Krrrr, she agreed, as if that settled an indisputable fact. 
 
    Well. Apparently certain dragonets were not without an opinion of themselves – not without reason, Keir considered, wondering how it was that she could simply accept admiration and adulation as her due. In the corner of her eye, he noticed her observing his reaction, and he wondered with a sudden pang to what degree his thoughts and feelings communicated to her awareness. Judgmental, envious, awed, grateful, baffled, overwhelmed … his emotions regarding what he shared with her were too many and too multifaceted to enumerate or understand. 
 
    As he considered her nature, the fires of her extraordinary orbs expanded from that slight glance across and into the field of his vision, multihued and playful, fiery yet serene. 
 
    The faces around him drew back in surprise, even fear. 
 
    “What’s the matter with my brother?” Arami asked clearly. 
 
    “Son?” Kalar said. 
 
    Narini had shrunk back against their mother’s legs, her lower lip trembling and her face ashen. The depthless dark wells of her eyes reflected the eerie, feline-fiery light of his gaze. His heart flip-flopped painfully within his chest, the rapid drumbeat swelling behind his ears as if hammering on the portals in search of escape. 
 
    He knew he had terrified his little sisters. 
 
    Even Arami had that defiant, brave tilt to her chin – she did that when she was being determinedly brave. Hiding her fear. 
 
    Then, the unimaginable happened. 
 
    Little Narini stepped forward, declaiming in a high-pitched, singsong voice that was far from her usual timid whisper, and as clear as the clarion call of a crystal bell: 
 
    Fear not, o people of Santazathiar’s paw. 
 
    You see but the Mark of Promise, 
 
    In the eyes of a Guardian, 
 
    As souls into oneness are joined. 
 
    All is well. 
 
    Her eyes rolled to white. 
 
    Keir found her in his arms, and in Shanryssill’s simultaneously, without conscious memory of how he had moved to catch her. He bent his ear to her chest. She’s alright. Heart beating, breathing … Narini? Narini, are you with us? 
 
    Mrs Garamyssill said quietly, Great magic lives in the sap of your bloodline, o Shanryssill-be-honoured, o Kalar-be-blessed. You honour your ancestors most highly. 
 
    I … Shanryssill shook her head, as rattled as Keir had ever seen her. 
 
    Kalar said roughly, Was that – was that what I thought … 
 
    The entire community surrounded them, drawn close by this unspeakably beautiful revelation. The very air quivered with wonder. Hands reached to touch the couple’s shoulders with two fingers outstretched, an ancient Elven sign of blessing, and then to touch Narini’s forehead ever so delicately with the same gesture. 
 
    Granny Garamyssill said, Aye. Our little Narinyssill exhibits the signature power of a Mystic – a great and fearful fate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Gratitude warmed his heart as the attention shifted to another, at least for the time being. Granny Garamyssill recounted a little of the lore of Mystics for them. No Mystic had arisen amongst the Jungle Elves in over eleven generations. Amongst the Northern Tundra Elves, a people with a great tradition of Mystics, she believed one still lived, but the male Mystic had to be well in excess of his ninth decade of life. 
 
    Elves believed that the rising of such a power presaged great and portentous events, so for her manifestation to come coupled with the birth of a Dragon was not unexpected. However, she had never heard of the power manifesting so young. As they walked deeper into the caverns that morn, the Elves quietly debated amongst themselves what this might mean, and Councillor Varanthyal added his voice – somewhat to Keir’s surprise – in full support of the idea of the need for the Elves to retreat deep into the jungles to consult with at least one of the Sacred Trees. 
 
    Several miles deeper into the caverns, the Councillor came up to Keir, Kalar and Shanryssill, and without preamble, said, I must offer my humble apologies for my part in the audience with the King, which you will remember – I did not respond with honour, nor Elven gravitas-of-judgement, as would have been appropriate. Instead, I allowed my person and station to be abused. My deep apologies to you both, and to the noble Dragon. 
 
    Thank you, honoured-Councillor, Keir replied awkwardly. 
 
    Kalar nodded, My thanks also, honoured-Councillor. How do you judge the matter of bringing to the Jungles both Dragon and Mystic? 
 
    Clasping his hands behind his back, the Councillor said, Times of great change, and great portent moreover, are upon us. This shall move the Elven clans in ways that are difficult to fathom without being deeply steeped in the current tangled lianas of politics. There will be a scramble for power and position, let there be no doubt of that. Thankfully, the young age of your daughter Narinyssill may be used to your advantage – as in, Elves believe in the inviolability of childhood innocence to an extraordinary degree. The families will want to protect her. Who assumes that role, is a different and more challenging question, not so? 
 
    Indeed it is, his mother agreed. We Aryssillati are not powerful. Our children’s half-blood status will count against them. 
 
    Kalar grunted, They had better not – 
 
    You just became powerful, Varanthyal interjected sagely, with a courtly bow. Consider how you might use this new prestige well. One angle might be to force the Elves to unite and march to the aid of the Kingdom of Amarinthe. 
 
    I had not considered that, his father said, stroking his beard. 
 
    Another angle is to play the leaf of impartiality. Of course your Aryssillati link will be weighed in the measures, but I suggest from the outset that both Dragon Guardian and Mystic insist upon absolute, sacrosanct impartiality. That will sever much of the political shenanigans before it begins to bud. I can help you work out some sacred wording related to the Sacred Trees – Keirthynal? 
 
    Honoured Councillor, Keir said, we have neither direct quest nor … mandate, I guess I’d call it, from the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar. Save that we saw her killed, apparently. 
 
    In addition to Dragon Guardian and Mystic, Rhyl believed she might be destined to play a role in the rebirth of the very First Seed of the Elvenkind. What an honour! She would be the last person to believe she was worthy, but he intuited otherwise. Somehow, their little family had become a nexus for the fate and future of the Elvenkind. He wished he knew what it all meant. 
 
    True, said Varanthyal, but your powers are mandate enough, I believe. Oh, I expect the very jungle boughs to tremble at the commotion we shall cause by advancing these claims! So, as a recently retired Councillor of Amarinthe, I have a favour to ask of you, Commander, and your family? 
 
    Do ask, Kalar returned gruffly. 
 
    Would you consider taking me into your service? Keir sensed his father stiffen. My heart is for service, and while there is yet strength in my limbs, I wish to do that in the best way I know how. I would swear to whatever conditions you see fit to impose, for I believe that the future of our Northern Pentate, and indeed, the races of both Elvenkind and Humankind, depend upon the successful defence of the Amaranthine Bulwark. Unlike some Elves, I will not swing idly in my hammock awaiting a Certanshi genocide against the Humankind. To me, that is anathema. I can be your Elder voice when the Council meets. Think upon my proposal. 
 
    Whirling upon his heel, he strode away to speak to another family. 
 
    Kalar exchanged a staggered glance with his tiny wife. Keir knew what they were thinking. Had they completely misjudged the man? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13: Lurker 
 
      
 
    TRILLING IN WONDER, THE dragonet leaped down from Keir’s shoulder, the better to goggle at the treasure chamber’s wonders. Legend told how good gifts were given to the children of the Humankind, Elvenkind, Dwarvenkind and Giantkind as Dragon eggs by Santaclaws himself. No wonder he could afford it, Keir told himself. The treasure grew no less staggering upon a second viewing, and as the lights washed away into the distance to reveal the almighty crimson Dragon standing upon his plinth, the Elves behind him gasped as one. Then, they fell to their knees in reverence. 
 
    Santazathiar be blessed! someone exclaimed fervently. 
 
    Several of the younger children gurgled with the kind of laughter that only arises from sheer, spine-tingling wonder. 
 
    “It’s Santaclaws himself!” Arami squealed. “Look, Daddy! Look!” 
 
    “He’s too awesome,” Narini whispered, hiding behind Kalar’s leg. But even her shyness did not prevent her from peeking around from behind, her mauve eyes shining with an inner light as she took in the glittering scene. 
 
    “Och aye, and I said I’d seen everything, but – Santazathiar’s oath, lad!” Mister Garamyssill growled at Keir. “Dinnae ye ken an old Elf’s heart needs some warning before ye Dragon-slap him with something like that?” 
 
    His wife chuckled, How many decades does it take to become a true believer, my-heart’s-husband? 
 
    “Always have been, my wee bonny lass, but now … I am even more. Lad –” He gazed at Keir, just shaking his head. “I see why, now. I see why. I’ve just … I’ve been …” 
 
    A fat tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Narini moved over to him and slipped her tiny hand into his. There now, honoured-Grandfather, it’s alright. Santazathiar knows all. Will you sing His song? 
 
    I … he stared at the little girl, and then wiped his rheumy eyes. Which song is that? 
 
    The one that’s in here. Listen. Reaching out, she placed her hand flat over the region of his heart. Her eyes shuttered. Hmm. Yes, there it is. Hmm – mmm-oo … aah … she began to hum softly. Your mommy used to sing this song over you, didn’t she? 
 
    Touching his right temple, the old Elf smiled as if recalling a fond memory, and then he clasped her hand warmly. So she did, little one. So she did. 
 
    In a moment, he found his breath, and he chanted more than sang: 
 
    Long of talon and longer of fang, 
 
    Through fiery air his challenge rang! 
 
    To ride forth with all masters of airy spaces, 
 
    To the portal they set their faces! 
 
    Led by the greatest, the crimson tide of Yore, 
 
    We called him Santazathiar. 
 
      
 
    Bright of scale and brighter of eye, 
 
    His clarion call a trump on high, 
 
    Passing through the fiery portal, its lightning-chased chaos, 
 
    Unto the enemy’s dread onyx dais, 
 
    Led by the greatest, the crimson sovereign of Yore, 
 
    We called him Santazathiar. 
 
    Keir rubbed the shivers off his arms as he considered the wording. When Santaclaws flew to Olde Earth, he must have passed through that portal, described as both fiery and lightning-chased. He did not think the songwriter had embellished the moment. Perhaps he or she had even been present, as a Dragon Guardian. For he knew what he had seen, smelled and sensed in that storm above the Abyss, of which the song’s imagery had so vividly reminded him. Could it be that Auroral Storm Diamond had come to him from another realm, a world that lay beyond such a fiery portal? Might she be of Olde Earth … or have come from another world entirely? 
 
    Boggle the mind! 
 
    Could the Dragon Riders of old have abandoned Tyanbran in such a manner? This might explain their total disappearance eighty anna before – but neither the manner nor the reason behind it. 
 
    He had so many mixed feelings about potentially joining a tarnished tradition. Potentially? The correction slipped into his thoughts. He was already connected to this dragonet. Soul-connected? He had only suspicions to guide him as to how deep their union went. Now, it was up to him to revive that tradition. He would restore honour to the Dragon Guardians, he vowed. That was the right and proper thing to do. 
 
    Keir only realised he was staring at the dragonet and she at him when he became aware of Rhyl’s hand clasping his shoulder. 
 
    “Welcome back from the land of Santazathiar,” she smiled. 
 
    “I … uh,” he managed, ruffling up a few more spikes in his white hair. His neck ached. How long had he been immobile? “Sorry. I was far gone.” 
 
    “I saw. Dinnae ye worry, I stayed behind to babysit ye both. The others have already descended into the treasure cavern to take a look around. Yer Dad’s laid down the law about the treasure. He and Harik had this idea of making a treasure cart on wheels –” 
 
    “Those short boards we lugged over the ravine?” 
 
    “Aye, there ye have it.” 
 
    “Smart. I had nae idea how we were going to transport several tonnes of gold back to the entrance, except by backpack, which would have been tough going.” Bending, he chucked the dragonet beneath her chin. “Och aye, and what’re ye up to then, my bonny spark of lightning? Did ye greet Santaclaws already? Does Dad’s great plan include moving the stash away from the entrance area, too?” 
 
    His cousin threw him a knowing look. 
 
    “Aye, alright Miss Smarty-Snowshoes. Just catching up around here. Vaguely.” 
 
    “Come along, Mister Vaguely Does It.” She linked her arm into his, and smiled at the dragonet. “And ye, Diamond?” 
 
    Rrr … Riril! 
 
    Alright then, up you come. Springing eagerly into her outstretched arms, Auroral Storm Diamond overdid it and clashed her muzzle into Rhyl’s lip. Ouch! Oh, you silly … never mind. It’s nothing. 
 
    After a moment, a contrite paw crept up and touched her bruised lip. Srr-eee Riril. A slight flash ensued as a spark leaped over to her lip; the Elfmaiden chuckled at the sensation – ticklish, she said – and the dragonet tested her droll, lopsided smile. Apparently they both understood there had been healing magic transferred. Keir’s gaze dropped to her right hand, attracted by a flash of silver. The patterns on her skin were still present, but did he detect … a slight bulge, which had not been present before? 
 
    Before he could mention anything, the first group of ten Elves arrived on the outlook platform, bearing thirty to fifty pounds of gold apiece. Skiver, several complained jovially. Layabout. Finished Dragon-gazing, or whatever you were doing? 
 
    Keir chuckled, I was engaged in extremely important work, I’ll have you know. Which he did not happen to remember in the slightest, mind. Worry-pang! Is there a spare backpack down below? 
 
    Laran, a lanky older teenager with silver-blonde hair, drawled. Now, no calling in favours from Daddy, alright? 
 
    He grinned, Tempting as that may be, I’ll carry my fair share, thanks. 
 
    Believe it when I see it. 
 
    Do try to keep up, you poor old jungle vine. 
 
    Unfortunately, as it turned out, he also had to carry a fractious hatchling who would not leave him alone. Keir climbed and descended the 931 steps five times before his father called a halt to the gold transport efforts for the day. The children needed to eat, and there had already been one accident over in the section holding the Dragon armour – thankfully, only a bad sprain earned when a pile of Dragon armour collapsed upon several children. 
 
    After a light trail dinner, Keir wanted to help with a cart run to the far end of the caverns, for Auroral Storm Diamond had acted agog at the statues of her slightly larger draconic relatives. One issue with this idea –the mysterious lighting in the treasure chamber rippled into darkness less than twenty seconds after he left. Faint yells from behind alerted him. A shouted conference and a swift test later, he worked out that the issue occurred if he left the cavern. Not the dragonet. That put the proverbial wasp in the soup as far as he was concerned. 
 
    He was not supposed to be magical. Most certainly, not the sort of weird magical that nobody understood, which might just link him to that crimson monster on the other side of the cavern that Narini was now in full meltdown about. Scared. Of course she was scared – so was he. Only a wee bit. It was a manly, healthy sort of fear, he tried and failed to convince himself. What five anna-old would not be afraid when she was far from home, anxious and overwrought? Arami’s way was to want to fight something. Sometimes a big brother was just the right sack of potatoes to hit. Narini’s way was to fling wide the floodgates and have a massive bawl. 
 
    The problem was, she also set off most of the other children. 
 
    His way was to crack jokes. 
 
    Plucking up a large diamond which the twins had been playing with, he pretended to pull it out of his mother’s left ear. Right behind her back. He made a funny face. ‘Ooo.’ Next, he pulled it out of her right elbow. 
 
    “Keir, nae helping!” his mother growled, waving him off half-heartedly. 
 
    “Watch this, Narini,” he called. With deft sleight-of-hand, he pulled the egg-sized diamond out of his own nose. 
 
    Her tearstained face cracked into a tremulous smile. Clutching her favourite blanket close to her chest, she whispered, “Keir’s silly.” 
 
    “Silly? I’m now’t silly. Who’s this?” 
 
    He marched the diamond across his palm with big military steps. 
 
    “Dad.” 
 
    “This?” 
 
    “Och aye, that’s ye, big brother.” 
 
    “Nae, guess again.” 
 
    “Prince Zyran brushing his hair?” She giggled when he nodded. 
 
    “Look, Keir. Yer dragonet’s watching,” Arami interrupted, snuggling closer to her sister. “Here. I’ll hold ye. Dinnae ye worry about now’t, I’ve got ye.” 
 
    “Ooh, clever girl.” He waved the diamond toward her muzzle. “Who’s this? Mmm, kissy-kissy, where’s my Prince?” 
 
    “Rhyl!” the twins hooted. 
 
    “And this?” He pretended to make the jewel fly past Auroral Storm Diamond’s muzzle. She tracked the movement with curious intensity, her tail twitching. “Whee … diamond me.” 
 
    The diamond’s sparkling mesmerised the hatchling. Keir bobbed it back and forth in front of her gaze, watching the brightening of her eyes with a growing sense of hypnosis of his own. Did the refraction of light through the gemstone facets in some way remind her of her birth, or of the qualities of lightning itself? Whatever it was, he could read her rising excitement in the rhythm of her tail, the refulgent fires of her eyes, and the sudden spike of ravenous hunger in his gut – 
 
    Without thinking, he tossed the diamond lightly into the air and snatched his hand away. 
 
    Whee-KRACK! 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond blurred past him from a standing start, snatching up the gemstone mere inches from his departing fingers. With a blinding flash and a sharp report that echoed around the cavern, she disposed of it. Swallowed whole? Her white, forked tongue zealously slurping around the fangs. She turned ten feet away with a look of mild amazement creasing up her muzzle – all four ears pricked up to maximum attention – and then he spotted something new. A sly narrowing of her eyes. A considering tilt to her head, as if she wondered what Keir might think if she did whatever hatchling naughtiness she was contemplating in her heart. The eyes blinked once, very slowly. 
 
    She made an experimental sideways step, a sidling action he had never seen her make before. 
 
    Keir raised an eyebrow. “Och aye, young lady?” 
 
    Off in a flash! 
 
    He galloped after her, yelling and perhaps salting in a few words not best suited to young ears, as she scooted up a mountain of gold coins to snatch up a fabulous ruby and sample that, and then she skidded down the far side, setting off an avalanche of bullion. As he rounded the pile at a dead sprint, he found the dragonet sampling a pawful of emeralds. Not to her taste, apparently. Nor was a fabulous sapphire flower the size of his doubled-up fists, a moment later. 
 
    “Nae! Auroral Storm Diamond! Come back here this instant!” 
 
    Keee-irr? 
 
    “Dinnae think yer all cutesy now, ye wee scallywag.” 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr Keee-irr … 
 
    “Stop right there – stop yer nonsense!” 
 
    Who said parenting was fun? 
 
    Bounding from one treasure chest to the next as Keir gave chase, she snatched up samples of garnet, tourmaline, jade, chalcedony and ruby. All the while, she cast strange, wild glances back at him, torn between the fun of the game and a furnace-like hunger in the pit of her belly that she could neither understand nor control. Barrelling through a stand of longswords, she attempted to scale one of the house-sized treasure chests which was bound in straps of brass as thick as his forearm, but her still-soft talons could not penetrate the timbers deeply enough to hold. She fell back with a squeal of discontent. 
 
    “Got ye!” Keir swooped. No such luck. 
 
    Chasing her through the Dragon armour section, he wove between the ribs of a mighty set of armour and ambushed her from the side. Auroral Storm Diamond jinked a fraction of an inch past his outstretched fingers. With a sound that reminded him suspiciously of a chortle, the cheeky dragonet vanished into a maze of pyramid-packed stacks of Giant-sized ingots, each three feet tall and fifteen long. Consumed by the annoyance and fun of the chase, Keir raced up the side of one stack, bounded lightly along the golden beams, and tried to ambush the rascal from above. 
 
    No dice. 
 
    A gleaming white tail vanished into a jumbled stack of treasures. She popped up wearing a king’s crown upon her neck. Keee-irr! Keee-irr! 
 
    No, don’t you – aargh! 
 
    Oh, how she loved the chasing game! The dragonet had never been in such an environment, he realised, full of glitter and gleam and wonderful places to hide, cracks to sidle through, and mountains of armour and weapons and jewellery to climb. To her,this was a cross between a giant maze and a jungle gym – and if she revelled in such an environment, how much more would she love the jungle? His growing exasperation only served to egg her on. Gold coins cascaded merrily toward him, bouncing off his knees and thighs as she scrambled awkwardly to the top of a pile eighty feet tall, which washed up against four almighty metal treasure chests. He had no clue what was inside, but the dragonet was bent on finding out. Paws scrabbling. Wings flaring to try to help her balance as she tumbled away, down, down in a shower of gold … 
 
    Keee-irr! she trilled as his hands closed upon her flanks. 
 
    “Ha, ye wee rascal,” he laughed, rubbing her behind the ears. “Why were ye like a hound on the scent – gently with yer squirming, darling. Talons in.” 
 
    Keee-irr – she sniffed the air keenly. Krrrr-krrrr … KRRR! 
 
    He knew her hungry noise far too well from many an hour spent on the wrong side of midnight trying to figure out what she wanted. This time, it came accompanied by several clear signs. Inhaling some elusive scent deep into her nostrils. Her stomach gurgled appreciatively. Next, her right paw waved uncertainly up-slope. Krrrr – rrrp? 
 
    Up? Sure, we can try. 
 
    To the tune of musical jingling at every footstep, dragonet and half Elf finally scaled the mighty slope of coins. Maybe they should leave King Daryan more than two tonnes of gold? This place was incredible. 
 
    So was the chest they approached. This particular silver metal chest could have swallowed his entire house with room to spare. The rim, cover and lock were richly embellished with green gemstones he did not recognise, encrusted in thick settings of an orange-grey metal. The lid had been left propped open by a four-foot metal rod that was comfortably as thick as his torso. Since the rim was three feet above his head, Keir boosted the dragonet up first and then he leaped up to grip the metal flange with his fingers. A moment later, they were gazing into a … pool of luminous green liquid. Weird. It had the texture of molten lead, but the colour was all wrong. His face tingled, and his body felt strangely drawn to it – not in a comforting way, but as if it were trying to suck his marrow out of every pore. 
 
    “Now’t this one, paw monster,” he said. She shook her head gravely in agreement. “Try the next?” 
 
    Mrrr-prrt. 
 
    Whatever that meant. His baby was growing a new range of sounds, he realised, much as he had noticed his twin sisters do in their infancy. The pace of development was incredible. Sponges passively soaked up water. Humans, Elves, and Dragonkind too, as had become clear to him over these weeks since Christmas, actively interacted with their environment, searched for responses and matured so rapidly one needed to be paying attention every moment. 
 
    They walked together along the five-inch wide rim to the next chest – Keir confidently and his charge, much less so. This one was closed. Keir failed to detect anything, but the dragonet bristled and hissed between her fangs. Moving swiftly on. Trying not to think about paws capable of lifting and moving such immense treasure chests. After bounding over the curved lid, they slid down a fresh golden slope to a marginally smaller chest which, if he was not mistaken, was carved out of a monolithic block of emerald. Again, it lay propped open. They peered within. It was filled to about a foot beneath the rim with semi-transparent sapphire balls, about the size of the top joint of his thumb. 
 
    “Now’t here either … oh!” 
 
    At the sound of his voice, the balls rippled with a dry, rustling sound. Not at all the metallic sound he expected. A rather more sinister sound, like the jungle ochre-banded mamba he had once nearly stumbled upon as a child. His only warning before the strike had been a slight crackling amongst the leaf-fall. Aye, his mother’s razor-sharp reactions had saved him that day. 
 
    Keee-irr … swivelling awkwardly on the rim as she sensed danger, the hatchling checked his nearness. 
 
    Storm! His frantic yell cut off as he dived headlong toward her, managing to catch only her forepaw as a tendril-like appendage snaked out to seize her dangling tail. The edge punched him in the sternum as he reflexively allowed himself to fall, trying to yank her free. 
 
    He ended up almost folding her in half. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond vented a squeal of pain. Keee-irr! 
 
    I know, sweet fires – hold on! Her four paws were clamped to the edge but still, inevitably, the creature or entity hidden inside the treasure chest began to drag her backward. It was huge, powerful and ancient, he sensed. A Dragon predator? Holy Santazathiar! 
 
    Keee-irr – Keee-irr! 
 
    The terror in her eyes threatened to consume him, but for the first time, Keir found himself able to hold his own – perhaps, it was only the clarity of his own dread that allowed him to react incisively. With me, now! Come on, fight! 
 
    Pulling up one-handed, he lunged over with his leaf-blade and swung hard. Again! The tentacle simply writhed and reformed intact, as if he flailed at water. Where it had wrapped four times around her tail, the scales steamed as if burned by acid. 
 
    Locking his legs over the rim, he shifted his grip to hold the dragonet beneath her armpit and around her torso, snarling, “I’ve got ye, girl. Help! Someone, help!” 
 
    The problem was whatever monster lurked on the other end of the single, powerful tentacle. He could see no way of loosening its powerful grip; the bulk of it caused the sapphire marbles within the chest to heave and churn, but the few tantalising glimpses he was afforded showed a coal grey, barrel-like body no different to the tentacle. Go for it and try to find a weak spot? Drown in that unknowable substance? He was about to bellow again, when he spied several of the younger Elves and a Weapons Master gazing up at him from the base of the gold slope. They bore swords, bows, even a metal lance one of them must have picked up from amongst the treasure. 
 
    He beckoned them on. Quick! 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond hissed as the tentacle tightened, stretching his grip. 
 
    You are storm, you’re fire, you are Dragonkind! he urged. 
 
    Keee-irr! Her paws clenched tighter. 
 
    Down inside the chest, the body thumped against the side. That thing was substantial. Its mass would work against them unless they could find a way to sever the tentacle, forge-welded as it was to the dragonet’s tail, but a couple more fruitless passes of his ska’etaz convinced him that it had to be holding together by some magic he did not understand. 
 
    We’ve got to flash free, he decided aloud. Hold tight! I’ll need your lightning power – 
 
    A massive, terrible alien voice grated, SSCHHHHAAAALLL … 
 
    Icy terror crawled across his scalp. 
 
    A loud rattle reverberated inside the massive treasure chest. The creature heaved, but Keir still held fast, his joints and sinews creaking under the strain. He would die before he gave up. Heave! 
 
    SSCHHAALL …FEEEAAA … SSST! 
 
    The ghastly distortion of speech shook him to the core. 
 
    The Elves sprinted toward them up the unsteady slope of coins, readying their weapons. Eyes wide with alarm. Here came Kalar and Shanryssill, rounding the edge of the treasure pile, white-faced with worry. He slashed furiously at the tentacle. Five times. Ten! The other Elves leaped up, firing into the depths even before their feet touched the rim. The creature thrashed back and forth. More tentacles came writhing out, trying to gain a grip on the hatchling – almost as if nothing else existed in its perception but that source of magical life. 
 
    Grabbing the dragonet’s muzzle with his free hand, Keir gazed into her fiery orbs and shouted, Fight! Ye have to fight it! Fight! 
 
    KERRACK!! 
 
    Lightning forked out of her tail, racing down the tentacle in crazy patterns. The mass of sapphire balls exploded toward them as the creature threw itself upward in agony or fury, he knew not which. Keir grabbed the dragonet, falling Elves, anything he could reach, and hurled them away as it crashed against the ajar lid, shaking the treasure chamber with its thundering. 
 
    DRAAA-GOONN! SCHALL …FEASSST! 
 
    Over my dead body! he spat back. 
 
    A flailing mass of grey tentacles spilled out of the chest. A silver beak-like mouth clashed against nothing. Then, a familiar double-bladed war axe came spinning past his head so close, it must have trimmed a few of the unrulier ends of his hairstyle. It hurtled into the centre of the creature’s torso. As it fell back with an aggrieved bellow, the lid of the chest slammed shut with a hollow boom. Wow. Nice throw, Dad! 
 
    Keir picked himself up one limb at a time. 
 
    The dragonet nuzzled his knee contritely. He patted her with a shaking hand. “Sure dinnae enjoy that for a surprise, did we?” 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr. 
 
    “Cursed creature!” Kalar growled. “Ate my favourite axe. Ye alright, lad? Dragonet? What’s broken, or … nae? Now’t?” 
 
    “Thanks for the help, everyone,” he whispered. “We’re alive. Sure beats the alternative, ye ken?” 
 
    His father smacked his shoulder. “Just ye keep it that way, y’ hear me with both pointy ears? Or ye and I will be having words, son!” 
 
    “Over my dead body?” he spluttered. 
 
    With that, his father and the Elves who had rushed to help, dissolved in fits of helpless laughter. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14: Diamond Dinner 
 
      
 
    WHEN RHYL TWITCHED HER eyebrows in just that way, Keir had learned to expect trouble. When both his cousin and his mother started in tandem, he braced himself for a volcanic explosion. 
 
    It did not come in the way he expected. 
 
    “Drink this, son,” his mother said, handing him a mug. “Ye have the shakes?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Ashamed. Some warrior he was, shaking like a leaf after an encounter – well, an ambush by some otherworldly, Dragon-munching monster? Not the point. Pride might be closer to the truth. 
 
    “Aftermath of the adrenaline rush,” Shanryssill added. “Yer father’s the same.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Off exploring by ourselves, were we?” his cousin added, dabbing a herbal poultice upon the dragonet’s tail. Auroral Storm Diamond hissed unhappily. “Ye lie still, ye troublemaker. Enough nonsense for one evening. What got into ye anyways, a bad case of the silly-itches?” 
 
    Riril … rhe dragonet sighed and lowered her muzzle. She did not want to look Keir in the eye. Especially not since he had been stung by that creature and his left arm now had a neat line of four egg-sized swellings down it. His mother pronounced that it was a reaction to some kind of necrotic toxin and for safety’s sake, wound a tourniquet about his arm just above the elbow. Then, she proceeded to infiltrate the swellings with a magic-infused remedy to flush out and neutralise the poison. 
 
    Keir bit his lip as a searing pain ran the length of his arm. “Santazathiar’s … oath! Mom, that’s –” 
 
    “The price explorers pay for lack of caution,” said she. There went the eyebrow, off at a perilous tilt reserved for mothers on the warpath. “Next time ye toddle off exploring caves and ancient treasures, may I gently suggest ye learn to avoid crocodile-like monsters, magical lightning storms, and the temptation to crack open random treasure chests? All apparently bad for yer health, ye hear me?” 
 
    “Aye, ma’am.” 
 
    “Nasty business, this necrotic poison. Eats the tissue faster than anything I’ve ever seen before. Ready for round two?” 
 
    Keir bit back on a parentally disapproved word while she loaded up her needle. He wiped his eyes with his free hand. Leaky, eh? This poison had already scorched his nerves all the way up his arm. What it would do with the rest of his body did not bear thinking about. 
 
    “Ready?” she repeated. 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    To his surprise, his mother stooped to kiss his cheek before lining up the needle’s point with the first puncture wound from the beast’s stingers. She smelled of jungle lilies, despite the day’s effort. “Ye fret a mother’s heart something terrible, that ye do,” she said kindly. “And ye, our wee Christmas miracle – learn ye to look after each other good and proper, hear me? That’s hardly the last monster a Dragon and her Guardian will face together, mark my words.” 
 
    Gasp! 
 
    Thanks for the extra dose of freaking him out, Dragon mother. 
 
    Sh-rrrr, agreed the dragonet, curving her body to try to lick the burned patch on her tail. 
 
    Keir bit his lip. Hard. 
 
    Having licked herself thoroughly, his beautiful scrap of diamond vexation turned her tongue to his wounds. Someone may have been guilty of wincing, complaining and hissing his way through the treatment in an attempt to impress a proper awareness of guilt upon his hatchling … on that note, could he not imagine better, more mature ways than childish payback? Aye. At times like these, he wondered who was teaching whom. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Kalar returned with the twins in tow and a fine double-bladed war axe in hand. “Found me a decent weapon as ye suggested, lad, over in the armoury section. Somebody even inscribed a name on the hilt. Skullcleaver, Bane of Ogres. Like it?” 
 
    His mother’s left eyebrow arched. “Aye?” 
 
    Father made an unrepentant snort. “I’m now’t planning to use this for chopping kindling, woman! Now, for ye, little Storm, we brought ye a wee snack from that fourth chest. Empty of wee beasties, to boot. Nae fun to be had in there.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond brightened visibly as he brought a leather bucket close to her muzzle to let her have a long, appreciative sniff. She went very still indeed. 
 
    “Finest stash of mauve diamonds I ever did see,” he added meantime. 
 
    Shanryssill said, “Mauve, ye say? I dinnae ken such a colour is of Tyanbran. Perhaps they come from the deep Dwarven mines?” 
 
    Kalar reached out to touch her cheek fondly. “Ye …” 
 
    The incipient parental naughtiness halted as, lurching abruptly to her paws, the dragonet noisily buried her muzzle in the bucket. So desperate was she, she made little growling and mewling sounds as she set about the demolition of the entire bucket load, achieving the feat in thirty seconds flat. His father vented a guffaw of amusement. 
 
    Keir decided he had never seen so much wealth destroyed in so short a space of time. Remarkable. A touch frightening, admittedly. All those tales about draconic appetites must indeed have a toehold in reality, at the very least, and he had an inkling that more of this awaited in their future. When she had needs, a kingdom’s budget was apparently no consideration. Nor was the legendary hardness of diamonds. What under good Mauve could her fangs be made of, and as for her stomach – wow! Jewel-guzzling fiend! 
 
    Burp! Smacking her lips which now sparkled with diamond dust, she gazed soulfully at Kalar. Krrrr … mmm-rr? 
 
    More? Holy Santazathiar! 
 
    “Och aye, second helpings of diamond dinner for yer Majesty?” he chuckled, sounding rather more shocked than amused. “Yer wish is my order. Laran, Fayri, ye keen to do another run?” 
 
    “Count me in!” Fayri grinned. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond looked more than satisfied with her feat of gluttony. She even changed colour. Mauve, azure and deeper amaranthine hues undulated through her white diamond scales in complex patterns too quick for the eye to properly register. The dragonet limbered up her spine with elastic luxuriousness, acting much recovered from being stretched like a soldier’s exercise-band earlier, and moved over to sniff at the lumps on his arm with a pensive air. A second round of magic, prickling more uncomfortably than the first, ensued. 
 
    Had she just eaten to furnish herself for his needs? 
 
    Keir scratched her chin fondly. “Fetching colour, chameleon lass.” 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr? 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Long as the arm dinnae drop off.” 
 
    The skin stretched over those lumps was already turning a lovely black-green colour. His mother laid her hands upon his wounds, singing her Elven magic to urge the organic medicines to work. 
 
    The dragonet lowered her gleaming muzzle to press against his chest. Keee-irr rr-rrt? Srr-eee. 
 
    “Aye, we’re good, ye mischief,” he said. “Dinnae ken ow’t existed in this world as would snaffle ye up for a wee snack. It was like a sea creature, right? I mean, like I’d imagine a sea creature to be from the ballads … what d’ye think, Dad?” 
 
    “I wish we knew even a smidgen of the Dragon lore, son,” he said. “I have many thoughts – a bit like ye in that, aren’t I? What if the Certanshi ken more than us? Did they have Dragon Guardians of their own? How does Sankurabi Bloodfang command River Trolls, should that rumour be true? I knew now’t of natural predators of the Dragonkind, but the Cyantar Ocean is a realm of wild immensity. I’d say similarly for the deep Synaxa Jungle. Too many secretive beasts about, and the most secretive of all were those Dragon Guardians, aye?” 
 
    “Aye, Dad. However, we should focus –” he grinned as he aped a thick mountains accent “– right here, in the noo.” 
 
    In her usual after-meal routine, Storm cleaned herself with a vigorous tongue bath. He could do with one too after this encounter, after that cold sweat of terror which had chilled his very soul, never mind everything else attached to his bones. Although he was not getting his armpits licked. Gross, no way. Certain draconic habits did not fill him with enormous fondness; here was a prime example. 
 
    “Och aye, the mysterious noo,” his father echoed. “Let’s get our wee bairns to sleep. Talk later.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir told a bedtime story about Santazathiar that grew to encompass nine children, two kittens and a dragonet, and he even caught his own parents and the elderly Garamyssill couple listening in. Then he tucked his sisters in and whispered an Elven blessing over them. Rhyl teased him about being good with children and Keir, to his annoyance, found his ears heating up like twin flags. Honestly. Had there been a class at school called self-control, he would have failed it outright. 
 
    After that, he took most of the adults for a walk to the middle of the treasure cavern, where Santazathiar himself loomed in all his majesty. Staggering. Even Councillor Varanthyal acted overawed. They gazed at the plaque and huddled in the shadow of Santaclaws, perhaps wondering as Keir did what manner of weaponry or magic could even hurt such a behemoth. Yet his wound was clear. The flesh of his flank had been blown open like a fruit exploded from the inside – and this, he recalled with a tingling sense of reverence, was the price he had paid for rescuing the Human survivors of Olde Earth. 
 
    What a cost. 
 
    Had Santaclaws foreseen what he might suffer as he launched his Dragonwing that fateful day, with the purpose of rescuing a people not even his own? Was this the fabled nobility and altruism of those Dragons of old? 
 
    Come such a day, would he be prepared to risk all? 
 
    Perched upon his shoulder, the dragonet’s tail tightened about his neck as they gazed up at the mighty, wounded saviour of the Humankind. He sensed her agitation through the closeness of their connection, and in the sensation of her complex heartbeat pulsating a counterpoint with the rapid fluttering of her breathing against his right ear. She had not reacted like this to any of the other Dragon statues, even though she had taken a keen interest in them. The dragonet’s breathing hitched several times. Her sheathed talons kneaded the muscles of his shoulder restively. 
 
    Working her way up to a question, was she? 
 
    Keee-irr, wirrit? she inquired on cue. Her fore-talon delicately indicated the mighty statue. 
 
    That’s Santazathiar, o storm-of-my-heart. The greatest Dragon who ever lived. 
 
    Wirrit … wirrit? 
 
    Remember, you were but a beautiful egg when we were here together, he reminded her. He told her what he knew of the tale of Santaclaws. How he had defied dissenting voices to fly to the aid of the Humankind and brought them to safe new homes in and around the mighty mountains of the Amarinthian Bulwark, and paid the ultimate price for their freedom. 
 
    The scales beside his ear and the coil of her tail grew heated. 
 
    With rising urgency, she asked again, Keee-irr, wirrit? 
 
    I don’t understand, darling. Sorry – 
 
    Wirrit! Wirr-wirr-wirrit? 
 
    As he queried her in different ways for several minutes, the dragonet only grew more agitated. His frustration peaked. How to get through to this obdurate diamond-head? She leaped down to the ground and circled his legs, rubbing against him as she gazed upward, panting. Even when he tried to catch her eye to establish their bond, she refused – her attention and all her concern, was clearly for the stolid, unmoving figure of the Dragon. She must sense he was different to the other Dragon statues they had seen. She knew. That was his intuition, too. Santaclaws might look dead, but … was he? Was he truly? Could stone ever appear so miraculously lifelike? 
 
    His nape tingled. 
 
    You’re thinking, why’s he so much better preserved than the others? 
 
    Keir only realised he had spoken his thought aloud, when the dragonet stood up on her hind legs, tapping his hip excitedly with her forepaw – just as Aramyssill sometimes did, he realised a startled second later. Wirrit, Keee-irr, she agreed excitedly. Wirrit! Srrr … rrr? 
 
    Santazathiar? I don’t know, my diamond. If I did I would tell you in a second – but we’re thinking the same thing, aren’t we? 
 
    Keee-irr! Ke-ke-ke Keee-irr! 
 
    She bounded about him chirping and squawking in joy. 
 
    Indeed. He grinned, Ah, I know I’m a bit on the slow side on occasion … 
 
    Her effervescent excitement led him to suggest to the Elves that they use the ladder at the rear of the plinth to ascend to the platform, as was clearly purposed by whoever had built the access there. Ten minutes later, all the members of their party from the youngest teen to Grandpa Garamyssill stood beneath the belly of the Dragon. 
 
    Overawed. 
 
    It was only as one tried and failed to measure up to the height of a Dragon’s paw arch that one truly knew what it was to feel miniscule. The ceiling-obscuring grandeur, the sheer scale of the body, the thickness of his thews, the finely detailed sinews of his almighty muscles, left Keir breathless. He could compare most of the anatomical details to his own hatchling and find clear parallels; only, they were magnified to an extent that made him chuckle and hunker down to stroke Auroral Storm Diamond’s supple back. 
 
    “Ye ever imagined anything like this behemoth, lass?” 
 
    Old Grandpa Garamyssill could not stop rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “All the stories, my beauty. Every last tale of this Dragon scarcely does him justice. And they’re all true. Dinnae yer scales tingle in sheer wonder? Ye think magic cannae be real? Look around ye. Take in the sweep of his wings and the size of his paws. Take a good, long look at yerself. And then, think again. He was a living mountain. A legend. A hero.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond craned her neck so far, she lost her balance and fell over in a squirming heap. Spluttering in annoyance, she twisted back up onto her paws, shaking her muzzle and rolling her eye-fires in a childish expression of annoyance – such a mimic! That was a stroppy Arami if he had ever seen one. 
 
    “Now, let’s see here …” 
 
    Flexing out her left wing, Keir gazed up at Santazathiar’s outstretched right wing, and frowned. Structurally, they were not quite identical, were they? The shoulder and elbow joints showed clear similarities, but from the area of the wrist where the great crimson Dragon had a spray of arched wing struts to support the flexible surface membranes, his dragonet possessed an additional, secondary wrist joint. Two wrists? He flexed the surface gently, trying to work out what it meant. Her wings were slimmer in structure, perhaps built for speed and agility rather than the power of those thicker, sturdier appendages up there? 
 
    With his curiosity piqued, he began to search for more differences. Santazathiar’s scales were mighty armour plates. Hers struck him as more supple, rounded and tapering at the ends as opposed to the sharp-pointed scales of the belly eighty feet above his head. His musculature was mighty and mounded whereas hers was slenderer and wirier overall – like a burly Kalar the Axe as opposed to his lean son – but she was clearly exceedingly springy, too. She could leap like an Elven champion. 
 
    His throat prickled. If this Dragon could only be present now, to see all the good he had wrought. Aye, times were tough with the Certanshi invasion, but Humankind had thrived since those traumatic early days when they had been miraculously whisked out of the path of death. 
 
    Keee-irr srr-eee? Drr-nn srr-eee? 
 
    Her query broke his concentration. 
 
    “Ye have the rights of that, my wee bonny darling,” he replied. “I am sorry about this Dragon. I wish he were alive and burning like live coals in a Tyanbran sunrise, swooping down upon the Certanshi front to sow terror and mayhem amidst the enemy ranks … that – that would be a day like nae to compare.” 
 
    To his mystification, Grandpa Garamyssill popped up out of nowhere to land a dry kiss upon his cheek. “Aye, lad, that it would be.” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    Now he felt doubly silly at his mawkish words. 
 
    He had never known his Elven grandparents. Both had passed away of the jungle fire-plague before he was born. He wished he could have known them. His father’s parents were both still alive, but they lived in the fortified town of Varandu near the Certanshi battlefront. The relationship was strained for reasons he had never heard openly admitted to, but he suspected had much to do with Kalar having married an Elf. 
 
    Racist grandparents? Revolting. 
 
    As he swallowed back the bitterness in his throat, the hatchling darted over to Santaclaws’ right forepaw. She touched the stony armour charily, making a soft, mewling sound he had never heard her make before, and her colour darkened perceptibly as she slowly circled the paw. Gazing upward, she repeated the mewling query over and over, ‘Wirrit? Wirrit?’ He thought she was saying her word for a question, but her tone was ever so desolate. Pleading for the Dragon to wake up. Clearly, she did not understand why Santaclaws would not move. When he went to comfort her, she reacted angrily, throwing off his hands as she continued to circle the paw endlessly. 
 
    Could a person ever understand death? 
 
    But a not-death? To him, Santaclaws’ fate in some fashion mirrored what he had seen in his mother for anna, culminating in her slide into near-perpetual unconsciousness. 
 
    His eyes pricked with hot grief. Thick of voice, he said, Come now, my darling diamond. We need to get back to the others. 
 
    Keee-irr! she hissed, clacking her fangs at him. 
 
    Silly, ignorant, unfeeling half Elf, was he? She knew nothing! 
 
    He glared at the dragonet, not wanting to argue. Not over this. Not when Santazathiar’s fate somehow mingled with his mother’s in his mind and heart, and a heaviness lay upon him like the twin peaks above pressing down upon this cavern. When the Elves left, he stayed on with the increasingly distressed hatchling, grieving with her. What else could he do? 
 
    Eventually, they spent the night together curled up between the talons of Santazathiar’s paw. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    For the four nights the Elves spent in the treasure cavern, Keir dreamed wild dreams – some closer to nightmares, but always the same. Battle. Dragon battle after Dragon battle. Most of the images were too chaotic and jumbled for him to remember, and bleached of colour and frayed, almost as if the mind that recalled them were somehow damaged or time-worn. For that was what he came to believe. These dreams were not of this person called Keir, not born of his own imagination. Perhaps they arose via Auroral Storm Diamond as some kind of shared ancestral memory, but the images he recalled from her were much less static in nature. Those had been the glorious colours and feelings associated with shooting the storm as pure lightning. Many of these dreams featured strange grey birds with fixed wings that flew by some unknown smoke-and-fire propulsion in the region of their tails. They fired talons at enormous speeds through the air that exploded on impact. 
 
    He jerked, fought and sweated his way through these crazy, senseless battle dreams and several times woke screaming so loudly, the Elves camping near the southern entrance to the treasure cavern heard and came to check up on him. 
 
    One way to scare his mother. 
 
    Narini was beside herself. “My Keir! Dreams hurt, hurt, hurt …” 
 
    He had to hold her, hour upon hour. Always, she had been a sensitive soul, but he began to worry that some sinister force or influence – perhaps something linked to the death of all these Dragons – dwelled here in these caverns, fraying her nerves. Jokes had always been able to break through to her at some point. He was used to playing the big, strong brother. This was his little sister in mortal fear. Her terrors shredded his soul. What could he do, but cuddle her and assure her everything would be alright? 
 
    Did he know that for a truth? 
 
    The dreams convinced him that somehow, against all the odds of fate and injury and time itself, Santazathiar must still be alive. Alive in some uncanny sense of the word. When he attempted to share this with the dragonet during one of their bonding moments, his understanding visibly eased her distress about the fossilised Dragon. 
 
    “Och aye, are we back to being of one mind, then?” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were completely barmy. Perhaps he was. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15: A Trove or Two 
 
      
 
    KALAR CREATED THE PERFECT little trove for King Daryan to find. Two and a half tonnes of gold and a stash of assorted gems and ingots in the three smallest treasure chests they could find, packed into a crack on the edge of the valley and disguised thoroughly. During this time, the scouts identified a third and fourth exit to the treasure chamber which they duly explored, and on the morning of the third day underground, stumbled upon the northerly exit to what they had come to call the Halls of the Dragon Kings. 
 
    Unfortunately, they also discovered that the entire northern flank of the peak was enveloped in a howling blizzard. The other side of the mountain was chilly but clear at exactly the same time. 
 
    Odd. But this was the mountains. The weather was rarely predictable. 
 
    This was the Darkfall they had seen beyond the Dragon Kings peaks. It would blow over – surely? As he pondered the matter, Auroral Storm Diamond rubbed her body against his knee. Wirrit? 
 
    “I dinnae ken,” said he, scratching her neck absently. In some ways, she was just like a hound, right down to her cheerful greeting of him every morning, but in others – no. Not in the slightest. After glancing about, he hunkered down and whispered, “I cannae shake the feeling something’s hunting us, d’ye ken? I told ye about my dreams. This is similar – perhaps related. This morning, my last dream was of turning into a Dragon. Weird, right? I think I have ye on my mind. Ye, and all things ye.” 
 
    That very old song, he remembered – now, how did it go? 
 
    All things bright and beautiful, 
 
    All Dragons great and small, 
 
    Fiery, wise and wonderful, 
 
    Santaclaws made them all. 
 
    Reaching up with her right forepaw, she stroked his cheek tenderly, exactly as his parents did with one another. Keee-irr. 
 
    He fell on his backside. Shocked. 
 
    “Och aye, all it takes is a smidgen of affection to bowl ye over, o great Dragon Guardian,” Rhyl commented, passing by. 
 
    “Rhyl –” 
 
    She smiled over her shoulder, “Aye, and what of my name?” 
 
    Girls! 
 
    Absolutely impossible. If someone ever came up with a recipe for girls, it most certainly must contain equal parts of sugar, starlight laughter, all the most beautiful mysteries of the ages, and a great big dollop of vexation. Stir it all together and … hey presto! Irresistible. 
 
    The morning of their fifth day in the caverns, Keir woke well before dawn after another long, drawn-out and utterly incomprehensible dream about being a Dragon. He lay still for a long time, thinking about the gleaming body curled up against his stomach. He did not want to disturb her dreams. She had buried her muzzle in the crook of his neck, a favourite spot for her, and her hot, slightly acrid breath wafted around his ear. Not that he minded. Sleeping next to Santazathiar was incredible. Seeing the gleam of a real, living Dragon right next to him and knowing that she and he were linked in some undefinable way, was beyond incredible. Right up there with miraculous. 
 
    He used that word a lot these days. 
 
    What of it? If it walked like a Dragon, talked like a Dragon, and came packaged in a hide of living, gleaming diamond with four pert paws and a sassy attitude, then chances had to be pretty good that miracles would not be very far behind … however badly he had just mashed up that saying. He just had to glance at her to know that his life had taken on a dreamlike aura these days. Would he ever feel normal again? 
 
    A running dream? Her paws and wings twitched frequently. When she whimpered, he stroked her flank lightly. Easy, girl. Easy. 
 
    She awoke with a snuffle. After a moment, her eyes unlidded in their complex fashion – first the outer opaque lids with their interlocking diamond-talon eyelashes, then the expressive second membrane, widening in a perfect circle centred upon her fiery pupil, and then the final inner membrane. Those were large eyes if one considered their size in relation to her body size, which made her both cute and predatory-looking at the same time. What did she think of him? Close-set, squinty eyes? 
 
    Keee-irr. 
 
    Her lopsided grin emerged. She knew he had been watching her! How? Not quite asleep, like a cat’s eye was said to remain open a crack? 
 
    They communed. On this occasion, it did not feel so all-consuming as simply a time of being together at a level that continued to evade his conscious awareness. Perhaps it was more akin to a reaffirmation of relationship? So important were these times to her, barely a day went by when a half-hour to an hour of his life dissolved without a trace into her glorious eyes. With familiarity, he had lost some of his initial resistance to the process, but that did not make the blackout of his consciousness any easier to accept or trust. Those talons of hers could be stirring his brain like a stewpot for all he knew. 
 
    “Son, ye awake up there? Up and at ’em, lad. Storm’s done.” 
 
    “Och aye, awake before ye were, Dad.” 
 
    “Nice try, but this wily old Commander isn’t buying yer version of tripe. With respect.” 
 
    Settling the dragonet upon his shoulder – becoming chunkier by the day, unless he was mistaken – Keir trotted over to the ladder and scooted down to join his father and two of the Elven scouts. 
 
    “Mostly calm out there,” said Laran. “At least, it should be by the time we get moving.” 
 
    “Decent view from up on the balcony, too, once the clouds clear,” agreed his brother. “Morning, yer Shininess.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond purred shamelessly as he tickled her beneath the chin. 
 
    They walked together through the cavern, their Ogre-hide boots rustling softly and his father’s canes clicking with each step. He needed them much less these days, but for longer walks still preferred to take some of the pressure off his twisted legs. Along the way, something bright and shiny caught the dragonet’s eye and she slipped off his shoulder like a cat running down a wall – soft-pawed, thankfully – and darted ahead. Rounding a pile of what he identified as Dragon chainmail armour draped over a Dragon-shaped stand, which stood a mere five times the height of his head, Keir searched for her … and groaned: 
 
    “Oh, now’t the crown – girl!” 
 
    Grr-ll wirrit? she queried, innocently stripping a priceless crown of its jewels. 
 
    “Cannae take ye anywhere, ye rascal! Haven’t had enough of the diamonds, yet?” he complained. Useless, of course. “Come on, ye wee stomach on paws, or Santaclaws will have nae treasure left when he wakes …” 
 
    The strange look his father gave him whammed him between the eyes. 
 
    Shortly, they arrived at the small encampment near the entrance they had first come through. That was easiest for transporting Daryan’s dowry, as Kalar had jokingly mislabelled the gift they had prepared for him. Since the incident with the weird tentacle beast – he scratched the bandages on his arm unhappily – they had posted guards. Even here. 
 
    “Blow’s over,” Kalar called, stumping along past a rack of antique halberds. Stooping, he picked up an egg-sized diamond. “Here, Arami. Want to throw this for the dragonet?” 
 
    He clapped his hands sharply. The early Dragon cleaves the sunrise, my-heart’s-Elves! Wake up! ’Tis a beautiful morn for a romp in the snow. 
 
    As the small camp in the treasure chamber began to stir, not without a touch of grumbling toward the person who had interrupted their beauty sleep, he asked, “She plays catch, Dad?” 
 
    “Aye, so she does, lad,” his father boomed heartily. Evidently, this morning was all about cheer. Keir could not fathom any reason to be quite so cheerful before midday, at the very least. Really. “The twins taught her how yesterday. She’s a natural, our wee shining storm. Helps that she enjoys the offerings, although, she did spit out an emerald, I saw. Fussy eater.” 
 
    He scowled by way of reply. 
 
    In less time than he imagined possible, the Elves were up and sharing out a little trail-bread and gourds of snowmelt water. They would need to hunt as they descended from the mountains. Arami wrapped him in a fierce hug at once, grousing about where he had been, while Narini hung back until he pretended to become cross with her, whereupon she ran in for a hug too. He loftily ignored Rhyl’s sly glance. She was just trying to wind him up like a string on a bobbin. 
 
    Not working. 
 
    One four-pawed menace was jealous of him paying his sisters attention and made sure he knew it by trying to trip him up five times in a row. 
 
    Arami showed him how she fetched a diamond. Off in a flash! Catch and crunch! 
 
    “Not quite fetch, eh?” he grinned. 
 
    His little sister punched his arm. “We’re working on the return, Keir.” 
 
    “I see that. Here. Try another one.” 
 
    Storm returned in another flash, panting eagerly. Far too keen, considering the hour. 
 
    Backpacks on, the Elves marched woodlands-style past Santazathiar in a neat single file where each Elf stepped in the footprint of the person ahead of them. After pausing to pay their respects one last time, they exited through the complex northerly cave structures, having to negotiate several recent cave-ins. To Keir’s eye, this area appeared much more natural; neither man nor Dragon-made. Many gorgeous stalactites and curtain-like structures depended from the cave roofs, glistening in the light of the small Elven lanterns they carried with them. Even excellent Elf night sight needed a touch of radiance to be effective. Some sections of the caverns were lit by bioluminescent plants growing in huge lakes, but the trail always skirted these and in several places, bridges had been built to pass over, or tunnels carved to connect one cavern to the next. Kalar pointed out the defensive qualities of the labyrinth of caverns and tunnels. Rhyl pulled his leg about being blind to the beauty all around him. 
 
    Clearly, his recipe for girls was light on the frustration factor. Or maybe he just needed to work on his manly dignity a smidge – make that a lot – more. 
 
    After walking for half an hour, Keir became aware of an eerie whistling quality to the wind that had now started to stir in the caverns as they neared the northern entrance. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond scooted back against his legs, baring her fangs. 
 
    “Dinnae ye say the storm had passed, Laran?” 
 
    The Elf grimaced. “Och aye, so I did, but ye ken the mountains better than most. What is that noise?” 
 
    “Now’t good,” Grandma Garamyssill and Shanryssill growled in concert. 
 
    With a soft cry, Narini buried her face against her mother’s hip. “Bad. Bad! Make it go away, mommy! So … bad … it gives me the wicked shivers, it does!” 
 
    His Dad whipped out his axe; Keir found his ska’etaz ready in his palms. 
 
    The wind moaned, then suddenly escalated to a pitch of elemental fury. Thunder boomed massively, sounding as if it were inside the very next cavern. 
 
    The dragonet made her fiercest growl yet, her radiance brilliant, her eyes blazing at a pitch of fury Keir had never seen before. 
 
    Kneeling to clutch Narini against her torso, Shanryssill tried to make inquiry, but the five anna-old would not be comforted. So distressed was she, Kalar ordered the party to arm themselves. He picked five, led by Keir, to check the path ahead to the entrance. They had barely walked ten paces when there came an almighty concussion of thunder, not dissimilar to that storm above Drakabis Abyss, which shook the Dragon Kings to their core. 
 
    GRRRAABOOMM!! 
 
    The ceiling creaked horribly. 
 
    “Rockfall! Take cover!” Kalar bawled, throwing himself at his wife and children. 
 
    Huge as he was, he contrived to shovel five of the petite Elves along with his family as he threw them all aside, out of harm’s way. Boulders and rubble crunched down where they had been standing. Keir heard a sharp cry; he himself was in motion already, knocking two of his team backward to save them from a boulder that slammed down beside his outstretched legs, accompanied by a crushing weight of gravel and smaller rocks. 
 
    Coughing uneasily, he tried to cast about. Where was she? He could see nothing in the choking dust, but at least he could breathe … Storm. Storm, where are you? 
 
    Keee-irr … 
 
    Muffled. Close by. Really close! 
 
    I’ll get you – freaking oath! Somebody help her – help us! 
 
    Four of the Elves jumped to digging her out of the fall, which thankfully had been mostly loose gravel and a few larger rocks. Something pinned him down from above … his backpack had saved him from being crushed by a larger boulder, he realised. The lay of his body had also protected the dragonet, who squirmed out of the rubble with an ecstatic trill, licking every Elf in sight in a bounding excess of enthusiasm. His father checked the party as the dust settled, calling for those he could not immediately see to identify themselves. Keir feebly reached up to wipe his eyes. As if that movement caught her attention, the dragonet’s head suddenly swivelled and – well, he did not know what she thought. Was he dead? Crushed? Lying prone beneath the rubble? Whatever it was, her concern suddenly struck him like a runaway cart, causing his belly to fill up with volcanic fire. With a robust wriggle, he levered his way out from beneath the substantial boulder which had been pinioning him a moment before. 
 
    He came face to face with his father, arms outstretched in the act of helping him. “Nae help needed there, son?” 
 
    “I … I guess now’t. Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    That was one big boulder. He slapped his clothing and ruffled the worst of the grit and dirt out of his hair, before being bowled over by an ecstatic dragonet. Keee-irr! Apparently licking rubble off him and eating it was all part of the service. Her forked white tongue darted in and out, lapping at the dust. Clearly, Miss Rock Muncher fancied the mineral-rich taste. 
 
    “All good?” Kalar asked. 
 
    “All’s well with the world,” he grinned. 
 
    “Liar,” Rhyl snorted. 
 
    “Fine. I remain the dirty-kneed waif my mother has always accused me of being. Oh look, Arami, yer arm’s broken.” 
 
    Shanryssill, interrupted in the act of checking him over, whirled with a low cry. She had a moment, however, to reach out and clip his ear at his matter-of-fact tone. “Keir! Have ye nae heart?” 
 
    “Excuse me – Mom! Honestly?” 
 
    The little platinum-haired girl examined her wonky left forearm as if it were the greatest gift she had ever seen. Arami might protest the fuss, but she lapped up the attention and concern every bit as shamelessly as a certain diamond-scaled rascal he could have prodded with a very short stick just then. She was also heck of a brave. Why she was not screaming the place down, he had no idea. Could it be that the body sometimes blessedly shut off the pain response? 
 
    Clean break, his mother declared. Let’s get this set for ye, Aramyssill-my-princess. 
 
    The little girl scowled. That’s cousin Rhyl’s job. Is she going to be a real Princess, Mommy? One day? 
 
    Only if the fates change, dear one, Shanryssill said. 
 
    Keir pictured himself giving Prince Zyran a firm buffet. ‘Just ye remember to do right by this lass, hear me?’ When Storm bared her fangs, he realised his emotions must be radiating off him like heat off a fire, yet again. Keir emoting? What else was new under good Mauve? 
 
    Kalar clapped him upon the shoulder. “Och aye, son. All’s well, ye say?” 
 
    “Apart from that wee mosquito out there that just bumped the mountain and dropped it on top of our heads, I meant,” Keir clarified. He cocked his head. The wind’s moaning had ceased, leaving behind it a silence that was every bit as eerie. 
 
    Father gave that an annoyed snort. “Follow me. Diamond, see to our lass, will ye?” 
 
    Krrrr-krrrr, she nodded. 
 
    Axe in hand, the Commander trotted straight off toward the worst of the trouble. Of course. Ran in the family, didn’t it? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16: Snowflake 
 
      
 
    TEN MINUTES LATER, KALAR scratched his beard. The scouts rubbed their chins collectively, an Elvish mannerism of bafflement. Keir picked the last bits of grey rubble out of his hair. 
 
    “Santazathiar’s oath! I swear a balcony stood right here an hour ago,” his father complained. 
 
    “And a cliff trail,” Laran put in. “What could do that?” 
 
    “Dinnae ken, lad.” 
 
    All Keir saw was the sheared-off end of the tunnel which still smelled slightly acrid, as if burned, and the endless cloudscape beyond. 
 
    He quipped, “Beautiful view, eh?” 
 
    “Och aye, because it’s the view we’re all worried about,” his father snapped, then gave him an apologetic grin. “Who let out the grumpy River Troll, eh?” 
 
    He pointed. “Look.” 
 
    All eyes followed Auroral Storm Diamond as she slunk toward what appeared to be a window to the sky. The edges were that perfectly cut. Her tail was still. Each paw was stretched out and placed with the utmost care as she moved low to the ground, her colour changing toward the sooty greys and tans of the local rock. Yet she moved with speed. Before Keir could take three steps in pursuit, she stood right on the edge, gazing out over the cloudscape with a fierce, uncompromising mien. 
 
    That silhouette struck him as unexpectedly majestic, despite her diminutive size. This must be the way Dragons loved to gaze upon their domains from the high places of the world. 
 
    In a moment, his toes curled inside his tough Ogre-hide boots two inches from a cliff that cut away vertically to the billowing clouds half a mile below. There was definitely no balcony left, apart from a metal strut jutting rather forlornly out of the cliff face. The rest had been blasted away. 
 
    The dragonet quivered with the intensity of her questing. 
 
    He knelt. What is it, girl? What’s out there? 
 
    Her scales were as hot as living coals, but he kept his hand firm upon her slim neck. 
 
    The dragonet inhaled deeply, three times. In through the nose. Out through the mouth, so heatedly that her breath steamed around their faces. She shook her head in clear frustration. 
 
    Turning to him, she tried to articulate, Keee-irr, wirrit. Wrr … sss. Grr-grr-sss … 
 
    Dangerous? 
 
    Grr, she rasped in agreement, and then made a derisive rattling noise deep in her throat. Apparently the danger was dismissed – for now. Indeed, the deep purple clouds of the great Darkfall on this northerly flank of the mountains were beginning to dissipate, turning lighter shades of mauve and violet-white before his eyes. 
 
    Exactly what had struck a few minutes ago? Why? 
 
    Could there be more to the phenomenon of Darkfall than Human or Elf had ever imagined, he wondered – a beastly or even paranormal element? Had some beast summoned this storm and hurled it against the Dragon Kings peaks? 
 
    Setting down his pack, he rooted about for his crampons. Guess who was about to – 
 
    “Think ye can monkey-climb around the corner and take a look, son?” his father asked, right on cue. “Maybe string us a rope to what’s left of the cliff trail?” 
 
    “Aye. Then I will carry Arami –” 
 
    “I’ll carry her.” 
 
    Keir gave him the look he reserved for his father’s stubborn-as-a-Yak moments. 
 
    To his further surprise, Storm strutted between them, flicked her wings, and gave them each a measured glare. Right. Being told off by a newborn mite was not on his list of recent high points. 
 
    “Och aye, lad? I’ll box yer ears good an’ proper, hear me?” His father chuckled gruffly. “I guess I’ll settle for providing some solid anchorage, eh?” 
 
    “The best.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Being Elves, a fifty-foot traverse of cliff using a couple of lengths of rope with a mile’s vertical drop beneath the feet was a mere traipse in the jungle. Suitable sport for eighty-anna-olds. Arami, roped to his back for the climb, told him at least ten times that she was so not scared of now’t, just like her big brother. Keir did not have the heart to tell her that apparently, fears developed as one grew older. Fears about loved ones, the future, and about seeing these folk to a safe tree deep in the trackless greenery … to name but a few. 
 
    Joining the group on the narrow trail, he knelt to untie his sister and let her loose. Despite her splinted arm, she danced fearlessly up to Narini, hiding on the safe side of her mother, to tell her that she was there to take care of her. Keir loved that protective passion in her. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond explored up ahead, also unafraid. 
 
    Watching them idly, processing his inner contemplations as he often needed to, Keir waited for his father to complete the traverse before he went back to loosen the ropes and gather them again. Nobody knew what the conditions would be like lower down the Tranbyss Pass, following that gigantic storm. Deep snows were likely. Passable or impassable, remained to be seen. Returning, he sat beside his father upon a small boulder to coil the ropes and stow the pitons. 
 
    Could Sankurabi Bloodfang’s shadow stretch this far? Surely not. Yet, he could quote the fatherly Commander chapter and verse about never making foolish assumptions regarding strategy. He must see his family and these Elves safe to the Arabaxa Jungles. That was paramount. Would anyone be surprised if more enemies awaited them on this side of the mountains? 
 
    Just now, seeing his father’s expression in profile, he elected to save his dismal thoughts for later. 
 
    Dad was sky-gazing. 
 
    Kalar loved a good mountaintop. He loved panoramic views, and this was among the best Keir had ever seen. The storm had washed the skies clean to the palest mauve. Straight to the North, one gazed out over primarily Human territories – medium peaks diminishing into a pretty patina of low, fir-green wooded hills and azure-clad valleys that meandered toward the edge of the escarpment about seventy miles away, beyond the range of Human sight. There, he knew, the luxuriant jungles began as if the divide had been carved out by the godlike claws of Santazathiar. That was Elf territory; his mother’s birthplace and his own. One could follow the trail farther East, skirting a vast crescent of snow-capped peaks all the way beyond the horizon to the Human Kingdoms of the Pentate, and eventually arrive at the wild Cyantar Ocean. No-one ventured into the Cyantar, not to dip in so much as a toe. 
 
    Said toe was unlikely to survive the experience, not to mention anything that might or might not still remain attached to the toe. 
 
    Somewhere beyond the jungles, lay the vast Northern Tundra. He was hazy on the geography, but decided the tundra must be north to northeast of the jungles – again Elven territory, apart from several Human enclaves he understood belonged to a tribe also once rescued by Santazathiar. They were called Eskimos, a strange word for a Human tribe who spoke their own unique tongue and hunted upon the frozen sea-ice, he understood, trading and living peaceably alongside the Northern Tundra Elf clans. How wonderful! 
 
    East, crossing more than seven hundred miles of jungles both tame and unspeakably wild, lay the Giantish Darûz which he would have to navigate to reach the fabled city of Barûd-dûm-Layura, the one place where General Ja’axu claimed that Dragon lore might yet be found. Ja’axu had laughingly suggested that her people could be relied upon to flout the rules and carve their own path in defiance of all sanity and logic. Just like Dwarves in that respect. Although Giants and Dwarves were not enemies, they also did not get along. Opposite sides of Santaclaws’ talon, was the saying, and a jolly good thing they lived on the opposite ends of Tyanbran or there would have been no end of trouble. 
 
    Before braving the journey to the Giant territories, he must see his family to a safe haven. 
 
    His father said, “Imagine flying out there, eh son? Dinnae ken such wonder could live in one’s soul save that a person should experience it for themselves.” 
 
    “Ye think she’ll take a Dragon Rider?” 
 
    “Ye think she’ll stay that size, lad, the way she eats?” 
 
    “I’m just worried about perching my privates on a living lightning bolt,” Keir chortled, indicating the relevant region with a wry grin. 
 
    His father smiled, “Och aye, cannae say I’d want a burn just there. I like how ye laugh at the adversities of life. I like the man yer becoming, Keir; it does a father’s heart right proud.” 
 
    He ducked away in embarrassment, fiddling with adjusting the straps of his trail pack before slinging it onto his back. After the longest time, he turned and said, “Dad, d’ye think I’m up to it? This whole … being a Dragon Guardian … shebang?” 
 
    Kalar the Commander had a penetrating stare that he must have used many a time to terrify soldiers, and perhaps even to cow River Trolls. Keir caught the full brunt of that stare now. Soon, he grunted and stroked his beard reflectively, before saying, “Lad, fathers all over Tyanbran could nae answer such a question without prejudice. Even were I yer Commander I could but point to yer courage, ingenuity and never-say-die attitude. Also, I’d suggest that underpinning all that is a quality of integrity that amazes this man, but then again, ye could dismiss all that as the ramblings of a man who loves ye as his son.” 
 
    “Aye, Dad, ye do like a good ramble.” 
 
    “But I’ll tell ye this for now’t, lad –” his thick, beringed finger stabbed toward Keir’s heart “– Santaclaws himself thinks yer the man. He chose ye. Give that a proper chewing over, why dinnae ye?” 
 
    Leaving that small emotional avalanche in his wake the axe man stumped off down the trail, negotiating the rough, boulder-strewn parts with care for his weak knees. 
 
    Keir stared at his father’s back. Sure, Dad. Nothing to it. 
 
    His heart squeezed inside his chest like a bowl of hot mush. Amazed and humbled in equal measure. He was so fortunate. Could he have asked for any finer father? 
 
    Or a stranger fate? 
 
    His baby had wandered out of sight on a trail barely two feet wide above a mile’s drop. That reminded him, she could not fly yet. Keir hustled to catch up. Surely even Elven parents worried about their children swinging about the jungle canopy with impunity? 
 
    The precarious path wound above a yawning drop that the clouds reluctantly sucked away from, as if satisfied at last that their stormy business was concluded. Nefarious storms hiding nefarious entities! He had plenty to mull over, indeed, and more to the point, the light azure snows slowly exposed down below looked deep and powdery and altogether uninviting. Eventually, he found his way around to where the trail joined the slope they had climbed previously with all the carts of food bound for Amarinthe, and he understood how even the Rangers must have missed this tiny, well-concealed side route. Interesting. Those Dragon Guardians of old had been nothing if not fond of keeping their secrets. 
 
    The Elves had gathered near the trail, discussing options. 
 
    His left eyebrow peaked. Oh! The saddle between the Dragon Kings was covered in a sheet of ice. All the footing of the ice rink King Daryan liked to set up in the castle gardens during the coldest months. 
 
    “Ice storm?” Kalar said, glancing at Keir for confirmation. 
 
    “Och aye, looks like a beauty,” said he. “Ye alright there, Mom? Cold butt? Ye need Dad to –” 
 
    She rubbed her behind. “Nae, but I’ll kick yers for free if ye’d like, ye and that cheeky grin yer flashing about all chipper-like. I slipped and fell, ’twas all.” 
 
    An Elf fell? Downright deadly, the footing. 
 
    Any bright ideas this bright morn, cousin-most-bright? Rhyl said, grabbing his elbow as she too did a little ice dance of her own. 
 
    Easy there, he said. Not so far … 
 
    Father reached out to tweak his wife’s behind fondly. “Aye, I’ll tell ye what passes for beauty around here, and that’s a truth well spoken.” 
 
    Cue an episode of parental osculation. Not that they needed any excuses. 
 
    While his parents misbehaved themselves, Keir tested the footing with the sole of his boot. Not good. The entire slope, as far as the eye could see, had been entombed in a layer of clear ice that looked to be between four and ten inches thick. Boulders became smooth glassy mounds. Pebbles were mere ripples in the ice, and the sparse high-altitude grasses looked to have been beaten flat by a great roller, before being sealed away. The switchbacks lower down would be precarious. 
 
    How would his father’s knees take walking on this surface? No chance. The last thing he needed right now was a twisted knee when they still had many miles to walk to Garrikar Town. 
 
    Dad still had his hands on Mom’s … Aha! he chuckled. Dad, you’ve just given me an idea. 
 
    Surfacing for breath, his father said, Have I? Can’t imagine how. 
 
    Mom, Dad’s behind is pretty well-padded, right? 
 
    Oh, very, she trilled with laughter, seeing his point at once. 
 
    Kalar scowled, “Och nae, ye rascal! What are ye up to this time? Cannae any man fondle his wife inappropriately in a public place?” 
 
    Perfectly acceptable in the Jungles, Shanryssill smirked, rather pinker of cheek than she had been a few minutes before. Kalar-my-heart, Keirthynal means we should slide down on our behinds. 
 
    Oh. Sounds – his father wrinkled his nose humorously – like a rather chilly idea. I assume we’d have to use padding? 
 
    I’m pretty sure the Elves would need it – 
 
    His cousin pinched his arm. And woefully skinny saplings, too. 
 
    Could you imagine Prince Zyran on this – Keir clamped his mouth shut. This time, Rhyl’s pinch was not a friendly one. 
 
    A few of the Elves exchanged startled glances. Councillor Varanthyal stroked his chin meditatively. Keir did not at all enjoy his expression, but after a moment, the man simply nodded. My compliments on a deception well executed, honoured-Rhyllaryssill. You two will make a very fine match, despite the barriers that must now and do lie between you – greater even than those faced by Kalar and Shanryssill, I believe. I pray Santazathiar’s blessings upon your discerning a beneficial path forward. 
 
    She bowed rather stiffly. Thank you, honoured-Councillor. 
 
    Her glare at Keir was all too accusatory. 
 
    Sorry, he whispered, but she had already turned away in a cold fury. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond was not the only creature that morn rather unimpressed with Keir’s brainwave. Elves did not generally regard scooting down trails upon blankets, jackets, backpacks and indeed any cushioning material, as wholly congruent with their sense of dignity. He twice tried to argue that perhaps swinging from or rappelling down jungle vines was not so very different, and received a bevy of dark glares that made him clamp his jaw shut. The dragonet flat-out baulked at the idea of sliding down on her paws. Keir tried to take her onto his lap. All twenty-four talons extended to swiftly make the point that this notion was a poor one. 
 
    They had an argument that largely consisted of him wheedling and her expressing her innate stubbornness with growls, talons, fangs bared and a gleaming but decidedly chilly shoulder. 
 
    His morn was proceeding well. 
 
    Come on, you terrible mosquito muncher, the others are already well on their way. 
 
    Grr. 
 
    Indeed, his family had taken to scooting along quite nicely now, Dad with Narini sitting between his legs and Mom pretending to let Arami control their shared jacket. Rhyl turned to wave at him. Hurry up! 
 
    We’re holding everyone up. 
 
    Hiss! 
 
    I’ll go ahead without you … 
 
    She made a rude spitting sound between her fangs. Then it was snootily gazing off into the distance, head held high, as if she were royalty and he was a peasant grovelling before her paws! That was about enough of that. Surreptitiously, Keir shucked his laden backpack and took off his thick winter jacket. Brr. Bracing! Right, and – 
 
    “Got ye! Claws in!” 
 
    Keee-irr! Keee-irr! 
 
    He felt a brute, a satisfied sort of brute, as he bundled the dragonet up in his jacket at the cost of a small nick to his chin. Then he pushed off, sitting on a blanket he had tied around his middle. He found the necessary control by copying the Elves ahead in using the tough heels or soles of his Ogre-hide boots to press down either side, or both simultaneously, to reduce the forward momentum. Cool idea! Well, literally. His behind would be frozen solid after this. 
 
    Tucking up his legs, he set off in pursuit of Rhyl. 
 
    As their confidence grew, one or two of the Elves inevitably came a cropper and slid down the steady slope on their sides or stomachs, arms and legs waving hilariously. 
 
    Meantime, he told Auroral Storm Diamond off for her intransigence. At length. He was surprised by how keenly her show of defiance exercised his passions. Exceedingly surprised. After a few minutes of venting, Keir found himself wondering what exactly had sparked his diatribe. Did all parents experience such moments? And decide they had better rediscover their self-control in a hurry and decide to be the bigger person – at least, given the size of those Dragons he had seen beneath the mountains, while he could still be the bigger person? Oof. Interesting notion! 
 
    Unbundling the dragonet’s head from beneath the jacket, he fielded a mock bite upon the hand as payment for his bullying. It caused crimson to well up in three places. 
 
    Keee-irr? she purred, more contritely. 
 
    She smacked her lips at the taste of his blood. Excellent vintage, perhaps? 
 
    “Och aye, girl. I’m sorry too. I dinnae ken what came over me back there. In the noo, why dinnae ye actually pretend to enjoy what we’re doing here? Head forward. Chin up.” She licked his jaw before turning to the fore. “Tongue out, like a dog tasting the irdashoon from a window. Look, like this. Here we go!” 
 
    Panting and laughing, he raised his boots off the ice. Immediately, they swept forward with renewed speed. A few jarring bounces soon convinced him that he needed to take more solicitous care of his ill-padded nether regions, but the Dragon’s expression as she regarded his delight was a sight to behold. Baffled. Amused. Intrigued. Her eyes beginning to gleam with a new brilliance as she perceived that his delight was partly in relation to her reaction. A soft purring sensation began deep in her body. Her throat worked strangely. And again … 
 
    Go on, then. Say what you want, my diamond heart. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond appeared most discomfited by whatever was happening in her body. She watched the Elves ahead streaming through a small dip and up the other side. The children laughed openly now, as did many of the adults. Even the elder Garamyssills chortled like children playing in the jungle foliage. He had forgotten how much Elves adored the sensation of movement. Born among the heights of the jungle giants, they were inured to the swaying movements of the boughs, especially during the great storms that regularly shook the treetops. So gigantic and unusually warm for the latitude were the jungles, it was said that they generated their own unique weather. The prevailing theory was that this was due to shallow volcanic activity beneath the trees, but since a volcano had never erupted in the jungle, the scholarly dispute had been raging for a handful of centuries at least. 
 
    No-one dared to descend to the jungle floor to investigate or take measurements. 
 
    There went her throat again. He stroked her neck gently, snuggling the dragonet against his chest. Was this little bundle growing noticeably heavier? How much longer would she even fit inside a backpack? 
 
    Keee-irr, she crooned, nibbling fondly at his ear. 
 
    Her tongue lolled perfectly. Just like a hound. Its forked tip even fluttered from the corner of her mouth. Her body quivered, over-sensitised, hyper-alert, excited. Perhaps the sensation tickled? Or was it her growing delight as they swooped through that dip and up the far side, stomachs leaping and diving with the terrain, the frigid wind ruffling hair and susurrating over scales with a sound like a hand stroking silk? They both opened their mouths to gobble up the air, panting in tandem now, yelping as an unexpected hollow in the trail followed by a sharp bend sent them spinning off in circles. The sky and the steepening terrain blurred around them. 
 
    Keir kicked off a large icy boulder to shift back onto the trail, taking a four-foot drop that jolted through his sternum. Whomp! He landed with a dull thud. 
 
    Ouch! Like being kicked in the behind by a Troll, he imagined. 
 
    Dragonet and half Elf careened around the next banked bend at high speed, overtaking a startled Rhyl who wobbled precariously before regaining her balance. 
 
    “Keir! Ye rascal!” 
 
    Slow down, Keir-my-heart, his mother began to call. 
 
    Aah … He had to thrust hard again to avoid bumping into her, but father was a rather larger target and they thumped into him from behind with a certain lack of ceremony or grace. 
 
    “Keir!” he growled. 
 
    “Och nae, sorry Dad – but why does everyone keep blaming me?” 
 
    “Oh, let me just think a wee moment here. Blessed be! Maybe because yer the root and stem of every blooming scrap of trouble around these mountains, lad?” 
 
    He said drily, “Which makes ye the father of the trouble, aye?” 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Auroral Storm Diamond chose that moment to discover her laugh. It was more a high-pitched, burbling chuckle that stuttered the moment it exited her throat, as if she herself could not quite believe the sound that had just emerged. When most of the Elves nearby laughed, the sound popped out a second time. 
 
    The dragonet’s ears shot straight up. Keee-irr, wirrit? 
 
    She chortled inadvertently again. 
 
    That’s your laugh, darling fire paws. Your very first laugh. Aren’t you just a cutie? 
 
    Apparently this was occasion to threaten his left nostril with a set of razor sharp talons. Grr … 
 
    Cute, with oodles of attitude. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The party of Elves ran into the first issue at the base of Tranbyss Pass – namely, a snowdrift over seventy feet tall. Keir had never seen anything like it. It was beautifully soft azure snow on the surface; in fact, so soft that in a number of places individual snowflakes perched atop the powder as if artistically placed for maximum appreciation. Given the Darkfall they had seen, this was improbable. Why would the storm winds ramp up the granddaddy of all snowdrifts but leave this surface absolutely pristine? How could a snowdrift have a near-vertical face? 
 
    Lacking answers, the Elves scouted for a way around the barrier. 
 
    There was good reason only two trails ran from the capital city to the northern lowlands, and even better reason not to leave the main trail. By evening, they rejoined the proper route, having spent the entire day taking a mere one-mile detour. Dangling over bottomless crevasses. Testing precarious ice bridges. Braving avalanches. This was mountaineering not for the faint of heart, and truly, it was no place for most of the Elven contingent. They were town dwellers and not accustomed to these extremes of cold, terrain and physical exertion. 
 
    As they huddled in a cavern that evening unthawing around a tiny fire, Kalar clipped him across the earhole and told him off for being so jolly energetic. 
 
    “Mind there, ye!” Rhyl cried. “Ye can snap a frozen ear if yer now’t careful.” 
 
    “Aye? Sorry,” his father grumbled. 
 
    Shanryssill nodded. “She’s right. I can’t wait for the jungle warmth and a chance to feel my fingers and toes again.” 
 
    “I’ll warm ye up, dear –” 
 
    “Dad!” Keir complained. “Private cavern for the two of ye?” 
 
    “I got the cold ones, I truly does,” Narini said sleepily, meantime, wriggling her toes closer to the fire. 
 
    “Careful they dinnae fry like sausages,” Arami cautioned sagely. 
 
    “I thought I smelled sausage cooking,” Keir teased. “Yum, what I wouldn’t give for a nice, thick coil of spicy Damask Yak sausage right now, its fat sizzling on these coals …” 
 
    Everyone shouted at him. 
 
    He flipped a salute at no-one in particular. “Giant reticulated python steaks on a bed of fragrant branch-grown green rice …” 
 
    Several people smacked him at once. 
 
    Keirthynal-my-soul, let me just check those ears, actually, Shanryssill said, beckoning from across the fire. He strode over and bent toward her. She clipped the back of his head sharply. Behave! 
 
    Hey! he yelped, amidst the general laughter. 
 
    He should have known where the mischief came from in his family. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17: Hunter 
 
      
 
    WHEN BOTH MIND AND heart brimmed with foreboding, how could a person sleep? Keir had the battle bones. It was as if his marrow burned from the inside. Eventually, he shifted from beneath his blanket amongst the family, where Narini was curled up between his mother and father, and Arami between mother and Rhyl on the other side. He made sure they were all tucked in before he padded over to his pack. Boots. Hat. Gloves. Cloak. The night’s chill would be deep, if he had read the weather right. 
 
    Elves preferred to sleep with the family close. He understood that some of the Clans knew no other way; indeed, the entire Clan might overnight together in a single safe tree redoubt, sometimes even sleeping heaped atop one another. 
 
    Anyone who slept beneath Kalar the Axe would know about it in the morning! 
 
    His father’s eye opened a crack. Ever watchful. Keir made a peaceable gesture and indicated the outside, but rather less peaceably, belted the pair of ska’etaz at his hips. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond stirred almost the instant he stepped out of the cave. Predictable. It was as if they were connected by an umbilical cord. When it stretched too far, she came awake or became distressed and came in search of him. Usually, this dreadful misbehaviour on his part earned a volley of complaints – although tonight, he noticed how she stole between the sleeping Elves with the intent not to disturb any. In a moment, her muzzle rubbed against his knee and he reached down to tickle her behind the ears. 
 
    Good girl. 
 
    Was that tone demeaning to an intelligent Dragon? 
 
    They slipped out onto the slightly crunchy snow. The waxing Moon cast a frozen light over the landscape, very slightly red-tinted because the satellite Linz was in its full phase. Talaroon was almost invisible, just peeking out from behind the Moon’s bulk. If he held out his palm at full arm’s length, the Moon was twice the height of his fingers and four times the width of his palm. Its face was heavily pockmarked, and toward its lower West quadrant, four parallel dark lines betrayed what people said were immense canyons carved deep into the Moon’s surface – but their regularity had often been the subject of academic and scientific speculation. The superstitious held that these were the talon strokes of Santazathiar himself. 
 
    At the dragonet’s quizzical chirp, he described what he had been thinking, pointing out the salient details. They looked for the Dragon’s Head nebula and saw it rising resplendent above the peaks to the East. 
 
    She stiffened at once, agog. Keee-irr, wirrit? Wirrit? Wirrit! Zzz-rrrin … whirr? 
 
    She remembered their conversation from the last time they had seen the purple nebula! Keir explained again about Prince Zyran. This was followed by the dragonet using all of the names she knew for everyone in their family and close friends, including three new ones – Ja’axu who was ‘grrr-oo’, Narini expressed as ‘nrrr-ooi’ and Arami ‘arrr-ooi.’ He confirmed that they were all present and well. Interesting how she needed to identify and place each person in her tribe. She ran over the names a second time as he searched for and found the guard lurking in the fork of a tree about thirty feet away – Weapons Master Falasynal, clearly on the alert. He waved briefly and the man waved back. 
 
    Then, they walked together a short ways around the shoulder of the hill that sheltered their cave, scouting. The night was clear, but on the north-western horizon, a dark smudge obscured the thick stars. Mauve lightning flashed frequently beneath. Could that be at the jungles’ edge? The tremendous heat differential between the jungles and these northern climes often led to turbulent weather, which some Humans called ‘the Elven curse.’ Never mind that the jungles effectively watered their crops and kept the temperatures in this region, once one descended from the mountains, temperate and beneficial. 
 
    Prejudices between Elves and Humans abounded – in both directions, of course. 
 
    As they stepped out into the full moonlight, her diamond coat gathered the lustre and played it back with incredible, subtle beauty. 
 
    Wirrit? she asked, pointing with her left fore-talon. 
 
    He dropped to one knee to check the snow. A smudge of blood? Aye, and something had licked at the spot. Good find, lass. Wonder what this was? 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond nosed at the spot. He backed up slightly, scanning for tracks. Shadow wolf. Amongst the mountains’ most elusive predators, these wolves were renowned for leaving only the slightest tracks due to their very large, splayed pads that allowed them to run across the surface of even the softest snow as if they were wearing snowshoes. On this harder-packed area, the wolf had left almost no track at all. It tracked a wounded creature. 
 
    With me, Storm. Keep close. Let’s find out what’s out there. 
 
    He still had the battle bones. 
 
    The dragonet raised her muzzle to indicate that she wanted to be picked up. Still a baby, he supposed. Lowering his shoulder, he chuckled almost soundlessly at the sensation of deft paws upon his left arm and shoulder as she poured upward, then curled her body around the back of his neck and settled herself in for the ride with a slight grunt. 
 
    Perfect neck warmer, you are, he chuckled. 
 
    She made a derisive gurgle deep in her throat. Her Majesty sat upon her throne, did she not? 
 
    As he stalked forward lightly, tracking the wounded animal and its pursuer, he reflexively checked the location of his leaf-blades. He had left his bow back at the cave to be used for defence if needed. Not quite the path of wisdom considering that wolf’s presence, eh? 
 
    The substantial moonlight was plenty for his half Elven sight to work with, so he was able to pick out the trail with minimal trouble, trailing the animal through chest-high mountain scrub encrusted in azure snow. He barely disturbed a twig as he ghosted around a pile of boulders and skirted another short but wide crevasse, testament to the instability of the Bulwark. Now he moved beneath a thicker stand of evergreen mountain olive trees, which could be relied upon to bear a bitter but edible fruit most of the anna around. Many an explorer had been saved by these trees, not to mention families in remote mountain valleys cut off by Winterfall snows. 
 
    What was that? He peered intently into the deepest shadows. At the same instant, Auroral Storm Diamond gave a sibilant warning hiss between her fangs. 
 
    White fangs flashed around the mounded hindquarters of a downed mountain oryx. Keir palmed both daggers and struck out at the same instant as the dragonet launched herself off his shoulder. There came a thunderous growl and a wild yelp of pain, followed by a blurred kerfuffle as he and his Dragon, linked, somehow tore into the huge wolf without themselves being shredded. It was a close affair. Sharp fangs snagged twice upon his heavy winter jacket and once, he and the wolf clashed pugnaciously as the little dragonet rolled beneath it, rending with all four paws and fangs. 
 
    She flared brilliantly. Kerack! 
 
    In a half-second’s flash as bright as any perfect afternoon, he perceived the full size of the shadow wolf – chest-high to him. Blood seeped from several brutal cuts around its muzzle and beneath its belly. Perhaps real lightning proclaimed her too much of an opponent to deal with. Presenting a bushy, coal-black tail to them both, the shadow wolf turned tail and fled, yipping wretchedly, into the darkness. 
 
    Keir stopped Auroral Storm Diamond from chasing after the wolf with a quiet word. We don’t know if it’s a loner or if there’s a pack out there. Best we deal with this quickly. 
 
    No wolf took kindly to being chased off its intended kill. 
 
    The oryx had somehow tangled its spiral horns into several branches in the underbrush, but the real story was that it was gravely wounded – an arrow buried deeply in its right flank, which had unfortunately not struck anything vital. The animal must have suffered for days, perhaps, judging by the dried blood upon its belly. This was why the shadow wolf had been about to attack. The animal was desperately weak, but still lucid enough to put up a show of defiance when he approached. Keir warned the dragonet to steer clear of its hind legs. She had a tear in her left wing and a single puncture wound on her upper lip, but apart from that had come out remarkably unscathed. 
 
    Decent team effort! Never had they fought together so closely. 
 
    He approached the oryx with a soft word in Elvish, hoping he might just be able to work his mother’s type of magic. Quietly thanking Santazathiar for his provision, Keir punctured the jugular with a convulsive thrust of his blade, and then continued to speak soothingly as the oryx slumped upon the snow. 
 
    He checked the arrow. The fletching was Amarinthian in origin – perhaps even his own handiwork, he judged. That meant there must be soldiers this side of the Dragon Kings, far away from Garrikar Town. Why would that be? Could his battle bones have sound reason to be itching and aching? 
 
    Well, enough worrying for the moment. The Elves needed to eat. This bounty could not be ignored. 
 
    Lapping at the red-dappled snow, the dragonet watched as he removed his belt and fashioned a tie for the oryx’s legs. Then he laboriously tried to pick up the animal. Possible, but he immediately sank up to his knees in the snow. Some areas on the way back would be much deeper still. 
 
    He snorted out a steaming breath. No way. 
 
    Frrr-neee, the dragonet noted, humorously agreeing with his assessment. 
 
    He should have Rhyl look at stitching that torn wing membrane. Otherwise, how would it heal? 
 
    When she gave him the tongue-lolling look, Keir said, Oh, I’m the funny man now, am I? How’s about you lend a paw here, your Majesty? 
 
    Retying the back legs, he made ready to slide the creature back to the cave. Auroral Storm Diamond trotted ahead, tail high and wings ruffling self-importantly every now and again. Clearly, she was the mighty hunter and he must consider himself her pack animal. 
 
    Who wanted to be a Dragon Guardian now? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two days of slogging through slushy snow later, sometimes having to wade waist- and chest-deep, the party finally came to the head of the ravine which led to the final descent into Garrikar Town. To Keir’s surprise, his father proved the best trailbreaker of all. Even Elves could not skate across this type of snow unless they had used the skis now hopefully languishing in King Daryan’s care, and even then … he theorised that underground thermal activity had made the slopes unstable and the snow semi-melted. 
 
    Kalar made himself the indefatigable trail blazer. His great weight plowed steadily up slope and down, taking three steps for every one taken by the Elves filing along behind him as he shovelled the soft snow aside and trampled it down. Keir estimated the snowfall to have been four feet in the most exposed places, and up to twenty feet gathered in the dips and hollows. The dragonet amused herself by chasing snow flurries occasionally kicked up by the fickle winds. 
 
    Now, the nape of his neck itched anew. 
 
    Nothing to do with his dragonet neck-warmer, her new favourite position – curved over the top of his shoulders, her tail lightly clasping his neck for additional balance. 
 
    He exchanged meaningful glances with his father. Nothing to see, yet once again, he had that inkling that the mountains were too quiet. Clouds had shrouded the peaks and valleys during the night and showed no sign of lifting. Visibility was less than thirty feet. The wind-still morning was strange enough, but the grey mistiness made it feel particularly eerie. An army could be hiding out there and they would be none the wiser. 
 
    Looking about, Keir noted at least seven Elves who held arrows nocked to bowstrings, or had drawn their swords. Aye. Catching, these nerves. 
 
    “We move forward, scouts twenty yards ahead,” Kalar decided aloud. “It’s all we can afford in this infernal weather. Keep each other in sight. Children and parents in the centre of the formation. Everyone armed. Stay alert.” 
 
    Keir shivered as he considered his father’s grave expression. This was the place they had picked for an ambush should the enemy have decided to come up from Garrikar Town, having been alerted to the Elves’ escape from Amarinthe. Certanshi? Human? They could only speculate who exactly was behind what they had experienced, or how far Certanshi elements might have penetrated the Human Kingdoms, related or unrelated to this Bloodfang fellow. They might not be Certanshi at all. Elven politics could be murkier than Darkfall, as Councillor Varanthyal was wont to say. 
 
    He itched at the bandages on his arm, hating the feeling of being a fly struggling in an invisible web. 
 
    The Elves ghosted into the mists. 
 
    Keir scouted the deepening ravine side-to-side several times, but found no trace of Human or other tracks. Too much recent snowfall. As an hour passed and then two, he found himself beginning to relax and fought back against the feeling. Always a danger. It was the nature of people to hope for the best survival outcome, and a Commander’s job to ensure he was always alert for the possibility of the worst. That was what his father had taught him. Think broader. Deeper. Put yourself in the enemy’s boots … 
 
    The snow bridge. Where exactly in the length of the ravine had that been? He could not ascertain the height of the walls. Surely it must come soon, if they had not passed it already? The deep snow here made progress a difficult slog, especially for the younger members of their party. Kalar kept calling to the group to stick together, but that might just make them more of a target, might it not? 
 
    He trotted over to speak with his father. They had no materials this time to fashion a decoy, but perhaps a different approach might reap dividends. 
 
    Feeling responsible for lives was one matter. When they were his own family and people he had known all his life, this whole situation made him itch in nasty ways. How did father cope? How had he dealt with riding into battle after battle with the full knowledge that in all likelihood, some or even many of the soldiers he led might not be coming back? 
 
    As they descended the winding ravine, Keir sensed the cloud cover beginning to lift and lighten. Spires of rock began to materialise from the drifting veils of whiteness, while the narrow walls lengthened toward the sky as if the stone were possessed of an inexplicable urge to grow. The scouts responded perfectly, extending their range to the fore, while he camped at the rear. The family groups between were often hidden from his sight now as the ravine twisted like a dyspeptic earthworm. Ghastly contortions. The laden goods carts had not enjoyed this section – how well he remembered it! 
 
    Suddenly, claws pricked his shoulder. 
 
    Keir shrank into the cover of a nearby boulder, and after a moment’s consideration, chirruped the warning of a snowlark’s call to his father, up ahead. He glanced upward. The huge, precariously poised snow bridge was still intact, just seventy yards ahead. It had extended over the months since he had been here, spanning this narrow corner along to a wider section just out of eyesight. Such a strange formation – how had it even come to be? 
 
    A hand clutched his left ankle! 
 
    To say that he nearly lost a decade off his life was an understatement. Not only did the icy hand appear to be disembodied, lunging out from beneath the snow, but he fully expected it to be followed by an arrow introducing itself to his heart. He was just swinging his own bow downward, reeling, on the cusp of shrieking in terror – undoubtedly the most idiotic thing he could have done – when Auroral Storm Diamond leaped down off his shoulder. She did not go for the kill. Instead, she knocked aside his desperately unsteady hands and his reflexive arrow shot buried itself a hairsbreadth from his foot. 
 
    Close one. 
 
    The dragonet hissed, Keee-irr, nnn … ough! 
 
    Enough? That was a new sound. He paused and looked more closely at the hand. A Human left hand. The way it was twisted – 
 
    “Lead Ranger Garla!” he gasped. “What the –” 
 
    How had the dragonet known? Could she have picked up on some instinct buried so deep within his unconscious, he had not known it himself? 
 
    Digging frantically at the mound of snow, he bumped an arrow shaft and heard a muffled groan beneath the snow. He and Storm cleared her face rapidly. Garla was so cold she could not even blink her eyes. “Come on, ye. Dinnae ye give up on me now. What happened?” 
 
    “Kee … uh.” 
 
    Her mouth was hardly open a crack. How could she even speak, or breathe? 
 
    Gathering herself, the Ranger moaned again, “Kuh …” 
 
    “What is it, Garla? I’ll get ye help. Just ye –” 
 
    “Nae. Kuh … nae …” 
 
    “Nae what?” Tugging off his gloves, he tried to wipe the ice off her cheeks. “Garla, please. Stay with me.” 
 
    In a ghastly, near-inaudible whisper, she roused herself enough to say, “The P … uh. Puh! Following. Nae … Pri …” 
 
    Her voice trailed off into a hiss. 
 
    Breath did not pass her lips again. He checked. Pulse. Breathing? She had been shot in three places, once deep in the right side of her chest, another shaft in the lower stomach, and one arrow had skewered her upper right leg. Amarinthian arrows. Traitors! 
 
    Gone. 
 
    He began to ask, Auroral Storm Diamond – 
 
    At the same instant she turned to him, and he marked a darkness, a sorrowful depth in the fires of her eyes different to anything he had seen before. 
 
    Shaking her muzzle, she said, Keee-irr, nrrr. 
 
    She knew the spark of Santazathiar’s fire had fled. Her sadness communicated so clearly, an answering lump of heated rawness developed in the back of his throat. Garla had been tough, but never unkind. He respected her immensely. No-one deserved to die like this, alone in the snow – she must have been here for some time, considering how deep she had been buried. Or at least, since that last Darkfall. The scavengers had not found her, and shadow wolves or Wyverns would not have been shy about supping on her body in her current state. 
 
    Voices. Loud, rough voices, farther down the ravine. He could not quite make out what they were saying, but the tone was clear. 
 
    Belligerent. 
 
    Bow in hand and burying his sadness for the moment, Keir crept forward and then remembered to check carefully behind him before he proceeded. Behind was clear. To the fore, a contingent of heavily armed soldiers threatened the Elves, who had all been herded together beneath the snow bridge – he counted swiftly – aye, all. His ploy had failed. He glanced upward. With the mist still clearing, he was able to measure the snow bridge by eye at perhaps twelve to fourteen feet thick. Pray nothing they did dislodged that huge load. He eyeballed the rim of the ravine either side before deciding that it would be sheer foolishness for anyone to be up top just now. 
 
    Back to the encounter. The soldiers looked familiar – men of Amarinthe, he assumed, mixed perhaps with mercenaries from Garrikar Town? All the styles of body armour that gleamed beneath their thick, furry winter cloaks were unfamiliar to him, besides which, most of those soldiers looked miserable due to the weather. 
 
    Not mountains men and women, then. 
 
    From the rising babble, one note struck clear above all the others, Rhyl’s shrill, “Zyran! Nae!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Prince Zyran? What the … 
 
    The chill that gripped his neck and raced down his spine was like the frozen talons of Darkfall itself. He just could not imagine how the Prince could have made it here ahead of them – which one was he? Peering through the clearing mist, he tried to make out who was who in that ring of steel surrounding the Elves. A burly man with his back to Keir stood in a commanding posture, threatening the trapped Elves. No Zyran, he. Nor could he spy that familiar lanky frame amongst any of the other soldiers, until his gaze dropped upon the bundle at that burly fellow’s feet. Tied. Dumped in the azure snow, a mere eight or nine feet from Kalar’s snow-encrusted boots. That must be the Prince. His eyes flicked to the bright blade that the fellow palmed so casually now, moving the tip to rest upon the prone man’s neck. 
 
    He understood, now. 
 
    The big fellow standing there had to be Prince Garyan. Keir knew his physique. Therefore, the one on the ground must be Zyran. Or … no. Could one be Certanshi? Or both men, the double-bluff – could they be pretending to be the Princes? Surely, it was impossible for any non-winged creature to reach Garrikar Town before the Elven party, given that Darkfall they had seen … his mind raced. The King’s warning echoed clear in his memory. Shape-changers! 
 
    He narrowed his eyes in calculation. This was the perfect position, the perfect cover, from which to place an arrow shaft in that broad back despite the difficult distance. 
 
    How could the real Garyan be the betrayer? 
 
    Many lives depended upon the decision he must make in the next few seconds. What did they want? The Dragon, her Dragon Guardian, or the wanton slaughter of his kin? 
 
    Hiding in the lee of his father, Arami drew her dagger. One brave kid. 
 
    Forty hostile soldiers. 
 
    “Give us the Dragon!” snapped the burly man. Garyan’s tones? Or did he detect a slight thickness to the accent? He could not tell for certain, despite that the ravine’s stillness conveyed the speech to his aghast ears. “Where is yer half-breed whelp, Commander? Tell us where the Dragon is, or I swear I’ll run this royal fool through.” 
 
    Kalar spread his hands in a peaceable gesture. “The lad was scouting ahead. Mayhap ye missed him in the mists?” 
 
    “Now’t passed us by!” Garyan snapped. The air crackled with antagonism. “Come, dinnae ye play with yer family’s lives, Commander. Hand over the lad and we can part without bloodshed. Dinnae want to see my precious brother sacrificed – d’ye agree, little Elfmaiden? Had ye feelings for this Princeling?” 
 
    The sword point dug in further. A crimson rivulet trickled onto the snow. 
 
    Rhyl’s deathly pale lips moved. “Zyran …” 
 
    “Dinnae ye betray him, lass,” the younger Prince rasped. “It’s now’t worth it.” 
 
    “Shut it!” The prone man gasped as his brother kicked him brutally in the back – but the response, the sound, almost decided Keir. That was too heavy a thud, was it not? 
 
    “Scum! How dare ye betray our father like this?” 
 
    Zzz-rrrin? Wirrit, Zzz-rrrin? the dragonet asked anxiously, her brightness increasing by the second as clear battle readiness gathered within her. 
 
    Still ye, darling, he cautioned. Just give me a moment – 
 
    The burly man made a crude gesture. “Very well. If they won’t talk, we’ll put arrows into yer children, one at a time.” 
 
    Few of the soldiers looked comfortable with that command. Their bows and swords did not waver, but Keir could read the expressions of those facing toward him. These were soldiers of Amarinthe, not cold-blooded murderers. One tensioned his bow, lining up a child behind Arami. 
 
    “Nae!” Kalar pulled his wife and children behind him. He was trying to shield them all with his huge bulk. “Prince Garyan, be reasonable, please. What changed yer mind –” 
 
    Zzz-rrrin? Auroral Storm Diamond turned an agitated circle around his bent legs. Rrr … riril … Zzz-rrrin, wirrit, Keee-irr? 
 
    They may not be – 
 
    Zzz-rrrin! 
 
    No, stop! Keir made a despairing grab as the dragonet launched herself toward the distant confrontation. All he caught was a handful of snow behind her tail. Storm, no! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18: Death Fall 
 
      
 
    WHEN AURORAL STORM DIAMOND had an idea fixed in her head, Keir was beginning to learn, few forces in Tyanbran could be relied upon to dissuade her. He certainly did not know how. What he did appreciate was that his family was in deadly peril. Only one course remained open to him. Full assault! As the brilliant diamond blur streaked across the snow, he burst out behind her, nocking an arrow to the string without breaking stride. It sped past her, true to target. Since the man standing up might indeed be Garyan – Santazathiar help him – Keir aimed low, at the next-largest target. His backside. 
 
    Even as the arrow plugged into flesh with a woody-sounding thunk! a second arrow sped toward the man on the ground. But that fellow was up in a flash, clearly not half as well-tied as everyone had assumed. The shot missed by a hair and buried itself up to the fletching in the snow. 
 
    Most of the soldiers hesitated, but not all. That was telling. Some attacked as if they had expected or even hoped for trouble. 
 
    Go! Go! He ran flat out. 
 
    Keir found himself sucked away once more by the little storm’s hunting passion. Her instinct to protect her own, her tribe, was as clear as summertide skies above the peaks. This time, he viewed the scene with preternatural clarity and reacted with rapidity not born of Human or Elvish flesh, but of pure lightning. Three arrows took flight as Auroral Storm Diamond closed the gap with the second man, the one who had been lying down. The burly one danced in agony. One arrow pierced his calf and dropped him in the snow. Two more flew beyond, homing in on alleged soldiers who had not reacted like the others. One’s bowshot snapped aside as an arrow pierced his hand, and the shot buried itself in Laran’s shoulder rather than striking one of the children. The third arrow took out a soldier intent on ambushing the Elves from the rear, but as Keir knew from experience, the Certanshi did not die easily. 
 
    That soldier fell upon the Elves, his sword hacking in all directions. 
 
    Suddenly, pandemonium reigned. Kalar’s new axe whistled through the air. Shanryssill darted about in his shadow, spearing the supposed Zyran in the leg with her long, slim dagger. Arami’s hand curled around their father’s thigh, hurling a dagger into the face of another man opposing him. The blade scored his cheekbone, making the man flinch. The axe man’s backhanded stroke took the man in the throat. 
 
    Separate fights broke out in four places as Certanshi mercenaries ambushed the disbelieving Amarinthian soldiers. Then he was among them, somehow far quicker than he would have imagined possible, flowing into an attack above Auroral Storm Diamond’s slicing talons. Together, they felled the fake Zyran, but he rebounded from the ground as if possessed of fake springs. Kalar’s meaty paw smashed him in the jaw. The man blinked, and laughed. The haft of the axe stove in his teeth and drove down his throat. What was that? He had never seen an axe fighter reverse his weapon to attack with the pommel of the weapon! 
 
    He flowed in tandem with Storm. Striking out with talons and ska’etaz, they discovered a duet of motion unlike anything he had ever experienced before. 
 
    Rhyl, evidently paralysed by the idea that the man must be Zyran, reacted far slower than usual. As the one with an arrow jutting out of his behind fell upon her, Keir lunged in to intervene. The man punched his arm exactly where the half-healed wounds from the creature below the Dragon Kings peaks had macerated his flesh. The pain jolted him brutally; the dragonet cried out in concert with him. 
 
    “For Amarinthe! For the King!” roared the soldiers, mobbing the traitors. The Elves broke apart like a flower, lending their speed and skill to the fight. 
 
    The Certanshi soldier took Rhyl down with frightening speed. 
 
    He bared his teeth. Not happening! 
 
    Seizing the man by the scruff of his neck, Keir hauled him off his cousin with strength not his own, and with a bellow of rage, hurled him ten feet farther away. “FOR AMARINTHE!” 
 
    The man landed awkwardly on the back of his neck, and stayed down. 
 
    How had he just done that? 
 
    Despite the frenzy of battle and the unfamiliar emotions raging in his breast, the half Elf paused, tasting the air with his tongue. Where was this new threat he sensed? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Above! Keir’s head snapped upward. This location would have been chosen for a reason. A shadow moved up on the rim. A blur of green swung down like the clean blow of a wood axe. For the longest time, he did not understand what had happened up there. 
 
    Then, the snow bridge shuddered at an enormous impact. 
 
    “Go!” he croaked. A full-throated roar suddenly cleared his throat. “RUN! AVALANCHE! EVERYONE, RUN!” 
 
    It took forever for them to realise what he already knew. Someone had felled a tree up top. It had toppled directly atop that strangely solid, suspended bridge of snow. Planned, for certain. Cracks jagged open overhead and segments of snow split away. A grave groan sounded as the hard-packed snow shifted. Kalar was roaring, pointing, pushing people into motion down the ravine and away from the danger. Mom hesitated. His father’s arm stretched toward her, motioning her to take the twins and run. She turned and fled, almost hauling the girls off their feet. A handful of Amarinthian soldiers and Elves scattered in the wrong direction, back up the ravine. Keir cast about for the dragonet, sensing her also searching for his presence. 
 
    As if in a dream, his father broke into a lumbering run, but his damaged knees would not have it. The left caved in. He stumbled and lost his balance, the impetus taking him two dozen feet downslope before he fell heavily in the snow. 
 
    He turned toward his father. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the dragonet tracking the twins and Rhyl. Keep them safe, he thought toward her, and that was the instant their eyes touched. Souls touched, fused. She knew what was coming. Too far away to make any difference. 
 
    Horror darkened her bright fires as she stared toward him. 
 
    With a thunderous roar, the snow bridge over the ravine gave way and untold tonnes of snow plummeted downward. 
 
    Keir threw himself over his father. “Nae! I’ll now’t have ye –” 
 
    “Watch out!” his father roared, catching him in his arms and rolling sideways, fast. 
 
    A bright flame screamed in his mind, Keee-irr! Keeeee … 
 
    That was when the sky fell upon them both, and with an almighty roar, crushed him into oblivion. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Keir? Keir, lad … oh nae, please …” 
 
    “Why’s it night?” he slurred. 
 
    “Oh. Oh, thank Santazathiar yer alright.” A rough, calloused palm caressed his cheek. “I feared ye were gone for sure.” 
 
    “Where … are we? What –” 
 
    “Beneath the snowfall. Ye cannae worry yerself none, lad. The others ken what’s happened. They’ll dig us out.” 
 
    Father’s voice was gruff with relief and anxiety. 
 
    He began to move, but a terrible pain in his left leg made him scream. Kalar tried to calm him, speaking gently, but Keir had never known pain like this. It was so awful he saw white, sweating hot, bloodlike droplets of blood despite the icy darkness of their surrounds. Not good. Somehow, through the shooting pain, he heard and understood that they were beneath the tree itself. An air pocket must somehow surround them, or they would have been unable to speak. 
 
    Keir, being the lovely nitwit that he was, had dived straight into the path of danger in an attempt to rescue his father. Now they were stuck beneath a branch, which had sheltered them from the worst of the fall and most likely saved their lives, but the fly in the Yak stew was that another thick branch had also pinned his leg to the ground. 
 
    “Dinnae rightly ken, but ye sound like it might be a wee bit broken,” his father advised. “I’m fine, just wedged in tight. We’re stuck well and proper, lad, but I think I can smell fresh air. Maybe see a glimmer of light up above. Lie ye still and try to conserve yer breath.” 
 
    Basic avalanche training. How long did they have? Fifteen minutes at best, unless his father was right about the access to air. A fresh pine scent tingled in his nostrils. 
 
    “I’m … freezing.” 
 
    “Aye, so am I. But I’m here for ye, son. I love ye.” 
 
    Jammed together between his father and the branch, Keir could not move either arm. He settled for leaning his cheek against his father’s hand. “Ye old sap, I’m now’t going nowhere, alright? Love ye too.” 
 
    All he could hear was their breathing. Otherwise, the stillness was total. Oppressive. 
 
    After a long time, his father said, “Dinnae want ye turning up with knees like mine, anyways. Ugly as a Wyvern’s breakfast.” 
 
    “Nae. It’s below the knee.” He grimaced. “Cannae feel my foot none.” 
 
    “Ye’ll be good, son. Think of something else. Think – think ye of yer Dragoness. Maybe ye can reach her mind, even from under here? Direct her to us. Go on.” 
 
    “Ye … call a girl Dragon … Dragoness?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Of course? Squeezing his eyes shut against both pain and shame, Keir tried not to consider how little he knew of the Dragonkind, how he had not even considered this simple distinction in daily conversation, preferring to call her a hatchling or dragonet. Not that she was so much a hatchling anymore. Santazathiar’s ghost! Despite the encouragement of family and friends, he could not imagine what the fates or destiny or Santaclaws’ paw – whatever that meant – had thought, throwing a Dragon egg at him that night. 
 
    Roll forward a few months, and here he lay in an icy tomb, seriously injured. The desire to react, to thrash, to scream to distract himself was so overwhelming, a tear crept out from beneath his eyelid. Brutal fate. Terrified of ending up like his father, wasn’t he? He had always enjoyed feeling capable, being physically fast, having the nickname Kestrelfoot. What if all that had just flown off over the Cyantar Ocean? 
 
    Storm. Auroral Storm Diamond, I … I need you. Was he so proud and self-sufficient that even this admission cost him a pang? Keir cast his mind further. Darling storm, I need you. Can you feel me? Remember how we bonded? Remember … this feeling? 
 
    He struggled for an interminable time before the sensation of intimate melding suddenly fell into place without reason or forewarning. Could she hear him calling by some Dragon sense? Did he sense or imagine her coming closer? After a few minutes, a distinct vibration communicated through the hard-packed snow compressing his abdomen. 
 
    A little voice piped, “Brother? Brother … Keir? Is ye somewhere near-ish?” 
 
    “Narini!” he gasped. 
 
    “NARINI!” his father bellowed, deafening him. 
 
    “Mommy, mommy, I done found them good, I did!” she giggled in glee. “Daddy? That ye?” 
 
    “Come here, ye wee scruffy monster!” Kalar roared. 
 
    Alright, Dad. Just a tad excited, eh? He coughed and spluttered as snow dust sifted down into his mouth. 
 
    His sister cried, “Over here! Mommy, Daddy’s hiding down here.” 
 
    Her sweet voice was only a little muffled, to Keir’s surprise. He soon realised that she must be standing atop the tree trunk. What manner of mountain giant must they have felled to create this calamity? 
 
    Keee-irr! Wirrit, wirr … wirree, Keee-irr! Wirree! 
 
    Don’t you worry, my sweet diamond. I’m right down here, not far beneath your paws, actually. 
 
    Keee-irr! Her talons scrabbled furiously at the snow. Wirree-wirree-wirree! 
 
    “Daddy!” Narini yelled. 
 
    “Well, let’s start digging,” ever-practical Arami ordered. “Daddy? Where ye hiding?” 
 
    I’m right here, Shanryssill trilled meantime, sounding breathlessly worried. Kalar? Keir? Speak to me, treasures-of-my-soul. Tell me – 
 
    Kalar said gruffly, Shanri-my-sun, fear not – 
 
    The characteristic ululating cry of Elven weeping began above them. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After that, it was all hands to the digging and delving. It took well over an hour before the Elves and soldiers were able to clear a reasonable space in the azure snows to reach the pair. They decided to move Kalar first. Shifting him inevitably jostled Keir’s trapped leg, albeit slightly. Agony! He passed out. 
 
    Waking, he grumbled, “Too much … fainting …” 
 
    Totally embarrassing. 
 
    The Elves were trying to work out how best to lift the branch off of him. They feared to try to cut the piece which had buried his leg in the snow. It was five inches thick. The action of chopping or sawing might do more damage to his wound, besides being unbearably agonising. Both his sisters sat by his side and held his cold hands, one each, and Auroral Storm Diamond took up residence beside him. Her warmth soon began to unthaw a few things. Rhyl brought down a steaming mug of tea that tasted of bitter, metallic herbs. Sitting up to drink, he had his first sight of the left leg. It looked about an inch thick. A flesh pancake with a bit of white bone sticking out of the skin. 
 
    Marvellous. Especially the way his foot poked up at an impossible angle on the other side of the branch. Like his shin had grown an extra elbow. 
 
    “Fair to say that looks pretty ugly,” he quipped. He sounded pretty smashed up, too. 
 
    Look somewhere else. The hole in which he lay had to be seven feet deep. He asked after the Certanshi, and listened to a swift briefing from his father. None of them had survived. Three Elves and five soldiers were still missing, but Auroral Storm Diamond had helped them to locate four people trapped beneath the snow. All had been dug out successfully. Granny Garamyssill had taken a bad fall and broken her hip and left arm, but she complained so energetically that everyone agreed she was certain to recover well. The Certanshi traitors had dealt several more Elves serious wounds, while three soldiers from Garrikar Town were unlikely to survive the day. Shanryssill administered the strongest herbs available to ease their pain, but their piteous moaning still filled the air. 
 
    Narini sobbed inconsolably. 
 
    One of the Certanshi, dying, had cursed them in Sankurabi Bloodfang’s name. So, the enemy’s machinations reached even this far? How could they have been so unawares? Some Garrikar soldiers had been fooled; others had been in on the plot. There had been much apologising, but none of that could help him out of this sticky situation. 
 
    Only you’d jump beneath a falling tree, cousin-gladly-found, Rhyl teased gently. 
 
    Glad for the distraction, he snorted, Yes, I was traipsing around the Amarinthian Bulwark this morn looking for the one tree which was falling, in order that I might leap beneath it. What did you just give me? Another revolting concoction … 
 
    The strongest painkiller we have. Treble dose. 
 
    I’m seeing treble after that. Ick! 
 
    Very good, she said. Warm enough? 
 
    I’ve a Dragoness to coddle me. Doing great, he lied, squeezing his sisters’ hands. Uh … what were those guys – the Certanshi? Were both Princes – 
 
    Fakes. Rhyl dropped her gaze, fuming. By the Jungles! I can’t believe I was taken in like a simpleton. 
 
    They were very good at playing pretend, cousin Rhyl, Narini put in shyly. 
 
    Rhyl squeezed that little hand. Thank you. Too good. 
 
    That’s right, Shanryssill said. Now, Dad needs your help, my angels. Could you ask him to bring my pack? I want to try to clean up this wound a bit. 
 
    When the twins had clambered out of the pit, his Mom turned to him as if to speak, but instead, her luminous mauve eyes welled up. His heart cramped within his chest. 
 
    Keir reached for her knee. That bad, blessed-womb-who-bore-me? 
 
    She chuckled brokenly at the unique endearment he had just uttered, and swiped ineffectually at her tears. Darn it! I was trying to be strong, but Keir – son – you must know, a great deal depends on the nature of that fracture, and what other damage there might be. I didn’t want to say it in front of your sisters, but there’s a chance – a good chance – you’ll lose the foot, even with the very best treatment. Do you understand what I’m saying? 
 
    Yes. Yes, I do. 
 
    How could he ever become a Dragon Guardian with just one foot? 
 
    There’s also the danger of frostbite and gangrene – 
 
    “We’re ready, Shanryssill.” 
 
    Keir looked up as Yaranthynal, an engineer and maintenance Elf who had worked at the castle, peered down at him. He wore a natty bandage over one eye, and offered a grim smile. Touching the bandage, he said, “Just a cut and bruising. Hope to keep the eye, lad. In the noo, we got ye a wee little lever and a large counterweight –” 
 
    “Calling me fat, friend?” Kalar laughed heartily, clapping the slight Elf upon the shoulder. 
 
    “Stalwart,” said the other, wincing. 
 
    “We’ll give ye a strip of leather to bite upon when we start lifting the branch, son. Ready to give this yer best?” 
 
    “Nae, Dad. I’d rather be chasing Elfmaidens around the jungle canopy.” 
 
    “Next week, I promise.” 
 
    Yaranthynal showed him a stout piece of branch he had smoothed for the job, carving a shallow hook at one end to fit to the branch pinning Keir down. More Elves swarmed down into the hole, digging space in the snow and freeing up the branch – it had cracked two feet further along, but not enough for the twisted, splintered wood to break completely. Kalar’s roll had saved them both from the mass of the falling trunk, eight feet thick, by half of his body length. Close one. 
 
    His Mom popped a strip of leather into his mouth. “When I say so, bite this. Dinnae ye be afraid to yell out the pain.” 
 
    One mercy. The foot was as numb as if it belonged to one of those dead Certanshi. As Yaranthynal slipped the flattish boulder close to be the fulcrum and the stick was jammed beneath the branch, he realised that he could still feel the nerves below his knee very well indeed. A good sign, Shanryssill murmured. 
 
    Then, his Dad spat upon his hands and took his grip on the farthest end of the lever. Six burly soldiers tucked in close with him, organising their handholds. Two took a grip beneath Keir’s armpits while his mother and Rhyl waited beside the injured leg. The idea was to move him without pulling his foot right off what was left of his leg. He hoped that bit went well. 
 
    One never had to think about attachment to one’s own feet, right? 
 
    Bending so close his chin touched the snow, Yaranthynal raised a hand. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    Grim nods. 
 
    Keee-irr … brrf. 
 
    He found Auroral Storm Diamond with his eyes. I’ll try my best for brave, darling. Can’t promise anything. Don’t look if you can’t take it. 
 
    Nrr-nrr, she disagreed. 
 
    Softly enfolding him with her presence. 
 
    “Heave!” 
 
    Nuurrr-aaargggh! A terrible scream burbled out of his throat as the pressure lifted and the pain surged, despite the herbs he had already quaffed in substantial quantities. The sound was so raw Keir feared he might rip out his own lungs. People chattered urgently around him, lifting and strapping him to a wood litter lined with blankets, covering his torso and upper legs with wrappings, but all he could think was that he had never wanted his sisters to hear him scream like that. On and on and on. 
 
    Oddly, music swelled in his mind. Music like nothing he had ever heard before. A melodic tempest of fury, light and beauty beat upon his awareness, so otherworldly that he barely recognised it for music such as Elves or Humans might imagine, but it was unexpectedly invigorating and held the pain somewhat at abeyance. His dragonet helped him as best he could, he realised, driving the pain away with grace and power he could scarcely have imagined. 
 
    He reached for her with his mind. Thank you, Storm’s-diamond-laughter. 
 
    Laughter like a windstorm’s trumpets joined the music. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Of the journey down the mountain to what should have been the warmer valley below, he remembered little save the sensation of movement and a few ripe words from the soldiers at the poor footing. At the base of the huge climb they had cleared to make way for the food carts, he woke to the fresh agony of his mother changing the bandages and cleaning his wound. Blearily, he peered about at a most unexpected sight. The fruitful green valley had been encased in ice. A foot of snow lay upon the ground, but the real wonder was the fruit trees. Each spreading bough now had a beard of glistening ice. All of the fruit had been smashed to the ground and quick-frozen, but most was still edible, so quickly had the event taken place. 
 
    Darkfall. Deathly beautiful. 
 
    Green shoots imbedded in ice. Some branches had been cracked or even whole trees toppled due to the sheer weight of accumulated ice. Small animals, trapped in the open, sat entombed in icy casings. Easy hunting and food – aye, easy, but not the kind any Elf ever wanted. He heard several of their number muttering the Elvish sending of animal spirits to the beyond, but having to gesture to include the entire valley as they did so. 
 
    His mother glanced up from her work. “It’s clean, but ye will need surgery and some clever pinning to set the bones in place. Ye have about eleven different pieces inside, in the noo. We picked three out of the branch and put them back in place.” 
 
    “Oh,” he managed to say. 
 
    “Pain level?” 
 
    He stared at the crushed, heavily bruised flesh of his shin. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “Auroral Storm Diamond has been working her magic. I doubt ye’ll see infection, but – can ye feel the toes yet?” She prodded his bare left big toe with her fingernail. 
 
    The digit might as well have been a stone, or belonged to someone else. “Nae, sorry. Now’t …” He glared at his toes. “Is it normal for them to turn that dark purple?” 
 
    “Poor circulation,” she explained. “It’s changing, however – I do believe I see an improvement every time after yer dragonet licks it. She has a kind of healing magic I don’t understand, but ye and I ken it works a treat, right? Perhaps … I imagine she dinnae understand Human or Elf anatomy very well, but Rhyl has been training her.” 
 
    Keir arched an eyebrow. “She’s smart, but …” 
 
    “Whatever it takes, son,” Shanryssill said bleakly. 
 
    “Thank ye kindly.” He lay back and closed his eyes. Shattered. Hurting. Poor Mom. He wished he could pretend that a world of accidents and pain belonged to someone else, but it did not. Courage, Keir. Chin up. He whispered, “Love ye. Mom, how’s … Granny …” 
 
    She might have answered, but he did not hear. 
 
    Next, he remembered voices arguing close by. His father’s gruff frustration was clear. Unfamiliar male voices spoke in an undertone, with a conspiratorial air. It was night, he sensed. Making preparations to move him? 
 
    Someone tried to reassure Kalar that the garrison had been paid to turn a blind eye. “Nae ye worry, Commander. Many here remember yer service with undying admiration. Aye, Elves will always have friends among us. Always.” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly,” Kalar said gruffly. 
 
    Another man grunted, “Cannae believe they’d turn yer wounded away at the city’s borders. Dinnae ye carry their dead and wounded down from mountain with yer bare hands?” He cursed angrily. “Just waiting for word from Doctor Fargar. They’re watching his surgery, he said. He’s pretending to have an emergency in order to get the equipment he needs.” 
 
    Keir realised they had strapped him to the litter again. He would have permanent dents in his back from the slats. Why the subterfuge? It could only mean that the wave of anti-Elven sentiment had reached Garrikar Town. 
 
    So much for his plan to see his family to safety. 
 
    Now he was a burden to everyone. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19: Garrikar Garrison 
 
      
 
    THEY MOVED HIM FROM shadow to shadow. Every word and command in undertone. Several whispered checks and conversations took place; a few minutes’ waiting for a patrol to pass, and then he descended into the cool of someone’s basement amidst whispers to watch the low overhead beams and uncertain footing. Dank, cool, perhaps a touch of mould. 
 
    “Lay him on this table. Nae, leave him on the litter. Ye may need to move fast later, if we get that far.” The Doctor’s voice was high-pitched and nervous. 
 
    “Thank ye, Doctor.” 
 
    “Ye say a tree fell on him?” 
 
    “Aye, that’s a truth, Doctor,” Kalar said. “Certanshi traitors had infiltrated the garrison here. They were waiting in ambush – this plot smacks of unfortunately thorough planning.” 
 
    “Yer the lad who saved Ranger Janzar’s life, did I hear right and proper?” 
 
    Keir said, “Aye. ’Twas luck and good timing in the main –” 
 
    “This is yer dragonet? Aye, what a bonny wee lass ye are,” Fargar added, in his strong Northern accent. “Ye want to look, lass? Stay clear of my way – nae, I dinnae mean it like that. Up on the table with ye. Tales say ye and yer Guardian will learn to think the same. Therefore, think healing thoughts into this lad’s brain, ye hear me? We’ve got ourselves some delicate work ahead.” 
 
    With that, the tall, balding man slipped a pair of magnifying glasses from the top of his head over his eyes. He wore a simple, clean smock. His bare hands were blue with an antiseptic herbal wash, an overpowering medicinal smell. 
 
    “Alright, lad, drink this up. I’ll be putting ye out now, and then we’ll see if we cannae keep this foot of yers where it belongs, alright? By which I mean, firmly bolted to the rest of ye. Bring that lantern close, Commander Kalar. Good. Aye, hang it on that hook here. Snip ye open … oh, a fine mess. A very fine mess indeed …” 
 
    His voice faded into a flotilla of green clouds that wandered across his vision. 
 
    Keir woke with a start. “Certanshi!” 
 
    His father held Auroral Storm Diamond upon one brawny forearm, looking as if he had been speaking to her. 
 
    Dragons had been biting chunks out of his life. Things were happening around him about which he had no idea; his memories of the last few days were patchy at best. Where was he – oh, still in surgery? The doctor worked at screwing together a metal contraption embedded in his shin, which was laid open from knee to ankle. Interesting. Especially since the pain he so expected was entirely absent. They might as well have been carving up a Yuletide log. 
 
    Kalar said tersely, “Is that what ye meant, little one?” 
 
    The dragonet nodded. Rrr-it. 
 
    “How long, Doctor?” 
 
    “I need to place and secure this last clamp. Two minutes.” 
 
    Bang bang bang! “Open up!” 
 
    He would have jumped, but not a muscle in his body responded. 
 
    “Who is it?” the doctor called in a surprisingly sleepy tone of voice. In a second, he turned to his patient, doing something with pliers inside the wound that really did not bear thinking about. “Right, lad. This is my invention. Round clamps to set the bone shards in place, supported by this bar here. We dinnae have time to close ye up good and proper. Commander. Hold this.” 
 
    BANG BANG! “Open up, Doctor!” 
 
    “Just coming!” he called up the stairs, banging his feet as if he were walking slowly. “Two more bolts. Got this one. Tighter …” And now he looked like an armourer poised with hammer and anvil. Tap! With a metallic click, something locked into place. “Last one. Door at the side of the lounge goes through to the neighbour’s, an adjoining room. Bolt it behind ye. Out the back, straight through the back gate into the next garden. Keep going and ye’ll be on the next road over.” 
 
    As he spoke, he fitted and tightened one more clamp. Torsion caused his knee to twinge in pain. The Doctor repeated the hammer trick. Tink! “Done. COMING! Get yer wee wife to stitch this up as soon as ye can, Commander. Four weeks healing minimum, six if the wound will bear it. If ye do nae else, keep it clean. Go!” 
 
    “Ye’ll be alright?” Kalar asked. 
 
    “Got a tight cover story. Have to do. Santazathiar’s best to ye all.” 
 
    With that, the Amarinthian soldiers, who Keir had noticed were all Human, picked up his litter and darted for the stairs. The Doctor yelled something about the hour and finding the bolt, and then they swerved into the lounge and found their way through to the neighbour’s house, where a pretty young woman sat breastfeeding twins. 
 
    She nodded politely. “Santazathiar guard ye. Out back. Quick.” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly, lady,” Kalar said, shooting the bolt as quietly as he could. 
 
    Keir wondered why the ceiling had just bled down through the floor. Whatever was the matter with him? Just the drugs? 
 
    They jostled through a workroom at the back of the place and out into the fragrant herb and vegetable garden. Ducking through the bushes, they found the back fence. Keir tried to hold on to the litter, but they had strapped his arms into place, probably to keep him from thrashing about. 
 
    The night was deep, but enough lamplight radiated from the nearby houses to make out a dark alleyway. Kalar paused, clearly searching for the next bolt-hole. 
 
    Movement! Keir hissed, “Dad, ’ware left!” 
 
    A heavy-set man came pounding out of the shadows, raising a sword. Kalar, meet Kalar, he noticed hazily. The other was a poor but recognisable replica of his father, perhaps an unfinished shape-change?  
 
    As the man hurtled toward them with uncanny speed, Kalar calmly said to the litter-bearers, “Duck.” Then he stood tall to meet the rush with a last-minute swing of his axe. Clean as a Springtide dawn. The Certanshi soldier’s head leaped off his shoulders in a gleeful spray of blood. Kalar the Axe even stymied the momentum of that body with a swivelled shoulder, preventing himself from being knocked backward into the litter. 
 
    His through-swing, lacking due attention, might have shortened several litter bearers as well. 
 
    Some piece of skill. 
 
    The man at the back flinched as the Certanshi soldier’s head dropped against his arm, however, and stumbled. The litter tipped sideways. Keir dropped face-first into the dirt. This time, the leg did more than complain. He could not stifle a deep groan. One of the soldiers cursed. He had been dumped straight into a pile of animal droppings, by the sounds and smells of things, but Kalar hissed at them to keep moving. 
 
    The stars bobbed above him as they made good their escape from Garrikar Town. All he remembered with clarity was his father’s fury at the need for the new fortifications going up around the town, and the smell of dung upon his clothing. 
 
    Where were his weapons? His left boot? 
 
    What had the painkillers done to his brain? The stars sang above in twinkling chorus. Or was that his faithful dragonet, ever his shadow and companion? She was family now, seated upon his chest, breathing the scent of her breath into his lungs … breathing for him … 
 
    Family was what was going to get him to the jungles, one way or another. 
 
    Still in one piece. Just about. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That night, the Elves put plenty of miles between them and Garrikar Town. The news was grim. All along this northernmost strip of the Kingdom of Amarinthe, the Elven population had been summarily booted out. Whatever lies had been told or stories fabricated, the hatred of some Humans was real, the indifference of most hurt nearly as much, and the generosity of a few, invaluable. Over the following days, the Elves left a diamond here and an emerald there by way of thanks, taking great care to ensure that their relative wealth was noted by none, and certainly, no-one mentioned the source as Santazathiar’s own trove beneath the Dragon Kings. 
 
    After the bitter end to the mountains, the weather turned glorious and sunny, and the days balmy. Keir became heartily sick of seeing the world from a prone position, but trying to hobble along with the help of a cane was far worse. The cut became inflamed. It was a daily battle to try to keep the infection at bay, with herbs and both Elven and draconic magic at work. When the pain became unbearable, Rhyl or his mother supplied a brew that knocked him out. 
 
    Eight travel days beyond Garrikar Town and a further three towns avoided, there came a day when Auroral Storm Diamond lifted her muzzle and trilled, Wirrit? 
 
    Keir raised his head a touch. What do you mean? 
 
    She sniffed again. Wirrit? 
 
    That, you four-pawed thief, Rhyl put in politely, is the smell of the jungles. Loam. Mighty trees. Damp, humidity, and an abundance of vegetation the likes of which you have never imagined, o – why are you itching like that again? 
 
    Keir stared at his charge. Is she – 
 
    She is. 
 
    He had to squint to make sure he could trust what his eyes told him. Since the avalanche, he remembered only snatches of events, but at last now, a clear awareness of coming back to himself, and to Auroral Storm Diamond, filled his heart with new hope. He still had a foot. It might be in terrible shape, but it was his. Mostly. 
 
    Is she what? Arami said crossly. Speak with straight words, brother. 
 
    She’s flaking, he said. 
 
    Flaking? Keir, you’re the silliest brother ever, his little sister snorted. 
 
    Narini smiled shyly, How’s she melting, Keir? 
 
    It’s called ‘moulting,’ cousin-most-treasured, Rhyl said, with a smile that just about contained her laughter, and yes, I do believe you might be right. Your Dragoness is starting to look like a moth-eaten rug, Keir. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond bared her fangs at the diminutive healer as if she understood – well, not exactly what was being said, but the tone of her teasing. With a snooty sniff, she demanded and received pride of place in Rhyl’s arms. She peered at Keir from there, blinking her eyes lazily, like a cat in the sun. 
 
    “Watch this,” Rhyl said. “Storm, do a cat.” 
 
    Mrrr-eeoow. 
 
    “Dog.” 
 
    Wrr-ough! Wrr-ough! 
 
    “Bird?” 
 
    She ruffled her wings and made a chirruping sound. 
 
    Keir clapped his hands in approval. “Oh, what a clever lass ye are.” 
 
    That earned him a rather baleful look. His facetiously cheerful tone was not entirely appreciated, was it? The dragonet blinked her eyes ever so slowly at him, and peeled a few scales off her chin with the point of a talon. After examining them with surprise, she popped them into her mouth. Down the hatch they went. She must need the nutrients. Hopefully, she would also sensibly stop eating herself at some point. 
 
    Did this mean she was on the cusp of a growth spurt? 
 
    The terrain began to flatten out as they hiked ever northward, always keeping the snow-capped Amarinthian Bulwark to their left. That was the impassable barrier save for the route they had just travelled. As the hills became lower, they began to see through breaks in the terrain, the haziness that shrouded vast tracts of jungle, and the smell upon the breeze grew loamier and richer by the hour. The ground cover here was a sparse tan grass and the soils poor, which meant that this region was largely uninhabited although well-travelled. 
 
    Daily, his mother or Rhyl changed his bandages and so he was able to see the five bolts affixed to the external metal rod which held the tibia and fibula in place by cunning, two-part internal clamps. Checking the lay of his bones with her fingers and magic, Shanryssill said that the doctor had done an excellent job in setting them straight and closely together, although a three-inch sliver of his tibia had gone missing and had not been found despite a careful fingertip search. Nifty to have a bit of metal stuck out of his leg. Arami and Storm both found the device endlessly fascinating. However, the flesh around the five holes remained red and angry-looking in defiance of the regular antiseptic washes. Despite the fine Elven stitching, he would have a scar worthy of the name. 
 
    Bed rest would have been perfect. Pallet rest? It would have to do. 
 
    Especially rest that did not involve being chased by Certanshi murderers. 
 
    The trail edged steadily westward. Keir had to remind himself that technically they were still travelling in the highlands, even though they had descended a long ways from his mountain home. The jungle floor lay one and a half miles below the level of this narrow plateau that skirted the mountains. The great slopes were deeply scored by snowmelt rivers and braided with waxy runnels of dark green coniferous trees, lending the mountains a kind of ancient, rough-hewn beauty, especially when the first radiant light of dawn warmed the slopes with a mauve-orange furnace glow. Each afternoon, thunderstorms built up from the North and growled their merry way into the evening, but did not reach the plateau they traversed. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond became almost unbearably restive as her hide itched more and more. One humid early evening as they camped on the edge of the escarpment at a hot spring, she discovered her tail. What a joy! Or frustration, Keir could not tell quite which, as she chased it with snappish growls. He was too busy groaning like a constipated Damask Yak at the pleasure of almost-full immersion in steaming waters, despite their slightly sulphurous, rank smell. Foot propped up on a handy boulder and head on another, he lay back and luxuriated. 
 
    “Aye, lad! Make ye the most of it,” Kalar agreed, stepping gingerly into the water. “Och aye, that’s a wee slice of delicious. Shanri – ooh!” 
 
    This was at the sight of his mother, jungle-scanty, slipping into the waters wearing nothing but her underwear. Arami and Narini splashed about like fish, chasing cousin Rhyl across the twenty-foot wide pool. Humans must find customs such as Elven communal bathing rather strange. Oddly private people, Humans. Did they find the sight of bare limbs and bellies shameful? His Mom might still be a wisp, but she was a fit and healthy wisp, with actual flesh clothing her bones nowadays. The memory of her frailty had faded in his mind, at last. 
 
    Father caught her up in his arms and planted a great smacker upon her cheek. “Come here, ye wee beauty! Give us another kiss!” 
 
    “Nae, a wicked bandit has captured me!” she pretended to wail. 
 
    Faker. He grinned broadly. 
 
    Dark and light, the twins’ heads popped up as they clearly tried to decide if this was a game or not. The dragonet ceased chasing her tail in endless circles – and gnawing at the peeling hide there – to gaze at them all wide-eyed. She rushed up to the water and then skidded to a halt, giving the pond a suspicious glare. She had barely seen water unfrozen, Keir remembered. A pond must seem strange indeed to one only just exiting her hatchling months. 
 
    “Come on, Storm,” he encouraged. “It’s lovely in.” 
 
    Lovely indeed. The mighty storm wall of a thunderstorm which had been piling up over the hidden jungles chose this moment to break in spectacular style, with a brilliant flash of lightning that reflected off the mountains and a thunderclap that split the sky in twain. Narini gave a screech and darted for their mother’s arms, while Arami took it all in, as goggle-eyed as a yellow-bellied tree frog. The air became supercharged as the lightning flashed continuously beneath the clouds as if seeking to quarry the jungle giants out by their roots, and jagged forked lightning split the sky, set afire by the phenomenon of Mauve setting in the West, highlighting the bruised and swollen thunderclouds in brilliant reds, oranges and purples. 
 
    Keir whistled softly. “Building up for a good one …” 
 
    Wirrit, Keee-irr! Wirrit? the dragonet exclaimed animatedly. She rushed up and down the edge of the pond several times, before stepping boldly onto his headrest boulder to lick his nose. 
 
    “Ugh, honestly?” 
 
    Wirrrrrrr – wirrit! she trilled, almost beside herself. 
 
    “Alright, so yer excited, lass –” he chuckled as she plucked her tail out of the water with a hiss of disgust “– now’t here that’ll hurt ye! It’s just warm water. Honestly, why don’t ye just jump in?” 
 
    His teasing push almost cost him a finger. Auroral Storm Diamond sprang up onto the bank again, eyed up the storm with eyes agleam with magic, and then made a deft hop to the stone upon which he was resting his injured leg. Truly, his foot was turning into some kind of weird art form, all mottled yellow-greens and purples and toes twice their normal size, but apparently this meant the bruising was healing and the blood flow was acceptable. Right. 
 
    She licked his sole eagerly. 
 
    The toes twitched! 
 
    Keir almost leaped off his rock in excitement. “Look, Mom!” 
 
    The dragonet looked as startled as he at his reaction, making her querying sound, which was immediately drowned by another almighty thunderclap that reverberated off the mountain ramparts and rolled back again, almost as loud as the initial report. His Mom and Dad paddled over, their faces alright. 
 
    Shanryssill called, “Do that again?” 
 
    “Go on, Stormy one,” he encouraged. 
 
    Wirrit? She licked his toes with an air of vast mischief. 
 
    Watching very closely, he observed a twitch. A definite twitch! “Aye! Look, Storm, there’s a bit of feeling there. Rhyl! Mom! My toe moved!” 
 
    Her apple-green eyes twinkling with mischief, Rhyl swam over to him. “A twitch, did ye say? Ticklish here?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And here?” 
 
    “Aye – stop that! Please!” 
 
    “Keir has ticklish toes d’ye ken, Narini, Arami? Nae, lay ye down, cousin. This is medical science in operation. We need to check the nerve endings properly.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Tucking back a strand of her lustrous silver hair which had become plastered over her left eye, she ‘tested’ his toes one by one, shushing his protests all the while. The sensation was not at all right, but sensation it was – a weird, prickly irritation of his abused nerves he could not bear. Curiously, he looked at her right hand and arm, which had been gnawed upon by the wolfhound pack. Not only were the silver patterns apparently created by Storm’s blood dripping upon her arm still present, but the swollen patch near her wrist which he had glimpsed before, had not abated. Her scars had healed well, but the discolouration and the evident swelling remained. What could this mean? 
 
    His own wound from the stinging creature which had almost snatched up Auroral Storm Diamond for a snack, had also healed reasonably well, but he would definitely have four scars to tell the tale. 
 
    Somehow, he imagined that this adventure of bringing up the first Dragoness seen in Tyanbran in over eighty anna, would not be the sort which did not leave scars – both the seen and the unseen sort. He was no longer that lad who had set out to save his kingdom not so long ago. He had turned fifteen meantime, but even that was hardly the milestone by which he knew he would forever measure these last few months. 
 
    Eventually, he said slyly, “Rhyl, imagine Prince Zyran seeing ye in the noo, in yer underthings?” 
 
    “Keir! I’m now’t nude!” 
 
    “I said ‘in the noo,’ ye silly jungle fruit.” 
 
    She made a face over his foot. “Noo, nude, nothing. Ye need yerself a girlfriend, Mister Dragon Guardian.” 
 
    “Poor sweet Prince, I’m not sure he’d be prepared for such a sight,” Shanryssill put in, willingly joining in the teasing. “Would he blush like ye, niece?” 
 
    “I am now’t blushing!” 
 
    “Ye so are.” 
 
    Keir needled, “Or is that the sunset reflecting off the waters, dinnae ye think? I ken nae fiercer glow.” 
 
    Rhyl splashed water at him. With a roguish guffaw, Keir heaved two large handfuls back – revenge, plus a decidedly unfair extra dose. His diminutive cousin emerged spluttering and brawling. 
 
    And that, as Elves would say, shook the leaves on every tree. Within a minute, not a single Elf from the youngest to the oldest could resist leaping into a rampaging water fight. Perhaps they had seen too much, and needed a moment’s release. Besides him five other Elves had been badly injured. They could not participate, and those deaths up in the mountains … how did a person ever forget? Keir slipped down off his seat and joined in rather gingerly, siding with the twins against his father, which really wasn’t fair. Buckets for hands. Honestly. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond became far too wound-up by the massive storm and the boisterousness, chirruping his name at an increasingly shrill pitch and volume as she raced up and down next to the pool. She set off her lightning power three times before Kalar snuck up on her and tugged her into the water – probably with the intent of silencing her cries. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, including her own, after sinking to the bottom of the pool, the dragonet swished her wings and kicked all four paws, and swam off underwater! 
 
    Well. Instinct ruled the animal kingdom. 
 
    Although, not instinct enough to know to swim to the surface in order to breathe! Keir dived to rescue her, earning himself a simultaneous telling-off from his mother, cousin, father and the dragonet. He promptly tossed her into the water again, which was despicable behaviour of the worst degree, if Storm’s spluttering rage was anything to judge by. 
 
    He had to apologise. But no grovelling. After all, being a mighty Dragon Guardian definitely involved saving his baby from drowning. 
 
    Gnrrr! the dragonet complained meantime, worrying at her tail once more. 
 
    Keir was about to make a joke, when to his shock, a whole strip of her hide ripped right off! Neat trick. Not one he would have liked to try for himself. Well, now it was stuck on the little spikes along her tail. Reaching down to help, he tried to tug at the hide with his fingers. 
 
    Nrrr! she said crossly. Her whirl whipped her tail against the metal rod clamped to his shinbone. 
 
    He went down as if chopped off at the knee. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Apparently, he was the only Elf permitted to laze about whilst dinner was prepared for him. In Dad-speak, that sounded more like, ‘Move yer skinny backside one inch from this spot, boy, and I swear I’ll tie ye to that tree until eternity comes, hear me?’ 
 
    Rhyl waggled an eyebrow at him behind his father’s back. He kept his lips perfectly straight. A smile would not have been received well. Meantime, Auroral Storm Diamond tied herself into knots trying to strip her own hide off. Moulting, his mother said knowledgably. 
 
    Moth-eaten rug, eh? Her scales peeled off in strange ways, but all those contortions meant she was making headway. She was also one frustrated dragonet. His offer to help was met with a snarl, Nrrr! Keee-irr, nrrr! 
 
    I’ll help. Peel you like a fruit – 
 
    She showed him her entire set of pristine fangs. Ah, the half Elf would be the one being peeled if he did not watch his tongue. He was learning to translate Dragonish very well indeed. 
 
    The wind suddenly changed direction. Cool, moist air ruffled his spiky hair. Needed a cut, he reminded himself. Within minutes, the massively piled-up black clouds which had been playing over the jungles decided they would very much like to play somewhere else, thank you kindly, and that somewhere else simply had to be directly above their chosen campsite. Scooting over, the clouds dumped their gift of warm jungle rain upon the heads of the supposedly grateful Elves for twenty minutes in which the world receded in a lashing torrential downpour, together with a concussive concerto of reverberating thunder and strobe lightning, before hurrying on to hurl itself at the not-so-distant mountains in a final ebullient paroxysm. 
 
    Kalar checked the campsite. Nobody wanted to be camping in a gulley or lower portion of the trail when the flash floods roared back from the slopes in an hour or two and returned most of that water to the jungle floor. 
 
    As the darkness closed in, Keir could just about make out the leafy tops of the jungle giants to the North, stripped of their shroud of cloud and humidity for the first time since they had been able to see past the hills. The splendour of nature awaited. He smiled to himself. 
 
    Tomorrow’s dawn would be something special. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20 To the Jungles 
 
    27th of Marus Month 
 
    Rising Springtide 
 
      
 
    NO NEED TO WAKE with the dawn. His dragonet’s night-long antics had seen to that. She must have rubbed herself against every bush, boulder and tree within a hundred yards of the campsite, complaining at various levels ranging from irritating mosquito to marauding Crag Wyvern, as Keir dubbed her noises. He guessed he had drifted off at some point despite the pain in his leg, because next he was aware, the sky pinked up in the East and Auroral Storm Diamond wandered up to his pallet wearing what amounted to bunched-up Dragon-hide socks. 
 
    To say she looked unhappy with her lot in life was an understatement. Her wings draggled upon the ground, the half-skinned tail, tucked down between her legs as low as it could go. 
 
    He beckoned, thinking at her, Come here, my darling dragonet. Let me comfort you. 
 
    She sidled over, murmuring, Keee-irr? Their eyes touched, re-establishing relationship. He sensed her guilt at how she had treated him, her deep frustration, her underlying concern for his condition. Bellying down, she licked the length of his wound thoroughly, keeping her head cocked askance so that she could continue to gauge his reaction. He smiled encouragement. Maybe a smile looked aggressive to a Dragon, a baring of fangs? Whether it was her saliva or magic, he did not know, but the tingling that penetrated the long scar had a peculiarly melodic aspect, shifting and playing in time with the swirling of red, orange and even blue flame in her lambent eyes. 
 
    At length, he whispered, “Look ye to the dawn, my diamond treasure. Look ye well and long.” 
 
    Glorious. 
 
    Mauve’s rising burnished the treetops as if the jungle were somehow backlit by the jaws of a furnace. The uncontainable radiance spread farther and wider before their wondering gazes, rippling across the green giants as he imagined that waves must travel across the ocean. This was such a realm, as vast and wide and wild as the Cyantar itself. Slight tendrils of mist steamed off the hot jungle. The perspective was deceptive. From up here, he imagined one simply could amble out upon the great leafy boughs with their leaves as broad as an Elf was tall, but in reality, the gigantic foliage hid a realm deeper, wilder and more dangerous than almost any other in Tyanbran. They sat eye level with the tallest jungle behemoths. These trees stood well over a mile tall, and several of the Sacred Trees, much taller still. And the colours! The eye drank in every imaginable shade of green, with some hints of canary yellow, deep burgundy and a wine-purple for the arazimbis giants, all seen against a backdrop of fiery-mauve sky. 
 
    A light northerly breeze brought redolent, complex and earthy scents to nostrils eager to receive news of home. Myriad blossoms. Rich spices. Loamy earth. Giant leaves. The crisp tang of moisture. The slight vanilla hint that was said to originate with the mighty Dracowurms, but indeed characterised many of the dracoflora and subdraconic species of his native realm. 
 
    Keee-irr … Storm cleared her throat. Keee-irr, brr-ii-fii … 
 
    Beautiful? Aye. 
 
    She could not produce the ‘L’ sound against her palate properly as yet. He wondered if that was a physical issue with her forked tongue, or a developmental one. Idly, he worked his fingernails beneath the loose hide along her spine, eliciting lengthy purrs of pleasure. Krrrr-krrrr. Mrrr. 
 
    More? Of course, my diamond heart. Only if you promise to scratch my back in return from time to time. 
 
    She gave him her quizzical, lopsided grin to show that she understood his humour, and arched her spine against the pressure of his hand. The new scales beneath the old were as soft as Yak butter, and must be incredibly sensitive, he realised now, for the sensation that reached his awareness was of pleasure bordering on discomfort. Like an itch which grew itchier the more one scratched at it – much like a healing leg, actually. 
 
    He worked steadily, trying to separate the old hide from the new. It stuck in multiple places, leading him to think that the moulting process must not be quite ready to be completed as yet. Supple as it was, her hide was incredibly tough, and the new scales beneath were even more pristine than before, with an inner silken quality that varied in luminescence as the light changed. This phenomenon was called chatoyancy, he had learned from Councillor Varanthyal, who counted the study of gemstones and semiprecious stones of Tyanbran amongst his hobbies. He had been forced to leave his prized collection behind – but on the other side of the coin, had picked up nine previously unknown specimens amongst Santazathiar’s treasures. 
 
    Were the new scales on her body thicker and more closely packed than before? Intriguing. 
 
    His attention wandered from the spectacular, spreading dawn-fires to the encampment. Most of the Elves were beginning to stir now. Granny lay very still on a pallet like his, her hip immobilised as best they could and her arm heavily strapped. Too still? His own heart almost stopped before his sharp eyes caught the shallow rise and fall of her chest. He hated moments like that, when the acid fear spread in his stomach. There had been too many during the course of his mother’s illness. 
 
    So melancholy. 
 
    He stroked the Auroral Storm Diamond’s scales tenderly. Did parents sometimes wish they could protect their younglings from all of life’s travails? Impossible, yet one wished … 
 
    Softly, but in rising tones, he sang the haunting, ancient paean of his people: 
 
    I stood among the treetops, o Elven kindred dear, 
 
    I saw the jungles spread beneath me, o Elven kindred who hear, 
 
    Countless trees of oneness sprung, o Elven kindred near, 
 
    Lifted by the boreal wind, this was my soul’s song: 
 
    We are one. 
 
    We are Elves. 
 
    We are one. 
 
    The dragonet attended with every pore of her body, utterly still for once. 
 
    He had never sung for her, had he? 
 
    When his rendition trailed off into silence, Grandpa and Granny Garamyssill said formally, Thank you for reminding us today, Keirthynal-our-history-keeper, that today’s wind is of the jungle, the boreal wind that brings scent of our home. Let us sing together. 
 
    The Elves rose and knelt as one. Even Keir struggled to his feet and managed a very awkward kneeling position upon his right knee. No way the left would have taken that. The joint remained stiff and visibly swollen – but that concern vanished as he took in Granny’s expression. 
 
    “Dad, could we raise Mrs Garamyssill for the singing?” 
 
    “Good idea, lad.” 
 
    “I’ll be nae burden to no-one,” Granny began to protest, but gave up with a faint puff of air into her cheeks. “If ye must insist.” 
 
    Kalar tipped her up gently until she too could gaze out over the mighty Arabaxa Jungles; his great strength made a mockery of the task. “There. All good?” 
 
    “I’ll be good as leaves on a branch once we enter the jungles,” she replied, her eyes filling with moisture as she gazed out over the endless treetops. Ah, my soul, my soul exults, that I should once more hearken to the wondrous dappled glades of my birthplace! Santazathiar’s paw rest upon you, kind-soul who raised my spirit. 
 
    Keir bowed his head in acknowledgement. 
 
    Reverently, the Elves repeated the verse together, twice more. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Later, as they hiked along the final stretch of the trail together, Narini came up to Keir’s litter as he swayed along, and folded her hand into his. She walked in silence for a long time, unusually long even for the shyer, dark-haired twin, before she asked: 
 
    “Keir, why did ye sing this morning?” 
 
    He smiled across at her. “Because it was in my heart to sing.” 
 
    Another very long silence. 
 
    “I remember ye sang when I was little – littler than now,” she corrected herself, chuckling at her own joke. “Ye sang me to sleep so many nights.” 
 
    “Och aye, that I did.” 
 
    He meant to joke, but the unexpected softness in her mauve eyes – wonderful eyes, he decided on the spot – ambushed the silliness right out of him. 
 
    Earnestly, she continued, “Why did ye stop?” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “Singing.” 
 
    “Well … uh, I dinnae have the best voice,” he stumbled, realising he skirted the truth but struggling to give it voice. “I – I mean, cousin Rhyl has a wonderful singing voice, d’ye ken? And Mom. I’m more like Dad, all rough and burry.” 
 
    He was self-conscious about it, too, especially when singing with so many musically capable Elves, but he did not say so. 
 
    Despite that she was but a sprite, he could not bear the depth and wisdom of her gaze. When had Narinyssill learned to touch a person’s secrets like this? Or was this her growing Mystic power? 
 
    He added, uncomfortably, “Truth is, it was when the sadness came upon me – because of Mom – that was when I stopped singing, Narini.” 
 
    “Ye should sing more, brother.” 
 
    Open mouth, catch flies, shut mouth. Did she mean … 
 
    “The best songs come from here. Like this morning.” She laid her free hand upon his heart. “Like what ye did for Granny. That was a heart song, Keir.” 
 
    Wordless. 
 
    “Yer the bestest big brother ever,” she said, becoming small and five anna old and carefree all in the blink of an eye. “When yer gone, I’ll come find ye.” 
 
    He clicked his jaw shut. Wrong impression. “Narini, whatever d’ye mean?” 
 
    With a winsome smile, she said steadily, “Dinnae ye be afraid, Keirthynal. The heart of Santaclaws himself beats within ye, in the noo, and – ye see, that Dragonmas Day, Mommy’s wasn’t the only miracle we should be thankful for. Daddy had a miracle, too. And Arami, and me. Yer heart learned to sing again, Keir. We were all healed together. All the family.” 
 
    “And –” his voice cracked “– Rhyl?” 
 
    “Her miracle is coming, ye shall see – oh …” 
 
    “Catch her!” he yelled. 
 
    Grief! Somehow he landed upon his back with Narini slumped over his chest, and his bad leg still sticking up in the air. 
 
    Instant promotion to court jester. Plus, he had yet another bump on his head. This was developing into a bad habit, but if it kept his baby sister from harm, could it be considered good? 
 
    He hated being the centre of the kerfuffle. 
 
    Shanryssill came alongside in a flash, together with Auroral Storm Diamond. Meantime, his father called the march to a halt. She said, “What happened – Keir – ye – did she?” 
 
    “Aye, Mom. She was –” he switched to Elven to speak the untranslatable phrase, Infusing a soul by truth-spoken. 
 
    Being a Mystic. 
 
    “She encouraged me to sing more. She said I hadn’t sung since … before. Ye ken.” 
 
    His mother touched his shoulder. “Oh, Keir –” 
 
    “Actually, ye have a very expressive tone, cousin,” Rhyl said brightly. “In the noo, what damage have ye done to yer thick noggin this time?” 
 
    “Nae, it’s all rough and –” 
 
    She shot him a very Rhyl look, eyebrow arched. “Rough? Stop talking leaf-rot. It’s perfect for yer adorable poetic side.” 
 
    He blushed furiously. Girls! 
 
    “He’s a dab hand on the sayathril Elven harp, too, if only he’d actually practice,” Shanryssill teased, but her fingers squeezed his shoulder again. Solidarity. “Son, ye need to start being thoughtful about how much trouble ye throw yerself beneath.” 
 
    The dragonet licked his cheek happily. Keee-irr! 
 
    “Och aye, I’d belly-flop onto a boulder any day for my family. Jump under a tree, and – Rhyl! Honestly? I’m fine.” 
 
    His cousin ruffled his hair fondly, and then tapped the side of his skull with her knuckles, making a hollow knocking sound with her tongue, exactly like a crimson-crested woodpecker. “Hardest substance in Tyanbran, I do believe.” 
 
    “Thin ice,” he snorted. 
 
    “Well, let’s get ye back up on yer royal carriage, yer Highness.” 
 
    “Highness? That’s Storm’s title, dinnae ye ken?” 
 
    He winked at the gleaming dragonet, who inclined her muzzle regally. Keee-irr rrr-it. 
 
    Figured! “She says I’m right.” 
 
    Scratching the dragonet fondly beneath the chin, Shanryssill chuckled, “Well, at least ye have met yer match in rascally nature this Winterfall, son!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The boreal wind was harbinger of the jungle’s steamy heat. If the weather conditions held, Keir knew, they could warm the entire Amarinthian Bulwark and bring what was called an Elven Springtide, a Springtide that was earlier and much warmer than usual. Many regarded the boreal wind as a sign of good fortune. The Elves in turn welcomed a boreal wind because it brought relief and refreshment from the period of unremitting humidity that preceded it, circulating in fresh, cool air from the Northern Tundra – a gift from Elven relatives, it was commonly called. The thunderstorms might abate for several weeks or even a whole month, drying out the jungle – as much as it ever dried out, he reckoned. 
 
    A flat and largely untaxing walk, the northerly trail wound steadily around the barren flanks of the mountains which had begun to draw in again, leading to steeper slopes and the need to more frequently navigate the storm water and meltwater gullies that carved across the path. In centuries past, Elven and Human engineers had bridged many of the deeper gullies with neat, close-fitted stone arched bridges. Nowadays, one hardly needed to wet one’s boots unless a downpour of the magnitude of last night’s turned up. From time to time they passed by or beneath great spidery shadugiin trees, their branches and tiny, waxy white flowers standing sharply etched against a cloudless mauve sky. This ledge, less than a quarter-mile wide in the main before the mountains rose sheer into the mauve, remained stubbornly barren, in stark contrast to the view to their right. 
 
    Keir wished he could walk over to gawk. 
 
    At their lunchtime stop, he borrowed one of his father’s canes to hobble to the edge. He probably caused both of his parents several heart attacks apiece as he settled himself upon an outcropping right at the edge. Actually, overhanging the edge. His feet dangled in space. 
 
    He just wanted to soak up the incredible view. 
 
    Here, the cliff edge that carved away into the mighty jungle depths was not merely sheer, it even undercut the ledge by several hundred feet for as far as the eye could see. Despite the passage of time, the basal rock was sharp-edged, lending credence to that old belief that Santazathiar’s own claws had carved out this realm for the jungles. Beneath his feet the drop was so deep the bottom was as black as pitch, but out of that darkness rose a wall of foliage of such teeming, towering magnificence, it never failed to take his breath away. Here, the nearest branches reached perhaps one hundred feet from his toes. Had he wings, he imagined, he could simply have leaped out there and glided into the verdant explosion like so many of the birds and smaller insects were doing. 
 
    The contrast between tan barrens, etched stone diving into blackness, and lush jungle was stark. 
 
    He jumped slightly as a small person pressed herself against his arm. He had been so preoccupied, he had not heard her approach. Arami carried her kitten in the crook of one arm, and Auroral Storm Diamond came with her. 
 
    “What ye looking at, Keir?” 
 
    Blunt as always. Quashing a chuckle, he said, “Home. Our other home.” 
 
    “It dinnae feel like home … maybe it does,” his little sister puzzled out her feelings. “D’ye feel …” 
 
    “Och aye, that I do. That’s the Elf in ye, girlie, calling to the jungle.” 
 
    “Dinnae ye call me girlie. I’m a brave warrior just like ye.” 
 
    “That ye are.” 
 
    Her tone betrayed other emotions. 
 
    Gradually, wishing to make neither a song nor a dance of it, he drew her onto his lap and put his arms around her. He had learned to appreciate these unguarded moments with Arami, for this twin’s spirit was fierce and independent. She was not one for being coddled like her sister. 
 
    “How’s Storm’s measure? Saw ye writing –” 
 
    “Good. End Marus, she’s fifty inches long and stands a foot at the shoulder – it’s like she’s stuck inside that hide, bursting to come out,” she said. 
 
    “Dinnae ye just say!” Perfect image. “Talons?” 
 
    “One inch.” 
 
    She itched at her wooden cast. That should come off soon, Keir imagined, easing his own foot up to rest it sideways along the rock. Hanging down, the blood flow still made it throb. 
 
    He said, “I was kind of scared when ye broke yer arm, ye ken? Were ye nae scared of the avalanche?” 
 
    “Nae,” she said, pinching his arm for emphasis. “But when ye were lost and under that tree, hurting, I felt scared-ish. Only a little; only because Mommy was scared. How’s yer foot?” 
 
    “New colours every day,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Aye, but ye got that metal thing. That’s neat, that is. Mine’s just a silly wooden cast. Is Mommy alright now, Keir? Is she all fixed?” 
 
    Arami laughed as the dragonet insistently prodded her arm until she put it around her neck, and drew her close. Shrrr rrr-it, she said. Keee-irr rrr-it. Arrr-ooi … frr-nee. 
 
    “Funny, am I? Ye silly old stick,” his sister laughed again. 
 
    Keir said, “Aye, Arami, that she is. Santaclaws did a right proper miracle at Christmastide for our family. The anna’s turning to Springtide, and we’re about to take a jungle walk with our very own Dragoness. Dinnae that just tickle yer fancy?” 
 
    “When I’m big, I’m going to be a Dragon Rider just like ye.” 
 
    “Och aye, that ye are,” he agreed. One thing. The ‘how’ was absent from his vocabulary just now. “That ye are,” he repeated, turning it into a promise in his heart. 
 
    Funny thing about promises. The impossible did not seem nearly so far out of reach when he had a Dragoness by his side. Maybe he should be working on having faith minus the need to be cudgelled over the earhole by destiny before it truly sunk in. 
 
    “Mommy said she was having kittens when ye came over here,” Arami confided. 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    “Aye, so I came to look after ye.” He could not resist giving her a hug for that. “Oof,” she complained. One hundred percent predictable. “Storm’s here to look after ye, too. We’re both wicked fierce warriors, we are.” 
 
    The Sabarikan kitten snuck out of Arami’s arms to play a game of roll-and-tussle with Auroral Storm Diamond. Keir pointed out a family of Jazzuine Tree Gorillas sunning themselves on a handy bough about a thousand feet distant; Arami’s eyes grew round as she considered their size. Aye. Small house, or thereabouts. The silver-grey apes lazed about in leafy cradles, tossing each other fruit and picking at each other’s fleas or mites. He teased her that he could not wait to show her a gorilla flea. They grew up to an inch in size and could jump three times a man’s height. 
 
    Tomorrow, they would reach the Bridge Beyond, the first entryway to the jungle. 
 
    Close. Soon, his family would be safe. 
 
    Now Narini came over with a drink for him – a Rhyl concoction with restorative medicinal properties, he judged – and without so much as saying a word, conveyed that she would very much like space on her brother’s lap, too. Arami wriggled over a smidgen. Typical Elves. Even on the edge of this mighty drop, their hearts remained fearless. 
 
    Soon, curiosity won out and the questions came flooding in. 
 
    Ignoring the ache in his injured foot, Keir told them all about the birds and insects they could see. A battalion of brilliant royal mauve Marauder Butterflies swept around a treetop hardly a stone’s throw away. He pointed out how the butterflies, which boasted a three-foot wingspan, were subdraconic in nature – not nectarivores like the normal butterflies they knew, but insectivores. Generally, Elves recognised the draconic types of creatures by their armour and offensive weaponry, which included stings, talons and mandibles, and an incredible variety of specialised weapons, including glue-lariats, fire, superheated steam and poison, to name but a few. Many were also masters of camouflage. 
 
    This led to a discussion about how Elves moved through the jungle. A ‘jungle walk’ included walking along boughs, fallen trunks and major arterial vines. After that came ‘glissading,’ referring to the method of jumping from bough to springy bough; ‘canopy swinging,’ or swinging from vine to vertical vine like the primates were wont to, and ‘hand-handing,’ a way of travelling dangling from horizontal-growing vines and what Elves called basket-weave, the thick jungle layers that largely prevented one from falling too far unless one was travelling over or around a clearing. Then, it was time to be careful. Even a fall of fifty feet could be nasty, but this was hardly the worst fall one could take in the jungles. He had heard of an Elf who had survived a fall of over a mile by falling right into the bowl of a giant pitcher-plant – the impact had exploded the plant from the inside, but she had survived. 
 
    Arami could not wait to try everything. Narini insisted she would be doing nothing but walking, thank ye kindly. 
 
    Keir would be doing none of the above. Not for several weeks yet, minimum. The recovery of feeling in his foot crept along at the speed of a rabid snail – some sensation had returned, but little enough that he feared he would fail to make a full recovery. Shanryssill said he must try walking soon. Too true. All this sitting around being carried places was not good for his ego, never mind anything else! 
 
    He sighed, remembering his little sister’s wise words. ‘Dinnae ye be afraid, Keirthynal. The heart of Santaclaws himself beats within ye.’ 
 
    What exactly did that mean? Why had she said it in just that way? 
 
    Much to contemplate, but: family first. Get them to Aryssillati Clan territory near Faifarathi Elvenholme. Then, he could dare to think of the future. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With fair weather and the fire of returning home burning in every breast, the Elves made excellent time but by evening, were still eight miles short of the Bridge Beyond. Kalar reluctantly issued the order to make camp. Even he, full-blood Human as he was, had an unmistakable gleam in his eye. It was that yearning for home, for the jungle deeps. Keir pulled Rhyl’s leg about her hair turning all curly due to the humidity. She acted unimpressed. On edge? 
 
    Aye. Keir caught her up, awake, when he awoke to a thundering roar from the jungle in the middle of the night. She said it was nothing. 
 
    The following morning, the Elves enjoyed a quick communal trail breakfast of dried meat, fruits and berries, plus the last of their bread. Waking, Keir discovered his shirt was missing most of the front. Auroral Storm Diamond must have been feeling peckish in the night. How she had managed that feat without disturbing him in the slightest … he was usually such a light sleeper. This healing up of bones must be taking more out of him than he imagined. 
 
    Heroes in the tales always woke at the slightest hint of danger. He was certain none of them would have slept through being half-undressed by a feisty baby Dragoness! Nor did real heroes need to ask their Mommy to fish a spare shirt out of their travel pack for them. 
 
    Clearly, one Keirthynal was a work in progress. 
 
    No-one was keen to tarry, so by the time Mauve had begun to burn through the mists of night over the vast jungle-scape, the Elves were already on their way, carrying the two litters, with an eager spring in every step. He chortled at how his Dad overshadowed and out-bulked them all. He made up three Elves on his own. What must the Aryssillati Clan have thought of this huge, burly Kalar the Axe pursuing one of their own to wife? Nothing short of crazy, no doubt. Maybe he could cadge a few of the family for juicy tales. Must be a few. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond looked so dapper! He whistled softly as she strolled through a patch of radiant early sunlight. Wow! She had shed almost all of her hide – and eaten it, of course, washed down with bits of his shirt. The gleam of her new scales was every bit as resplendent as before. If her hide was typical of her kind, then Dragon scales were absolutely extraordinary. Her every movement oozed with feline grace, like liquid diamond in motion. One wanted to think that her close-set scales were gemstone-translucent, but their gleaming depths both deceived and delighted the observer, refracting rainbows in every direction as she moved. And her eyes … 
 
    Naturally, Miss Diamond-Scales knew he was admiring her. Jolly rascal, she could sense admiration from a mile off and unfailingly, she basked in it. Not a bone of shame in that body. She received awe and appreciation as her right; not immodestly, he supposed, but with a quiet quality of … well, gravity, he supposed. Good King Daryan had a similar air about him when he addressed the populace. He was not only a king born, but kingly of character. That was what it was. Aye. 
 
    He could not help but shrink a little inside when he considered his unworthiness to bring up a Dragon, no matter what his family said. They were biased. Keir knew he must seek his own truth in this – rather than giving in to fear, he must rise above it. Own it. Eradicate it! 
 
    Only then would he become a Dragon Guardian. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21: The Bridge Beyond 
 
    28th of Marus Month 
 
      
 
    THE ELVES BEGAN TO point ahead at where the Bulwark mountains loomed over the trail. Happy chatter rose to the pristine mauve skies. There, the path snuck beneath a massive natural archway of ochre rock before taking a sharp westward bend. Keir shared their excitement. Just beyond that turn was where they would finally enter the jungle, he remembered. This region was called the Arabaxa Jungle, the central-southern region of the vast Elven jungle territories. Perhaps two-thirds of the total Jungle Elf population called this area home; the rest being scattered far and wide, including the Wyldefey, whose numbers were indefinite but rumoured to be growing rapidly. 
 
    So peculiar to be emerging like animals from a winterbound hibernation into a hot, luxuriant jungle. 
 
    His foot ached. 
 
    Keir eased into a different position on his litter. He had to admit to being heartily sick of sitting or lying about with his foot elevated, but the swelling had not abated as it should. His mother had not run shott on the concerned glances in the weeks since the accident, but what could one do with nerve damage? It either healed or it did not. A range of herbs, essences and jungle remedies were reputed to help, but this area of medicine required specialist medical expertise and research only available at Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    Unlike everyone else, Rhyl acted more and more withdrawn. Most out of character. 
 
    Still, she noticed his uncomfortable wriggling and came over to check up on him. Ever the healer. Soon, she had him glugging a concoction from a small vial she fished out of her pouch. She checked the state of his holey leg and smeared a little more antiseptic ointment around two of the rods connected to his tibia and fibula. 
 
    “Couple of weeks,” she said, “and we should be able to remove the metal frame. Four to six weeks for bones.” 
 
    “Another month of sitting on my royal pincushion?” 
 
    “Patience, cousin.” 
 
    He pretended to swat her. “I’ll patience ye into a Yak soup, I will. How’s yer hand? What’s that swelling?” 
 
    Rhyl shot him an unreadable look from beneath her silver eyelashes. Then, she sighed, “Ye may as well ken – well, I’ll share my suspicion with ye. I believe it originates with the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar.” 
 
    Keir’s jaw dropped. 
 
    When she did not speak immediately, he gave her an expressive shrug. “Makes sense, but … ” 
 
    “Och aye, that’s exactly how I feel,” she said, fiddling with the very long braid of her hair. “She didn’t do anything to me that I ken or remember, but now … now there’s something under there, Keir. A hard nubbin. Maybe –” her voice dropped so low he could barely hear her “– maybe it’s a seed.” 
 
    He gasped, “Holy Santazathiar! I have … nae words.” 
 
    Faintly, she said, “I hope, oh I hope, cousin, that’s what it is. Because I cannae tell ye – I have no need to tell ye – what the loss of the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar would mean to our people.” She touched the lump at her wrist pensively. “I believe this may be why the Mother Tree wanted me to visit her sisters, at least a few of them. It may be that each has something to add before … something can happen. I mean, this isn’t charted territory or anything, much like ye and yer wonderful diamond dragonet.” 
 
    “What, like ye plant yerself?” 
 
    Her turn to gasp. 
 
    Keir snapped his jaw shut with a groan. “Oh … that was bad! Unforgiveable. I’m so sorry, this stupid tongue just – ye ken.” 
 
    She reached for his abjectly flapping hand and laced her fingers into his. “Classic Keir foot in mouth, huh? I have imagined the same, so dinnae ye go about looking like a Snow Ogre with a sore stomach. I … am afraid of that outcome, and I hope there’s a very different answer to be found. As ye ken, our people are inclined to Wyldefey behaviour – as in, it is possible for us Elves to return to the more organic aspect of our nature. Is it not said for a truth that we are born of the jungle? So, aye. Would I do this for the sake of our sacred Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar? Maybe … maybe I must sacrifice … all.” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. “Yer that brave?” 
 
    Her smile was a tremulous, fragile quirk of her lips. “Nae, now’t so much.” 
 
    “May I touch it?” 
 
    “As long as there are nae wonky, delirium-induced kisses involved.” 
 
    “Ugh, thanks for the reminder.” 
 
    They joked together, but all within him wept. Rhyl! Oh, Rhyllaryssill san-byr Aryssillati Tamiorayn! How could such a fate be demanded of her? As he touched the swelling and tried to sense what might lie beneath her skin, still patterned with the silver curls left by Auroral Storm Diamond’s blood, she reminded him that one Sacred Tree stood at the centre of Faifarathi Elvenholme. She would begin her inquiries there. 
 
    At length, he raised her hand and kissed the swollen spot. Something of Storm’s magic still tingled against his lips, he fancied. What a peculiar connection. Had it required a droplet of her blood to trigger the germination process? 
 
    He whispered, O Santazathiar, bless this seed in flesh planted, and return life to my cousin, I beg thee. 
 
    Rhyl dabbed at the corners of her eyes. You … 
 
    Aye. Hopeless dreamer. 
 
    I wouldn’t have put it quite that way, Keirthynal-my-heart. 
 
    At last they strode beneath the great natural archway, five times Keir’s height and ninety feet wide, where even soft Elven footsteps echoed as if they were ten times their number. Seen through the arch, the cloudless sky gleamed poignantly mauve and the sprawling jungles, an impossibly vibrant patchwork of variegated colours. While the jungle vista was predominantly green, on the horizon he thought he discerned the living wood-mountain of vermilion and flame-orange leaves that was the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar, the immense Sacred Tree that towered head and shoulders above even the greatest jungle giants. It was called the Elven heart, or the heart of Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    As they emerged from the cool shade, it was as if they stood upon the shores of an ocean. Three-quarters of the full compass of their sight was sylvan glory, and the rest was mountains. A mile ahead stood the great wooden structure called the Bridge Beyond. It connected the mainland, as the Elves called the non-jungle realm, to the jungle, standing anchored upon the trunk of a tree which had once toppled against the mountain bulwark but continued to flourish with a dint of stubbornness that struck Keir as particularly impressive. Many branches curved right over the trail before dipping, rooting themselves on the far side, and shooting a quarter-mile up the mountain slopes in great, fragrant sprays of cream blossoms. 
 
    As one of the few entry points to the Elven realms, the Bridge Beyond was symbolically guarded by the Border Rangers, a unit with a long and illustrious history. Commander Kalar had oftentimes wished aloud that they would ride to Amarinthe’s aid. His father’s jaw tightened as he gazed ahead at the immobile, green-robed guards. 
 
    The Commander had business of his own with the Elven Council. 
 
    He knew that coded messages had been despatched from Garrikar Town to King Daryan, keeping him up-to-date on events related to this claim of allegiance to Sankurabi Bloodfang, and the Certanshi shape-changers. Their copies were good, but thankfully not faultless. Pray they never perfected their dark art! 
 
    Aramyssill and Narinyssill bounded ahead with the kittens and Auroral Storm Diamond in tow, but when they approached the stern-faced guards, they took pause and drew together shyly. One of the green robes stepped forward with a snappy salute, and then he knelt and spoke gently to the children. Recognition belatedly ignited his memories. Great-Uncle Garbanyal! What a great surprise – pun intended! He knew some of their clan worked for the Border Guard, but that used to be out West, on the border with the Human Kingdoms and the Dwarf Enclave, an isolated Dwarf Tribe that worked extensively with the Northern Pentate in their specialties of stonework and mining. 
 
    As the small cavalcade drew up, welcoming smiles wreathed the faces of the Border Guard. Aye, there might have been a plan, right? One man broke into helpless weeping when he found his relative absent from among their number, and received the sad news with ululating sorrow that dampened the gladness of the others. Shanryssill hugged several relatives and introduced them to her children, while Great-Uncle Garbanyal allowed himself to be swamped by a Human-style hug from Kalar before wandering over to greet Keir. 
 
    Tough journey, Keirthynal-most-treasured? he said, taking in the strapped leg. Welcome back! We’ve been waiting a few days extra for you. There are more relatives waiting at the first waystation within. Will you walk – will you be able to cross the Bridge Beyond? 
 
    Traditionally, all Elves walked across the bridge, even if it was just a few steps. This was symbolic of a spiritual process of reconnecting with their homeland, or disconnecting when leaving. Even Granny grew twitchy when her relatives urged her to be carried over. 
 
    I’ve put up with more pain than you youngsters can imagine, she groused. A little more won’t hurt. Yes, yes, you can support me. But I will take several steps myself at the very least. If that young rascal Keir can manage with his injury, then so will I! 
 
    Ah, good to be dragged in by name, wasn’t it? 
 
    As the first round of cheerful welcome began to show signs of abating, Great-Uncle Garbanyal gave a sharp whistle and his unit formed up again, standing exactly where the bridge met rock – half a boot on wood, half on stone. This was also tradition. Drawing themselves up, they shouted in perfect concert, State your names and business in the Elven territories! 
 
    Here came the formal greetings. Nothing like the family and clan greetings to come, mind … 
 
    Grandpa Garamyssill stood first in line, due to his revered age. With a hugely wrinkly smile, he declared his name and clan, and paused to consider the question. My business? Why, nothing more than coming home, I suppose. What say you, wife-most-beloved? 
 
    Home sounds wonderful, she said. 
 
    Enter with joy! roared the soldiers, drawing aside to allow them to take their first steps onto the bridge. 
 
    The old-timers had not been home for seventeen anna. 
 
    When it came to his turn, he struggled off his litter and accepted his father’s arm for a brace. Great-Uncle Garbanyal roared, State your names and business in the Elven territories! 
 
    Kalar Aryssillati, his father stated proudly. Here to bring my family home. 
 
    Keirthynal Aryssillati, he said, and this is my magnificent Dragoness, Auroral Storm Diamond. 
 
    Breaking with tradition, his relative and all the soldiers – faces alight with wonder – bowed very deeply to her, as if she were royalty. 
 
    Garbanyal said, May the daughter of Santazathiar himself always be welcome in the Arabaxa Jungles. Enter with joy! 
 
    She bowed back. Regal to the very tips of her talons. 
 
    Then, they crossed the bridge together – one limping in pain, the other sashaying over as if she owned every leaf in the jungles. He could only chuckle and shake his head. Who was taking over whose life, here? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir wanted to walk all the way to the first waystation under his own strength, but his calf and foot began to ache in the downward position. Even the slightest jolt sent pain shooting up his leg. He eventually had to give up and ride the rest of the way. 
 
    The timbers of the Bridge Beyond were seventy feet wide and five feet thick, polished smooth by the passage of time and many, many feet and goods carts. A veritable highway in jungle terms. Auroral Storm Diamond trotted alongside his not-so-luxurious litter in full curiosity mode, as he had come to consider her behaviour. Head and tail erect. Oversized paws stepping sprightly, spine slightly arched, her eyes so alight with inquisitiveness that he imagined her wearing a pair of brilliant white lanterns. Everything she took in was, Wirrit, Keee-irr? Wirrit? 
 
    Wirrit here, wirrit there, wirrit-wirrit everywhere. He chuckled at the old rhyme that popped into his head, explaining away busily as they passed through the first layer of foliage into a warm, humid green world. How had he forgotten the gentle quality of jungle light? The wonderful woody scents? The constant background concerto of birds chirruping and singing, and insects buzzing was broken by the odd throaty roar of beasts that dwelled lower down in the complex system of jungle canopy layers. 
 
    And … wirrit? This for a bold teal butterfly, a little bigger than her in wingspan. Storm seemed torn between admiring its pretty wing patterns and deciding if the insect might be edible. 
 
    “That one’s poisonous,” he cautioned. Although, who knew if what was poisonous to an Elf might be nutritious to a Dragoness? 
 
    Entering the warm filtered light beneath the first boughs, Keir discovered he had forgotten the precise fruity-floral scent up here in the mid-high canopy. He breathed deep. Sigh. Here were the familiar overarching boughs, the lianas dangling from them used by Elves too impatient to move at a mere walking pace. Several of the Border Guard rushed ahead in long, swift loops as they lead from vine to vine, no doubt to warn the waystation of the new arrivals. He was not used to this degree of fuss over an arrival – word of their travails must have travelled ahead, surely? 
 
    Here in the lesser light beneath the thick veils of greenery, it became clearer than ever that Auroral Storm Diamond generated her own radiance. She flitted through the dappled shadows, pausing to snap up a careless dragonfly. It slid down her gullet, foot-long wings and all; the fluttering as it went down evidently amused her and she made a big show of licking her fangs afterward. 
 
    The half-mile span of the Bridge Beyond brought them into the mid-upper reaches of a thao-uzæ giant nut tree, intersecting with a major bough that was again a walkway in its own right. Here the cavalcade, gathering relatives, friends and well-wishers by the minute from every possible direction including above and below, turned toward the waystation. This was a wooden building that entirely encircled the trunk, three hundred feet in diameter at this point, and in several places extended along further branches. According to the traditional Elven style, it was fashioned over a period of anna by master craftsmen and women who used their magic to shape the living wood into the desired forms, so that the spacious building became little more than a bulge in the great trunk, while creating no disruption to the natural flow of the tree’s nutrients to the heights. 
 
    On a broad veranda surrounding the building, a great throng of Elves awaited them. At least a third of the Aryssillati Clan had made the journey en masse, he estimated, momentarily flustered by the throng of cousins and relatives, for Shanryssill was the third of seven sisters and also had four older brothers, eleven siblings in all. Keir had long since lost count of his cousins. There were new ones, too, since he had last visited the jungle. They wore forest green clothing in the main, sleeveless tunic tops and loose-fitting trousers or shorts for the men, and more tailored tunic tops and leggings for the women and girls. He could not recall seeing quite this many colours, however. The younger set must be stepping out with fiery orange flares upon the thighs, and a new material that appeared infeasibly organic and leafy – perhaps a kind of wearable camouflage? Many of the girls’ outfits especially sported leafy tailoring, and they wore silver flowers in their hair. 
 
    Ah, joyous pandemonium! 
 
    Uncle Kalar! Aunty Shanryssill! How well you look! came the shouts. Keir! Keir! Where’s the Dragon? The dragonet shrank against his litter in evident alarm, and promptly dived beneath his blanket. He shared a touch of her alarm, too. This was a great many Elves in one small space, some even swinging overhead on lianas to get a better view, and despite their diminutive Elven stature in comparison to the Humans he was accustomed to, when it came to greetings, they were neither shy nor quiet about the matter. 
 
    His litter bearers set him down and vanished to go find their own relatives. Lost in a jubilant stampede, he sat forgotten, taking it all in. So very, very odd to experience this great homecoming at knee height! Auroral Storm Diamond quivered atop his chest. 
 
    He patted her back soothingly. Nothing to worry about, darling. It’s just loud – family. 
 
    Wirrit? 
 
    Family, sweet-fires. Lots and lots and lots of family! 
 
    His Clan had to be over two thousand Elves strong, and they were not even one of the more numerous Clans. The Elvenkind recognised some three hundred and sixteen individual Clans, but any number of other disparate and fragmented groups as well, right down to rebels, bandits, hermits and the ever-feared Wyldefey Elves. 
 
    Six eager sisters mobbed Shanryssill. They all pinched her cheeks and stroked her hair as if she were five anna old all over again, clearly seeking reassurance that she was indeed wholly restored from the eskirêna-l’næ and not about to fade before their eyes. 
 
    A poignant chuckle snagged at the back of his throat. 
 
    Momentarily overcome by his memories, he shut his eyes and pictured being back in the family territory, recuperating in a hammock outside one of their neat little Aryssillati bough huts. That was what he was looking forward to, right? What he wanted most was a week or three of putting his feet up, while he contemplated the mysteries of Santazathiar’s Dragonkind and somehow finagled this wretched leg back into shape. 
 
    Somehow, he doubted that budding Dragon Guardians often sat about with their feet up. Unlikely to find that anywhere in the job description. 
 
    Santazathiar’s oath, a pregnant nephew! 
 
    Keir almost leaped off his litter in surprise. Aunt … Alryai-most-beloved! How are you? 
 
    Well enough to see you are hiding precious cargo beneath that blanket, nephew-greatly-expected, she snorted humorously. His mother’s twin, he should not be naughty and claim her as a favourite Aunt, but they did see eye-to-eye on most things. Love you. I missed you so much! So … 
 
    So? he riposted innocently. 
 
    Surrounded by six aunts and his mother, any sensible fellow ought to know he was not going to get away with anything short of the utterly microscopic. He did enjoy drawing out the anticipation. 
 
    How’s your leg, Keirthynal-my-joy? asked Aunt Vailinryssill, who in truth, being the youngest of the eleven, was only five anna his senior. He always found having such a young aunt mildly weird. We heard the most awful news from Amarinthe, and again, more latterly as you descended from those horribly cold mountains, of a most treacherous journey – 
 
    Never mind that, o sister-most-wordy! Aunt Meriaryssill chuckled. Go on, nephew. Show us the Dragoness. That’s who everyone’s here for – 
 
    Not for you, nephew, before that ego bursts like a ripe seed pod, Aunt Alryai chuckled. 
 
    Then they bent over him, kissing his cheeks, telling him over and over how much they loved him, pinching his arms, tickling his ribs and ruffling his hair as they very well knew he hated. Sweetest aunts in all Tyanbran! He could not exactly complain too much, could he? They were experts at winding him up, and besides, he loved them warts and all. 
 
    Figurative warts. Ha ha ha. 
 
    Storm, will you come out? he asked meantime, enduring the assault as best he could. 
 
    Nrrr! said the mound upon his chest. 
 
    His aunts – the colour of their eyes so similar to his mother’s, the effect was most disconcerting – exchanged wondering glances. ‘It speaks?’ ‘Intriguing!’ ‘What could be hiding under there?’ 
 
    Aunt Meriaryssill snorted, Well, nephew, bring her – 
 
    Oh hush, Meria, Alryai interrupted, give the lad a second to breathe. You’re always so very insistent. 
 
    He tried again. Nrrr-nrrr! she protested, flexing her talons to make her point. 
 
    Hey, I don’t need any more injuries, missy. Now, come on, all the family’s gathered around and they’re aching to meet you – 
 
    Keee-irr! Nrrr! 
 
    With a meaningful wink in his direction, Shanryssill drew back the blanket to show his aunts his injury, which today had progressed to a fetching range of purples in keeping with the colour of an early evening sky. The holes were red-ringed, an ominous sign. Not too many bodies enjoyed having bits of metal sticking out of them, and his had definitely proved to be of that persuasion. As the aunts exclaimed sympathetically over the severity of the wound and expressed their concern and horror, he almost chuckled aloud as Auroral Storm Diamond grew stiller and stiller beneath the blanket. Ha. His mother was exactly right. Despite all protestations to the contrary, the dragonet could not stand being anything but the centre of attention for more than a minute. Unthinkable, right? 
 
    Still chattering away, she folded the light azure blanket back a little more, exposing a diamond-white tail, pointy and distinctly draconic. Aunt Meriaryssill almost gave the game away with a wheeze, but an older sister trod politely upon her foot while another pulled her pointy left ear rather firmly. 
 
    Ah, the gentleness of his family was legendary. 
 
    Keee-irr? complained the dragonet. 
 
    He told his aunts how his father had pulled him out of harm’s way, and all about the ordeal of being buried underneath the avalanche until help came. 
 
    Apparently, this was the last hair on the Ogre, or something to that effect. Keee-irr nrrr! Storm growled unhappily. Nrrr – wirrit, wrrr … and with that, she wriggled out of hiding and made his relatives gasp in amazement as she sat upon his chest with a proprietorial air and gazed curiously about her, taking in each amazed face separately. When she recognised Shanryssill amongst them, she poured off his chest and made a show of winding herself around his mother’s legs and purring loudly – well, her purr had a clearly draconic edge to it, to his ear – until she knelt to deliver the obligatory scratch beneath the chin. 
 
    Sisters, I’d like you to meet Auroral Storm Diamond, the Dragoness who saved my life, Shanryssill said proudly. She’s just a few months old, having hatched on Dragonmas Day right next to our tree. She and Keir are inseparable – 
 
    Keee-irr … mrrrn, Storm stated on cue, making an unmistakable gesture with her forepaw. 
 
    With that, the floodgates opened and his aunts all bent down or knelt and vied with each other to express how beautiful, clever, amazing, magical, talented, sparkly and delightful she was, and Storm contrived to switch from her momentarily shy self to her usual silliness at the drop of a hat. How she gleamed and purred and stretched! 
 
    Alright, he might have turned slightly green when Aunt Meriaryssill gushed that she loved Storm already. 
 
    Soon, his other cousins and relatives and uncles and Clan members came over to goggle at the Dragon, until Keir lost count of the number of times people gasped, ‘She is a Dragon!’ or ‘So beautiful!’ ‘So magical!’ … and he had to explain all over again. So much excitement. What a hubbub! 
 
    So exhausting, he thanked her quietly for drawing their attention away from him. How could he still be so weak from this injury? 
 
    Through the crowd, he caught glimpses of other interactions – Rhyl speaking to someone, shaking her head and clenching her fists as the other said, as best he could lipread, ‘She was too sick, Rhyl. She couldn’t come.’ He had never seen his cousin look so disconsolate. Was that about her mother? 
 
    Over to his left, Councillor Varanthyal spoke animatedly with a man who must be a relative. He was just as debonair, his clothing marking him an Elf of considerable importance, but Keir did not enjoy the glances he kept casting at Auroral Storm Diamond. He observed a quality in the man’s eyes he would not trust as far as he could throw a Snow Ogre. A … he did not know how to describe the look. Craftiness? Meanness? Calculation? The man never even looked at him. His only interest was the dragonet. 
 
    As the others of their group from Royal Amarinthe made to depart to other regions of the Arabaxa Jungle, he was gratified to see them approach his father to thank him for his leadership. All came to him and to Rhyl and Shanryssill as well, those not travelling on the same route to Faifarathi Elvenholme, to wish them the richest of Santazathiar’s blessings upon their onward journey. They tickled Storm behind the ears or patted her back – having to be mindful of the sharp double row of spine spikes – and told her how exotic and enchanting she was. 
 
    Somewhat sourly, he wondered if it was possible for a creature to literally burst with pride. However, at the end of it all, even Miss Mischief-Paws heaved a bit of a leaden sigh and sat beside him with a subdued air. 
 
    “Och aye, had enough attention for one day?” 
 
    She hissed slightly between her fangs. 
 
    “I mean, how many times can a girly Dragon be told she’s the most gorgeous creature beneath Mauve? Were ye counting?” 
 
    Keee-irr frr-nee. 
 
    “Aye, I am being silly, but also truthful.” 
 
    What an amazing homecoming! 
 
    She rubbed her muzzle against his cheek. Keee-irr rr … rrr-ough! 
 
    “Eh? I dinnae exactly need to shave, ye ken. Smooth as a baby’s – ah, never mind. Awful comparison, never mind the everlasting embarrassment. Here we go. Ready for the last leg of our journey home, my diamond?” 
 
    Keee-irr rrr-ooo. 
 
    Oh, what … what do you mean? 
 
    She tried again. Keee-irr rrr-ooo … he shook his head. No idea what that sound meant. 
 
    Keir nodded to his four litter bearers, all male cousins he knew by name. Well, most had been doing a smidge of growing, as far as Elves went, but that still left him fairly much the tallest person in the Aryssillati Clan. And the one with the messiest hair. He might feel like the one wearing an Ogre-hide shirt at all this attention, coupled with the need to be carried everywhere, but his relatives acted more cheerful than a whole flock of parakeets. Several uncles had called him a hero, and they all knew his nicknames of Wyvernslayer and Kestrelfoot. 
 
    Well. Change that to Purplefoot, perhaps? 
 
    His family was secure at last. That was heroism enough for this day. Keir wrinkled his nose at nothing in particular. Just wait until they caught wind of his baby’s appetite! 
 
    Keee-irr rrr-ooo … she purred meantime, insistently enough for him to pause to catch her eye and inquire one more time what she meant. Rrr-ooo! 
 
    I’m sorry, but I don’t quite understand, darling. Be patient with me. Try again? 
 
    Reaching out, she laid her right forepaw upon his heart and stared solemnly into his eyes. Keee-irr … rrr-uv ooo. 
 
    His eyes flew wide. Whaaa … I … I love you too, Auroral Storm Diamond! 
 
    She made her cheeky, gurgling laugh. Rrr-uv. Rrr-uv ooo! 
 
    Delightful little rascal! Just when he imagined he knew something about Dragons, the world flipped him a cheeky salute and swerved off in an unexpected direction. 
 
    Love. Wasn’t that just the true meaning and the best part of this Dragonmas miracle? 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    Join Keir and Storm as they enter the mighty, treacherous Elven Jungles in the next thrilling volume:  
 
    A Fledgling for Summer’s Rising 
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