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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: Mimic 
 
    24th of Mayilla Month 
 
    Rising Summertide 
 
      
 
    THE EVENING BEFORE THEY planned to depart for Faifarathi Elvenholme, Keir, Rhyl and Auroral Storm Diamond held a storytelling exhibition for the Elven children of Aryssilholme. They had planned for it to be just a small affair, but when the numbers gathering around Mauve-set threatened to overwhelm the branch from which their hut-cluster depended, Shanryssill suggested they decamp to the Greeting Grove. There, a small knoll had been used over the anna to communicate news to the Clan. 
 
    Rhyllaryssill first retold the Dragonmas legend of how Dragons had come to Tyanbran in her signature skyuê mar-ny Taobioríor-í style, the Jungle Elf art of storytelling using fire and magic. 
 
    By the time she was done wowing the children, a sea of elfin faces lay illuminated by the soft lamplight, overspilling the Greeting Grove – and not just children either. Three-quarters of the Aryssillati Clan appeared to have gathered around, from the youngest to the oldest. They crowded the nearby frangunzin branches and peeked through the towering floral gardens which now swamped a gazebo frame fashioned by magic in anna past. The taller adults, which was not saying much for Elves, stood at the back using the natural swell of the branches to see over the heads of their fellows, while the smaller children wormed their way to the front, sitting or kneeling in front of the adults. 
 
    While Rhyl recovered from her exertions, Keir told the tale of Santazathiar the Wise’s rescue of the Humankind from Olde Earth. He had considerably less bang-whizz-flash in his arsenal than his talented second cousin, but few things compared to describing the actual dimensions of the almighty Santaclaws – location left carefully under-specified – to blow the socks off his extended family. He enjoyed that. Even if almost none of the Elves wore socks, which rather spoiled the metaphor. 
 
    Barefoot was the rule of the jungle. Green toes. 
 
    One little imp wanted to know if Santaclaws had stretched Keir like rubber between His paws. Another inquired about what Humans were like. 
 
    Keir said, Well, my Dad’s Human. Would you like a look at a real specimen – uh – 
 
    His father’s eyebrows crawled toward the heavens. 
 
    Rescue foot from mouth time. My father is wonderful! He is called Kalar the Axe and he is married to the beautiful Shanryssill Aryssillati of the Arabaxa Jungles. That’s how I came to be. 
 
    A young Elfmaiden with dark hair like Narini’s folded her arms crossly. I know how ye came to be, silly! Boys are so gross. 
 
    Indeed. Moving swiftly on … Dad, would you come here, please? 
 
    Kalar moved toward the front, leaning a little on his canes. A week had passed, yet his knees still voiced various complaints about how he had mistreated them during their adventuring here in the jungles. Keir stepped over to put an arm around his father’s shoulders. He was hugely popular in the Aryssillati Clan, not least because he had famously come to the Arabaxa Jungles, learned and embraced Elven ways while pursuing his beloved Shanryssill Aryssillati and won her against all the odds. 
 
    Alright, Dad, I would like you to give these Elven children an enormous, barbaric, bone-rattling Human roar. Who would like to hear a Human roar? 
 
    A great cheer went up. 
 
    Playing to the crowd, his father held up his hands for silence, sucked in a long, long breath and voiced a plaintive, Meow? 
 
    Pandemonium! 
 
    They laughed so hard, several Elves nearly fell off their branches. Storm’s mouth lolled open in a huge grin. 
 
    Ah, he had taken his mother for the mischief-maker in the family. Revise that opinion. Clearly, he had inherited a double dose from two inveterate rascals. How their love must have shaken these jungles to their very roots. 
 
    The night was bright with stars, having cleared after a massive thunderstorm earlier. Thankfully, this storm had not hidden any Reavers of the Sky-Fires, the terrible, life-destroying manifestation of an enemy no-one knew the first thing about. The air cooled steadily with nightfall, but this was tempered by the usual heat and humidity seeping up from the foetid jungle floor. 
 
    Just a few paces to his left, Storm and Azuzithyalé looked on, gleaming in their different ways. Storm was the incarnation of a living diamond, her serpentine scales glowing from beneath with a particular white gemstone radiance all of their own. Silken rainbows of light played about her every time she moved. Azuzithyalé had the unique, metallic rose-gold colouration of skin that he now understood belonged to the Illumiytha Elvenkind of her native Yæluthiel, the world of gilded light. 
 
    How she had come to Tyanthriel, his world, was a mystery. All they knew for certain was that she had been discovered on the shores of the deadly Cyantar Ocean – and that she was otherworldly, perhaps the only representative of her kind in the jungles, or for all they knew, anywhere in the world. Typically, Storm had draped herself almost on top of the Elfmaiden. They seemed to have struck up a strong bond, which pleased him no end. His two radiant ladies of light sitting together. The sight was breathtaking enough to make a fellow pinch himself and count his blessings. 
 
    His father addressed the Clan for a couple of minutes in fluent Elven, telling them that Keir and Storm would be travelling to Faifarathi Elvenholme in the morn to meet with the Elven Council. No doubt the Council had been daily appraised of the family’s activities here – no-one was fool enough to imagine no informants lived even among their Clan-family. That would be one sound reason behind publicly announcing their obedience to the Council’s wishes. 
 
    Politics. Ugh. 
 
    As his father concluded his remarks, Keir’s gaze shifted to Rhyl. She nodded. Ready. 
 
    Miss Gorgeous Scales? 
 
    Grinning at his telepathic greeting, the fledgling rose to her paws in a single, sinuous flexion and glided over to him. She moved with the litheness of a jungle panther, the menace of a supreme predator and the beauty of a star incarnate. And did she not know it! Yet in her, this knowledge seemed to be grounded neither in arrogance nor in vanity. She simply accepted what was her due, which was a massed inhalation of wonder from the assembled Elves and general adulation – as if she were an adored queen and these her beloved subjects. 
 
    Keir sensed his eyes shining as he regarded her. Magical, Dragon-bonded Guardian kind of shining. 
 
    Raising his voice, he said, Now, we would like to tell you the story of how the Dragons returned to Tyanbran. For we do not think of Auroral Storm Diamond as the last Dragoness, but the first. This is Storm and she – hey! 
 
    Had she just deliberately tripped him up? 
 
    Either way, that was how he ended up sprawling on his backside in front of over one thousand of his Clan relatives. Perfectly Keir. 
 
    Drawing herself up, the young Dragoness fluted, Strr-mm come frrrom errrg! She had practised hard for this performance. Errrg borrnn in mighty Strr-mm! Myee errrg … diee-mond! 
 
    Excellent start. He scrambled to catch up as Rhyl launched into her part of the performance, generating a magical picture of the storm which had birthed her diamond egg. He had the impression that one had to do a lot of scrambling to catch up with cheeky fledglings who were learning to fly. All in a day’s work for a budding Dragon Guardian. 
 
    This one must be more mischief than most. 
 
    Than most? Truly? Keir clenched his fists, vowing that this comparison was one he would make real. One day, Dragons would return to grace the skies of Tyanbran. 
 
    But as his cousin blew a magical storm up into the sky, shot with lightning and accompanied by crashing thunder effects, he saw in the night sky below the Dragon’s Head Nebula, a red light winking. Not so much a light as an … eye? Whatever it was, Keir had a very clear impression of some kind of alien intelligence which had been awakened, perhaps by their performance. Before he even shivered in response to the phenomenon, it winked out again. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having slept in the delightful company of ten thousand imaginary monsters that spent all night chasing him around Tyanbran and back again, Keir awoke feeling like a well-used old boot complete with a hole in the toe. He yawned, groaned and found himself dangling so far out of his hammock, his spiky white hair brushed the floor. Perfect. Mom would be pleased that he liked to sweep up after himself. 
 
    That was when Storm perked up with a cheerful, Keee-irr! and decided this was the moment to lick him thoroughly. He tried to dodge. Miss Sneaky Paws promptly slipped beneath him, lifted his legs with the arch of her limber back and dumped him on his head. 
 
    Perfect start to the morning. 
 
    They had a rambunctious wrestling match to celebrate. 
 
    After that, he donned his Aryssillati green jungle leathers and found Azuzithyalé on her way to breakfast, too. He looked decent in trousers. She defined scandalous. Well, make that outrageously gorgeous or whatever it was about her that was making his feet forget the sensation of touching the branch. 
 
    The family breakfasted together, all cosy around an oval table that was not really sized for eight, including a ravenous fledgling. Narini was sullen; Arami, angry. Mom seemed out of sorts and Dad was plain grumpy. Knowing all this was to do with their leaving, he put on smiley-face Keir and tried to make the best of it. Narini burst into tears, Arami punched him on the arm and Dad threw up his hands with an unhappy growl. Shanryssill bolted for the bathroom and did a little throwing up of her own. Morning sickness. She always had it bad. 
 
    Ugh. Quite possibly the worst family breakfast he could remember. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond moved over to her when she returned, put her muzzle upon Mom’s lap and glowed. That was as best Keir could describe it. She glowed and his mother ate heartily and kept it all down – Shanryssill ate one-handed, keeping her left hand upon Storm’s head. The dragonet smirked with shameless abandon and snacked off the choice titbits she was offered. 
 
    After a while, his mother said, We’re going to miss you, you scoundrel. Who else is going to chew up my living room carpet while you’re gone, eh? 
 
    Mrrr? she pretended surprise. 
 
    You, my-beautiful-heart. You. Whatever would I have done without you? 
 
    Raising her muzzle, the fledgling nuzzled Shanryssill’s neck fondly and inhaled her scent deep into her nostrils. Rrr-uv oo, Ssshann-rrr. 
 
    Love you too. 
 
    Seated to his Mom’s left, Keir was in a perfect position to notice how Storm reacted as she realised one of her four ears was pressed against Shanryssill’s heart. She made a surprised trill and said, Hrrr-tt? Hrrr-tt … herrre? 
 
    Aye, little one. That’s my heart. 
 
    The fledgling prompt decided she had better check that everyone around the table had a heart and that it functioned as hearts ought to. Given the cosy dimensions of the oval room, this involved trampling upon laps and stepping in peoples’ dishes when, for example, she could not quite squeeze around his Dad’s stomach. Kalar did rather fill an Elven chair, despite claiming that he had recently lost thirty pounds. That still made him at least three hundred, plus spare change. Storm gurgled with laughter when Arami tried to complain and licked the platinum-haired twin’s face, arms, legs and anything she could reach until Arami had to give up and have her heart listened to, too. 
 
    Grrr-d, Storm pronounced. 
 
    Arami gave her a fierce hug. I’ll good you, you pest. 
 
    Returning to Shanryssill, she laid her muzzle upon her lap again. Keir wondered if her having healed his mother of the deadly eskirêna-l’næ, the winter-fading disease, had created a special bond between them. The fledgling’s eyes lidded. 
 
    Then, they popped upon. Wirrit hrrr-tt? 
 
    Up here, his mom said patiently. She was so good with the young ones. 
 
    Hrrr-tt, she agreed, touching the correct spot. Wirrit hrrr-tt … llrrr-tle hrrr-tt? She touched his mother’s stomach tentatively. Errrg hrrr-tt? 
 
    Now here was a family silence worthy of the name. 
 
    It was Narini who piped up, Yes, Stormy Storm. That’s the baby’s heartbeat – right, Mama? 
 
    That’s right, my-jungle-blossom, Shanryssill choked out. 
 
    Is it really fast? Kalar inquired. 
 
    The fledgling pressed her left ears against the petite bump his mom was now sporting, listening so intently she forgot to close her mouth and her tongue lolled out of her jaw. The pair of ears on the right side of her head flickered eagerly. She cocked her head askance just like Azuzithyalé liked to do, clearly exploring the idea of a baby having a heartbeat and shortly purred, Farr-sst … prrr-tee hrrr-tt. 
 
    The redhead signed, ‘Storm, how many do you hear? Keir?’ 
 
    Kalar promptly choked on his fruit juice. Arami jumped up on her chair to pound his back with great enthusiasm. 
 
    Meantime, this fellow stared at his girlfriend, whose cheeks had now taken on a glow like gold being smelted in a furnace. He had certainly not detected that nuance in the diamond fledgling’s manner, but now that she mentioned it … he voiced her question for Storm. 
 
    Two talons. 
 
    Shanryssill gasped, Two? One here, one up here? 
 
    Nrrr. The gleaming mite shook her muzzle. One talon tapped his mother’s right breast, then she indicated that another distinct sound existed near the middle of her tummy and a third more around to the left side. Carefully, she counted, One, two, thrrr-ee? Thrr … thrr-ee. 
 
    Twins! Arami and Narini gasped together. 
 
    His mother burst into tears, curling up against his Dad. 
 
    Twins! Rhyl crowed. 
 
    Azuzithyalé smacked her hand upon Keir’s thigh in excitement; he grinned over at his father and drawled, “Yer now’t planning to faint on me, are ye, old man? Ready for another set of twins?” 
 
    “Och aye, that I am,” he agreed, sounding anything but. He reached over to rub his wife’s neck gently with his fingertips. “There, my precious. There now. Dinnae ye be crying so – phew. Need to wrap my head around this …” 
 
    “Ye can mop yer forehead with the tablecloth,” his wife teased, between sobs. “Oh, Storm! Are ye quite certain?” 
 
    She gave that a withering draconic look, as if she could not quite believe she was being questioned by an unbeliever. Shrr-shrr silly. Counting upon her talons, she said clearly, One big. Two, thrrr-ee, smrrr-ll. Rrr-iyet? 
 
    Right indeed. The mathematics of new life was clearly not beyond a Dragoness. 
 
    “Storm, yer the awesome-est person on four paws, ever!” Narini announced to everyone, rather unlike her usual shy self. 
 
    “She’s paw-some!” Keir agreed. 
 
    The dragonet levelled a droll grin at him. Keee-irr sssw-t. 
 
    “Handsome. Say, ‘handsome,’ ” he instructed. 
 
    Sssw-t, she agreed. 
 
    After this delightful revelation, Keir finished packing his familiar backpack, which had travelled all the way down from the Amarinthian Bulwark with him. Rhyllaryssill had filled her pack with supposedly essential stores. Apparently this meant her companions were going to spend most of the next anna being sick or wounded, but the talented healer did like to be prepared for any eventuality. It had to be said, life with a growing Dragon had seen a few more of these eventualities than any of them had ever wanted to explore. He helped Azuzithyalé to strap her double brightsword harness upon her back and checked that her quiver was full of new arrows. Keir had inspected them himself. She buckled the strong greaves to her calves and fitted the vambraces to her forearms, making sure that the loop around the middle finger was firmly tied before filling them with assorted weaponry, including his bitten-off metal dungeon bars. 
 
    Keir grinned. “Oh?” 
 
    She mimed braining a Certanshi warrior. 
 
    “Nice one! Keep them warm for me, will ye?” 
 
    Azuzithyalé’s smile quirked up at the corners. Funny guy, eh? He hoped she appreciated his solicitous care for her armour and the ridiculous array of weaponry she liked to carry. Fond of knives and other sharp implements, his girlfriend. Put a dangerous romance into a whole new perspective. 
 
    A pouch at her waist held her valuables, but he saw that she had added a shoulder-slung carrying bag for clothing and other necessities. 
 
    Keir belted on his ska’etaz, checking their exact lie by ingrained habit. The longsword and longbow were strapped to his backpack this time. His father reminded him that they needed to get him a few Elven hunting daggers or throwing knives for his belt and calves. Rhyl suggested they add bark hooks, used by hunters and warriors for scaling the mighty jungle giants in a hurry. 
 
    Kalar raised an eyebrow. “Where ye planning to go with those, niece? To the jungle floor?” 
 
    Shanryssill said, “Dinnae ye even speak about it!” 
 
    “Och nae, Mom. We’re not going near any Dracowurms, I promise,” Keir said. 
 
    “Dinnae ye be foolish making promises ye cannae keep,” she warned darkly. Clearly, she had thought about the jungle floor then. He shivered. Now he would be worrying about it, too. “So, we’ll join ye in Faifarathi Elvenholme in a couple of days, when Narini’s over this cough, alright? That’s the plan. Azuzithyalé, dinnae ye be going shopping without me, ye hear?” 
 
    She nodded and made a cheeky gesture toward Rhyl. 
 
    “Ye neither, niece.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” 
 
    Shanryssill sighed, “We cannae keep Narinyssill from the Council forever, Kalar. They’ll want to see the new Mystic, appraise her … or that nasty Chimrael will be back quick as a flash –” 
 
    “He’d better now’t try!” Arami said hotly, punching one fist into her palm. “I’ll so spread his guts on toast, I will!” 
 
    “Arami!” 
 
    “Nae, my wee wifely warrior, she has the right idea. Ye are pregnant and I will now’t have ye worrying over ow’t of that nature. Garbanyal and the Wyldefey will keep ye well-guarded and if that slithering bog-snake dares to place one toe upon Aryssillati Clan land, I will personally shorten him by a head. Enough is enough!” 
 
    Many would have quailed in the face of his father’s bristling fury, but not Mom. She just inclined her head and said, “Thank ye kindly for yer caring, my husband.” 
 
    The massive Human axe-man melted into her arms. “Dinnae ye tarry, my sweet-sap,” he said gruffly. “I do worry myself something silly, ye ken?” 
 
    “Yers forever.” 
 
    A golden hand slipped into Keir’s. He clasped her fingers and said, “Och aye, they’re always this embarrassing. I doubt they’ll ever break the habit.” 
 
    The former slave mimed taking notes. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    After fifty hugs by way of parting, they finally got underway to Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the Elven jungles, it made no sense to say one was ‘on the road’ somewhere. Elves spoke of the right branch or taking the fork more travelled by. The travellers first had to descend the fifteen intertwined trunks of the frangunzin walnut trees for a distance of three-quarters of a mile before they reached a horizontal plane of growth that reconnected them to the jungle proper. There had been several far lines strung here in anna past, but Great-Uncle Garbanyal had ordered them taken down for maintenance – in other words, security. 
 
    Storm leaped off the edge and gaily practised aerial rolls and somersaults while Kalar, Keir, Rhyl and Azuzithyalé descended in the more standard Elven manner of swiftly rappelling down vines grown for the purpose. Then they jungle-walked out along the fifty-foot-thick lower limbs of the frangunzin until the silvery-green jungle foliage closed overhead and around them. Here, a detail of thirty Aryssillati soldiers met them with respectful greetings and a quiet word for Commander Kalar. The Wyldefey had deployed all around Aryssillati Clan territory. They knew the exact dimensions of their borders. 
 
    Thought-provoking, right? 
 
    Climbing and swinging higher into the safer layers of the immense jungle canopy, estimated to be two and a half miles deep in this region, they jungle-walked until noon, whereupon the group rested for half an hour. 
 
    Azuzithyalé pointed out several Wyldefey to him, hiding in nearby trees and foliage. They did not advertise their presence, nor did they disappear when noticed. This promised to be an interesting alliance – an uneasy one, but in his father’s estimation, necessary and even welcome. No-one quite knew where the Wyldefey stood on political matters, nor if they might have deep, murky plans for a Dragoness and her Dragon Guardian. 
 
    Storm seemed keen to practise her aerial hunting, but she missed more birds and insects than she snaffled up. Keir wished he knew a little more about hunting so that he might advise her, but his father had a couple of ideas. Soon, he was lobbing fruit or nuts for her to catch mid-air, a bit like a hound playing fetch but a great deal more fun. He explained that she needed to sharpen not only her reactions, but the link between her Dragon-swift reactions and her body’s physical capabilities. 
 
    “It’s hard when yer growing so fast,” Dad explained. “Ye need to re-settle yer physical image in the spatial awareness of yer brain. Just like Keir –” 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “– should watch his head on that low-hanging branch.” 
 
    “Dad. Thank ye kindly.” 
 
    Storm voiced a thrilling, ululating chortle as she took in his pained expression. 
 
    “Pleasure,” his father smiled. 
 
    “Ouch. For pity’s sake –” 
 
    “Mind that one, too.” 
 
    The fledgling started laughing so hard, she got herself all tangled up in an old section of basket-weave and had to be cut loose. How unimpressed was she, snapping and snarling at the air! 
 
    Come evening, they had already covered twelve miles toward Faifarathi Elvenholme, the most challenging section of the terrain. Pleased at how his upper body strength had developed, Keir noted that he could sustain overhead hand-handing for minutes at a time now. His vine transfers were becoming surer, more Elven in fluid execution. He had one slip in the afternoon, but what could have been a bad fall was arrested by the limb-noose of a Wyldefey who appeared out of nowhere, rescued him by lassoing his foot, dangled him in the air with a good laugh and dumped him upon his head on the nearest branch. 
 
    Aye, he had things to learn. 
 
    Plus the disconcerting experience of being laughed at by a large Elven bush with fourteen arms. 
 
    All good. 
 
    They planned to overnight at a waystation. Arriving, they discovered it was already well populated by troops loyal to Commander Chimrael, who just happened to be passing through the area. Aye. Just so happened. And the sun just happened to be mauve and rose most mornings on a regular schedule. The soldiers proceeded to deliver the obligatory round of masculine posturing and looking-over of the ladies together with unwelcome commentary, before three of the Agazi troops clearly decided that the tall redhead with the shyly downcast eyes was the one to target. 
 
    Preoccupied with calling Storm in to land, Keir heard one say, Rather an insult to all Elven warriors, you flaunting all these weapons, my-sweet-blossom. Do you even know how to use them? 
 
    Moving in to help surround her, the next soldier said, What kind of paint do you think this stupid jungle howler used on her skin? 
 
    The third moved in directly, sneering, What’re you hiding in here, my-pretty-wench? He made to place his hand suggestively on her right buttock, while another man grabbed her arms from behind. 
 
    In retrospect, he supposed a warning might have been fair. 
 
    Slip of the old memory there. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    A flurry of hands, knees and elbows ensued. Blades flashed. Men grunted and folded up as if by magic. One Elf was down, holding a broken wrist. One, she had backed up against a nearby tree on his tiptoes because her blades rested crossed against his throat. He had not even had time to draw his weapon. The third lay in a moaning heap, trying to catch his breath and cradle his manly parts at the same time. That one would not be walking straight for a few days, Keir judged. 
 
    He caught Storm by the neck. Only intervene if needed, lass. 
 
    The fledgling’s white fires played havoc with his senses, yet she halted at his words, trembling with pent-up fury as she looked on. 
 
    Kalar called softly from nearby, Stand down, Azuzithyalé. These are not worth killing. 
 
    Ah. Dad had been watching. Axe drawn, just in case. He returned his axe to its holster at his hip and folded his massive arms across his chest in a clear threat. 
 
    Sheathing her brightswords behind her head with a fancy twirling action – tzing, tzing – the Elfmaiden nodded curtly. Then, she patted her behind and pointed to Keir with an unmistakable gesture, ‘This belongs to him.’ Gaah. Now he had to stop laughing, smirking and blushing all at once. Hopefully the former slave would learn soon enough that he had no wish to own that part of her, nor any other, for that matter. He had plenty of other ideas, mind … but none he would care to share in public. At least he was smart enough to know to respect that exceedingly attractive rear end of hers. 
 
    Drivelling worship? 
 
    That, or he would be left moaning on the ground like that Elf. The Agazi were experienced soldiers from a famous regiment, mind. They were supposed to know their stuff. 
 
    To his surprise, however, the Captain of this squad had different ideas. He must have been relieving himself somewhere nearby when they arrived, but apparently, he had seen or heard enough. 
 
    Marching up to the group, he saluted Azuzithyalé smartly. My apologies, ma’am! You three! You are on report for behaviour unbecoming to the Agazi Regiment! You will be lucky to retain your colours. 
 
    She signed, ‘It’s alright, Captain.’ 
 
    What did she say, Dragon Guardian? he asked Keir. 
 
    She said, ‘It’s alright,’ sir. 
 
    Hmm. I’ll be the judge of that. On one knee, men! This lady will hear your heartfelt apologies. Right now! 
 
    What must a former slave think of receiving an apology from elite soldiers from Faifarathi Elvenholme? He could hardly imagine, but saw her white-knuckled fists clench behind her back, perhaps trying to withhold their trembling. Two of the three succeeded – only just – in taking the knee. The other one had to moan his apologies from his miserably curled-up position with Auroral Storm Diamond prowling nearby, snarling deep in her throat. 
 
    No surprise that all three sounded incredibly sincere. 
 
    Since she did not appear to know what to do next, Keir took Azuzithyalé inside the waystation, where she burst into a flood of angry tears. 
 
    He blinked. Alright, he did not understand women at all. 
 
    Rhyl took over. 
 
    Over a quiet dinner in the main eatery, decorated with traditional Elven cloths and artworks, Rhyl explained that Azuzithyalé had felt better treated as a slave than by these soldiers. First, she had been shocked by the speed and viciousness of her reaction. Second, the Captain’s abrupt about-face had unnerved her, since she had fully expected to be punished for her assault. Third, when Keir took her aside, she assumed he meant to berate or rebuke her, too. Was a thorough whipping not the very least of what she deserved? 
 
    When he did nothing of the sort, it had all become too much. 
 
     “Nae, dinnae ye be thinking that of me,” he protested, laughing in what he hoped was a comforting manner. “The only smack I hoped to give ye, precious girl, was a fine smacker upon the lips. Ye were magnificent. Never was a lesson more deserved by those fools – mmm …” 
 
    She beat him to the punch, so to speak. Dinner? What dinner? 
 
    Although, he caught Storm going back to the servitors for a fifth helping of the succulent roast tree pig, which was very, very tasty indeed. The cooks over by the fire pit doted upon her, feeding her the crisp crackling and choice tenderloin cuts. It had to be said, she waddled back to the table with her head held high. He had to use a cloth napkin to mop up the juices which had run down her chin. 
 
    “Greedy pig,” he snorted. 
 
    She made an oinking nose and licked her chops. Yum, Keee-irr. Yum! 
 
    “Silly cat.” 
 
    She meowed at him and purred so powerfully as she pressed against his legs, he had to set down his tankard of fruit juice. Dad was tucking into thirds of the local root beer, he had noticed. When Mom was not around … 
 
    “Look, she’s playing a game with us. Cheeky parakeet,” Rhyl chortled. 
 
    Storm made a chirruping noise between her fangs. Keir suddenly realised that this was an accurate imitation of the white-crested Western Jungles woodpecker. Not quite a parakeet, but close enough. 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘Ogre?’ 
 
    The fledgling scratched her backside and made a grunting noise. 
 
    They all cracked up. Kalar came within a whisker of spraying his beer everywhere. 
 
    The family group overnighted in a homely hut, the only one left at the waystation. They would have moved other guests for them, but his father politely refused. Rhyl and Azuzithyalé took cosy hammocks at one end, him and Kalar at the other. Storm slept right against the door. Interesting. He saw his father take note of that behaviour as well, but they were undisturbed in the night save for one strange sound, a chopped-off scream. 
 
    In the morning, the Agazi Captain returned to inform them that the Wyldefey had dealt with a Certanshi assassin in the small hours. Keir could see that the man was bursting to ask five thousand questions, but his military training made him desist. 
 
    How were they still being tracked? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2: Faifarathi Elvenholme 
 
      
 
    THE FOLLOWING DAY, THE small Aryssillati force jungle-walked into an area called the Elves’ Flower Garden. The pollens and fragrances could be scented from miles off. The extravagance of floral beauty sparked fresh astonishment every time. From miniscule sprays with flowers no bigger than a quarter of the smallest fingernail to single flowers three times the height of a man, the jungle seemed bent upon cramming into this region quite simply the greatest floral display in all of Tyanbran. Riotous colours bloomed in every direction. The scents were intense and varied. Every footstep heralded a new vision. Blossoms completely covered the bark and branches of the jungle giants here, shooting up and down the vines with boundless vigour. The secondary growth on the tops of the branches, rooted in the loam-rich crevices in the bark, created veritable forests through which one pushed waist-deep, neck-deep and sometimes completely swamped by joyous explosions of colour and fragrance. 
 
    The travellers moved from one tree cathedral of flowers to the next. Each was a delight, from ten thousand rippling shades of arboreal lilies to the trumpet flowers that aye, created music when the gentle jungle breezes tickled their insides. They wandered along tunnels of diverse colours and species of flowers, with little windows that allowed one to peek out at different gardens along the way. Keir spied a number of floral Wyldefey who were called the Gardeners; they were said to tend this region especially and to create and regulate the designs that so delighted and dazzled the eye. 
 
    Aye, a garden a mere fifty miles in diameter and a mile high! 
 
    Santazathiar himself must have loved this place. 
 
    His mother had called these gardens the greatest single treasury of perfumes and medicines in all the Elven realms. Scholars and researchers had spent lifetimes in here and not come close to investigating and cataloguing all the different species. 
 
    Dad said his nose tickled and he sneezed every few minutes, but Keir had never heard of an Elf with any kind of allergy to jungle pollens. Storm was agog. At her ‘Wirrit? Wirrit?’ best, she kept darting here and there to ask questions with a wriggling tail and head cocked in that curious way she had. He and Rhyl took turns answering. Azuzithyalé strode along with her usual fluid ease, but Keir caught her massaging the sides of her mouth because she was smiling so much. 
 
    He offered to help massage the pain away. Trap baited. She fell into it perfectly, giving an assenting gesture that turned into startlement as he swooped in to plunder a kiss. Maybe two. Or ten. One tended to lose track of such details, especially when his generosity was being reciprocated with such fervour he clean forgot where he was for a few minutes. 
 
    Kalar strolled by, snorting, “Teenagers. Shameless.” 
 
    His cousin prodded him in the ribs. “Honestly? Stop making me jealous.” 
 
    “Just think of all the catching up ye’ll have to do.” 
 
    “When?” she groaned. 
 
    That counted as a decent question, one for which he had no answer. Keir wished he had. He wished he could have torn Prince Zyran away from his duty to the Crown of Amarinthe and dragged him kicking and screaming to the jungles, but that would have placed the realm and King Daryan in unacceptable danger. 
 
    Duty? Whoever had dreamed up that awful notion? 
 
    Zyran would be at the Certanshi battlefront right now, shoring up the defences against the coming assault. Which begged the question – how was General Ja’axu planning to slip away and join them at the Gæoté-tay-Vænar in the Synaxa Jungles around High Summertide? That eastward journey around the jungle fringes was not for the faint of heart, even when one considered she was a quarter Giantess and more than handy in the physical arts of combat – like a Dragoness was handy with fire, or an Elf in the jungle boughs. 
 
    A stifled yell from behind assured him that Storm was off practising her stalking skills again. She mostly practised on him, but a few of the other Aryssillati soldiers – her favourites, she informed him archly – had been chosen for this special honour. That would be the honour of being relentlessly hunted by a Dragoness through thick jungle, being pounced upon out of hiding … and licked to death. Roughly. If they spotted her first, she would spare them the licking part for about ten minutes, when they discovered she had melted into the shadows once more and the game was afoot. 
 
    How the Aryssillati loved her antics! 
 
    Tossing their bodies about in the cause of training a Dragoness? He eyed a pair of relatives strutting by. Imagine all this hitting his small Clan at once? Perplexing and ominous, the ways of fate. 
 
    In the afternoon, a sultry breeze stirred the limp boughs. The soft white pollen puffs, called jungle fluff, began to drift through the flower garden. Storm discovered a new game. She played with the jungle fluff like a cat, batting the puffs with her paws, catching them in her jaws and swatting them about with her wings or tail for the sheer fun of seeing them eddy about upon the breezes she created. 
 
    Thump! Gnarr! Lick-lick-lick … 
 
    Keir snorted, “Alright, ye got me, ye fearsome beast.” 
 
    Wirrit beee-ssst? Slurp-lick slap slobber! Strr-mm beee-ssst? GNARRR! 
 
    “Help! I surrender. I might never have a beard, but d’ye ken, yer giving me beard rash nonetheless.” 
 
    Laughing, he accepted the help of a strong rose-gold hand to rise out of a patch of magriole shimmer-daisies which Storm’s assault had wrecked and dusted himself off. 
 
    At least he smelled and looked good now. 
 
    Approaching Faifarathi Elvenholme from a shade west of north, one missed most of the agricultural installations, but they spied a few scattered about amidst the gardens. A family friend lived here, Loryassyll Ambryllati. She grew hops, darkwheat and sharmori spice on her seventy-three level tree farm, and was an Elven Master Brewer. Together with her Human husband Valkor of the Kingdom of Tayboran, they produced small lots of arguably the best craft beer in all Elfdom – according to someone who regarded himself as an authority upon the subject. 
 
    Kalar licked his chops unashamedly and led the way with – well, Dad! Was that a skip in the old step there? He called, “Simply the best!” 
 
    “Seems Uncle’s knees need greasing,” Rhyl quipped. 
 
    Storm cocked her head inquiringly. 
 
    Keir said, “It’s an expression, darling. She means he wants an excuse to have a good chinwag and catch up with his friends. In addition, it’s a good opportunity to speak with someone of the Ambryllati Clan. They are allied with the Aryssillati.” 
 
    Storm wagged her chin humorously. Beer grrrd? 
 
    “Ye are too young,” he said firmly. 
 
    Drrr-ggnn nrrr drrr-innk beer? 
 
    “Well, I’ve nae idea, actually, but ye are barely in yer fifth month of life. I am now’t being accused of getting a baby drunk. Nae way under good Mauve, young lady.” 
 
    Cue a stubborn look he had become accustomed to. 
 
    “Nae, nae and nae again! Hear me?” 
 
    He had no clue what alcohol might do to a Diamond Dragoness. But he did know that the words ‘irresponsible’ and ‘immature’ would be flying in his direction from the parental planet if he allowed anything of the sort. Feeling unreasonably irritable about the matter, Keir followed his family up to the farmhouse. How was he supposed to make this fledgling behave? Aye, she might listen to him, but if so much as a hint of mischief drifted in the air … guess who might be found fomenting it? 
 
    This type of farm was called a terraced or level-farm. It was arranged so that the hops gained the most light, while the shade-loving darkwheat plantations were lower down, protected from Mauve’s bright eye. The farming beds either encircled the trunks of trees at approximately fifty-foot intervals in height, or ran out along the horizontally extended branches. A drip irrigation system watered the whole installation. Every leftover scrap of harvest was reintroduced as mulch to keep the beds fertile. Kalar pointed out several beds lying fallow, while others had been planted with tasty but not very profitable legumes which bound nitrogen and essential minerals back into the soil. Over 1,500 conical beehives dotted the site, housing droves of the slow, sleepy three-inch common jungle bees. 
 
    In a moment, a lithe, sun-bronzed Elf swung down a vine to greet them – Haranthyal, who was the eldest of eight sons. Putting two fingers to his mouth, he produced a shrill whistle that pierced the hum of the bees. Heads popped up, as if by magic, from high up, down low and from every point of the compass. 
 
    “Commander Kalar, sir!” he smiled, saluting with a very dirty hand. 
 
    “At ease, lad!” Kalar barked, before wrapping him up in a huge hug. “Get over here, ye filthy reprobate. Och aye, I smell the goodness upon ye already.” 
 
    Keir caught Azuzithyalé’s eyes widening at this form of greeting. 
 
    “Dad had warning of yer coming. Knew ye could never miss sampling a batch,” said he, skipping over to Keir. “Eh, ye sprouted a tad since last we had the pleasure, my friend! What happened to ye – ooh, is this the famous wee sparkler? King’s treasury on legs, ye are.” 
 
    Apparently this branch led directly to Storm’s heart. She greeted him with a warm purr and nuzzled his hand. Beer? 
 
    He burst into delighted cackles. “Och aye, we shall have ye – ah, nae?” 
 
    “Nae,” Keir confirmed. 
 
    His father clapped him upon the shoulder. “Live a little, son. Grow a beard like Haranthyal here.” 
 
    “I blame ye, Dad. Ye took all the extra.” 
 
    They descended upon the farm in a whirlwind of greetings, exclamations, catching up on news on the fly and the usual admiration of Auroral Storm Diamond. It was not every day a Dragoness came to visit. Over dinner, while Kalar shared all of the latest news, the eight sons were torn between admiring Storm and gawping at Azuzithyalé. One basked in all the attention. The other hardly seemed to notice, so reserved was she. Keir wondered if the attention, if the hustle and bustle of a big family, was overwhelming for a person who had grown up in such different circumstances. He rubbed her knee beneath the table at dinner and leaned over to whisper, I am with you if you need me. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she signed. One corner of her mouth twitched into a smile for him alone. 
 
    Ah … his heart melted. Naturally. 
 
    The ninth child of the family was a daughter, a delightful little four-anna-old sprite of wispy silver locks and the cutest lisp in all the jungles. She was frightened of the Dragoness, a reaction which Storm did not often draw from children, but seemed particularly taken with Azuzithyalé, even though she was too shy to approach the tall golden beauty. 
 
    To his left, Storm was working out how to drink without spilling from a tankard of excellent dark beer. Keir partook of a couple of different samples over dinner. Good stuff, even if he wasn’t half the aficionado his father was. The fledgling had been keenly interested in the hops and scoffed a forty-pound sack on her own, to his embarrassment, but Loryassyll acted as if this were perfectly natural. Contribution to the cause. Nutrition for a growing Dragoness. An offer of payment earned him a withering look. 
 
    “We’re friends. Dinnae ye even think about it.” 
 
    Just now, Keir found a four-anna old taking possession of his lap. Storm gave him a mildly disgruntled sidelong glance and swigged deeply from her beer. 
 
    Oh! You’re jealous, aren’t you? he thought privately. 
 
    The fledgling ruffled her wings and poked idly at her plate. 
 
    You can’t be the baby all the time, darling. You’re growing up. He stroked little Yalini’s hair – oh, how she reminded him of his sisters, whom he missed already – and said, The smallest things in life should be the most treasured. We protect the little ones, Storm. We guard their innocence. This – this is why we will fight the Certanshi to our last breath, because if they make it here to the jungles, they will slay little ones such as Yalini, Narini, Arami … all of our children. They would slay you, too. That is the nature of evil. It exists for destruction – 
 
    Keee-irr, she purred softly, extending her neck to sniff at the little girl’s hair. From the corner of his eye, he saw the father turn pale. Then, she reached up to touch one sheathed talon to the girl’s forehead, ever so delicately. Szz-thrrr blrr-ss. All-wayss. 
 
    The girl giggled uncertainly. Her parents almost burst with joy. 
 
    A little later in the meal, with Storm pacing father rather well – both were on their third tankards of beer, served in stout vessels intended for hearty drinking – he noticed Yalini surreptitiously playing with the cascade of fiery hair beside her. Irresistible to a little girl, he supposed. She stroked Azuzithyalé’s skin in patent wonder. The older girl sat as if frozen. 
 
    Turning to Keir, all her pent-up questions burst out in a little-girl lisp that could be heard right around the busy table, Why doesn’t she talk, Keir? She’s so pretty. Is she a statue? I saw a statue once. But she eats real food. Can’t be a statue, can she? Is she made of real gold? How can she be gold, Keir? Look, my fingers are all tingly. How can hair be red? Is it real? Is she a dolly? So pretty! Can I have her if I’m reeeeeaaally good? 
 
    No, darling, she’s a real person like you and me, he said softly. Her name is Azuzithyalé – 
 
    So pretty! Why doesn’t her mouth work? 
 
    Well, it does work for some things, he suggested archly. A bloom of colour appeared in the cheek next door. She talks with wriggly fingers, like this. Look. We’ll ask her a question. Like, ‘Are – you – a – statue?’ 
 
    See? That’s, ‘No. I’m alive.’ Here’s another question. ‘Do you eat little girls for dinner?’ 
 
    ‘No, only cheeky boys.’ 
 
    Well, forgive a bit of free interpretation there. Together, they examined the matters of her Elven ears, her amazing hair and the details of her fingers and rose-golden skin. Before long, Yalini wanted to know if Azuzithyalé liked her and could they be friends forever? Keir delicately fostered a transfer to her lap, where the little girl settled in with a sigh of contentment, while his girlfriend behaved – well, either as if she were bolted to the bench by shock, or perhaps she intended to jump out of the window at any second? Tears pricked behind his eyes. Who would starve a person of love so severely that she had no idea how to hold a child, nor how to receive their artless love? 
 
    Leaning over, he breathed in her ear, You’re doing great. Don’t look so terrified. 
 
    She lowered her gaze. A teardrop slipped down her cheek and dampened Yalini’s hair. 
 
    An uncouth burp from his other side distracted him. Storm? 
 
    Her fiery eyes widened as her stomach vented an almighty gurgle. Oh no! All that beer! Tightly squeezed in around the laden table as he was, Keir somehow found himself untangled and up on his bench, crying, Take cover! 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    Her stomach growled again, as if it had developed an older, deeper voice of its own. Storm heaved, her eyes taking on that all-too-familiar bulging look, before she somehow managed to swallow it back down again. 
 
    Problem averted? 
 
    Mrrr? she peeped in surprise. 
 
    He stared at her. Something was boiling in there and it was not a sound he had heard from her stomach before. This was different. More a rumbling than a purr, but the quality perplexed him. This was not the way she had growled at Commander Chimrael, nor the way she had begun to growl over her prey as she ate; nor was this her friendly purr. What in the jungles – 
 
    Keir, what’s going on? Kalar inquired. 
 
    I don’t know – Storm! 
 
    He sensed what was coming even before her stomach clenched. Gripping her muzzle in both hands, he aimed her at the ceiling. She burped violently. Flame roared out of her mouth. Beautiful, white billows of flame shot through with hints of many colours. Nothing crimson about this rush. It curled up around the wooden ceiling in a rolling wave, setting two of the ceiling lanterns ablaze. Leaping up onto the half-empty platter of caramelised fruit which had been their dessert, Keir reached out his long arms and caught the lanterns as they broke from their moorings. In one quick movement, he tossed them together into the kitchen waste bucket. Oh, rude words! Snatching up a metal platter, he leaped right over the table to slam it down like a lid as the oil within the lanterns ignited. 
 
    KERUMP! 
 
    A muted explosion rattled his teeth. 
 
    “Cool!” three of the boys chorused, far more awed by this display of Dragon fire-breathing than by his impromptu act of garbage annihilation. Plus flame-roasted caramelised fruit, which smelled very good indeed, he decided dazedly. 
 
    For his part, another rearranged hairstyle had just – Storm’s stomach rumbled ominously. 
 
    Out the window! He dived in another direction. 
 
    Well. Many apologies, singed eyebrows, two families entirely unharmed … a barn across from the house almost set alight … exciting times. 
 
    So much for his wondering, one, what alcohol would do to a Dragon and two, whether or not she would ever breathe fire. Actually, he reflected that night as he lay back in the two-person hammock he was sharing with the guilty party, exhibit one, Miss Beer Guzzler, with a little use of his wits, he should have figured out beforehand that pouring quantities of highly flammable alcohol into a living incinerator probably wasn’t the smartest idea under good Mauve. 
 
    He stroked her flank sleepily. Storm had been so contrite, the family had forgiven her at once, especially after he had explained that this was the first time she had breathed fire. Holy Santazathiar, she was a weapon and a half! White fire, lightning, talons and indestructible fangs. As far as the eight sons went, her place in legend appeared to be sealed forever. 
 
    At least they had not quite burned the house down. 
 
    Decent result. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Faifarathi Elvenholme was a city worthy of the title, the capital of the Elven Jungles. It made him think of Royal Amarinthe as a sleepy backwater in comparison, a provincial village. How disloyal was he for drawing this comparison? Keir also remembered it feeling bigger. That was natural, he supposed, since he was five anna older and roughly two feet taller than last time he had visited. The gorgeous autumnal palette of golds, yellows, oranges and reds in the city’s dominant foliage was a perfect foil for Azuzithyalé’s colouration. 
 
    Rhyl prattled away nonstop, imagining how she would look in a shimmering golden gown against the mighty Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar, said to be the biggest tree in all Tyanbran and likely, in the entire world. 
 
    Three and a half miles tall. Over eighteen thousand feet. Soak that in, tourists! 
 
    He rubbed the nape of his neck. What an odd tingling … 
 
    The Mariân was the dominant feature of the city, the one thing every visiting Elf simply had to see. Only the most jaded traveller failed to make the pilgrimage to the central park. Here, a great ring of trees encircled She who stood alone, kept apart and sacrosanct, yet was still visible from every compass point because the luxurious dwellings of the wealthy and famous ringed the Sacred Tree at a distance of about half a mile, save for the south-eastern quadrant, occupied by the world-renowned Sylvan University. 
 
    Kalar led them through the crowded branches and byways of the mercantile sector, for once having no need to forge a path through the thronging Elves. They parted for Auroral Storm Diamond. A rising murmuring accompanied her progress, drawing more and more Elves to see what the fuss was all about. Keir had been worried about how Azuzithyalé might react to crowds, but it seemed all eyes were upon the fledgling, most openly amazed, but some few he judged were more calculating. He spared half a thought for the ancient beauty of the tall wooden buildings with their fancy porches and window-beds trailing great streamers of flowers down their facades, for the waterfalls and fountains and sparkling branch pools that made the byways so pretty. 
 
    She was worried. He had imagined Storm would be in her element, but the sheer numbers of Elves appeared to bamboozle and fluster her. With a couple of long strides, he caught up. 
 
    Storm. Storm, darling. It’s alright. They just want a look at you. 
 
    Dragon and Guardian! someone cried nearby. 
 
    Dragon! Dragon! the chant went up. DRAGON! DRAGON! 
 
    Traitor! he heard. Why come back now? 
 
    You abandoned us! 
 
    Santazathiar’s oath! Keir had hardly heard the cry, when Storm changed direction abruptly. Singling out the elderly Elven woman – how, he had no idea amongst all the hullabaloo – she made directly for her. He had wondered if there might not be agitators from one Clan or another amongst the crowds, or paid stooges of the Council, but this woman seemed far too old and infirm to be involved in any such scheming. She had to be ninety if she was a day. The crowd pressed back in fear; so did the woman, but she could not move quickly enough to make her escape. 
 
    Gently with her, Keir said quietly. 
 
    Warmth filled his mind. Storm was not angry. She was sad. 
 
    For an endless, breathless second, their eyes met – flaming white to rheumy blue. 
 
    He elected to make a formal bow, despite that the elderly, bent Elf matron seemed quite ordinary judging by her clothing, perhaps even lacking someone to care for her. He said, Grandmother-most-honoured, I am Keirthynal Aryssillati the Dragon Guardian and this is Auroral Storm Diamond. We would like to make your acquaintance. 
 
    Storm inclined her muzzle graciously. 
 
    When she did not speak, Keir said, Do you remember the Dragons, Grandmother? 
 
    She nodded. When I was an Elfmaiden younger than thee, youngling. 
 
    We will be staying at the Sylvan University, he said quietly. If I may be so bold, Grandmother-most-revered, I lack greatly for knowledge and counsel regarding the Dragonkind. Storm is rising but five months of age. If you, or others of your respected generation have memories you might be willing to share with us – anything at all – we would be most grateful to share a cup of Elven tea, sit at your feet and simply listen. 
 
    Why did he say this? Keir did not know, but the hush that surrounded them now felt as if it had changed. Better or more sinister? 
 
    Storm slipped a thought into his mind. Commander Chimrael approached. The way the crowd had begun to press and shift, he realised that there must be soldiers forcing their way through from different directions. He thanked her for the warning. 
 
    With a brief bow, he said, We hope to speak more, Grandmother-of-my-heart. 
 
    The fledgling stepped forward to touch the age-blotched hand curved over the top of her short cane. She whispered, Szz-thrrr blrr-ss. 
 
    The old Elf’s eyes brimmed over with tears. 
 
    Quickly. This way. 
 
    Aunt Meria! Keir gasped. Where had she popped up from? Oh, he should have known his father would have made his plans and preparations, but still … 
 
    Trouble incoming from all sides, she said curtly. Follow me. 
 
    Cutting through the crowd, she led them into a tailor’s warehouse. Keir caught glimpses of familiar facial features. Aryssillati owned this place. Azuzithyalé had drawn one of her brightswords, but Kalar cautioned her to put it away. That was not needed. Stealth was. They took a rope-drawn lift down seven levels into a gloomy, cavernous tree room that seemed to be solely set aside as a warehouse for offcuts of material. Meria led them at a run through the narrow aisles between mountains of emerald and lighter jungle-green fabric. They came to a dead end. Reaching apparently at random into the nearest pile, she swung open a secret door. 
 
    Slide, she cautioned. 
 
    Keir only just had warning enough. Azuzithyalé tripped and fell upon his legs; Kalar grunted as he landed heavily on his behind, but an eloquent snort assured them he was well-padded enough to survive the experience. Storm’s light brightened the narrow tunnel around them as they scooted down a very smooth slide on their respective paws and behinds. Glance over the shoulder. Here came Rhyl about thirty feet back; she must have remembered to shut the secret door behind them. 
 
    Good thing one of them was thinking. 
 
    He wanted to sneak in a quick snuggle as they flew downward, but as they passed over an unexpected bump, his passenger’s sword sheath introduced itself to his midsection with prejudice. “Oof!” One problem with having such a heavily armed girlfriend. Scarcely an angle from which he could approach her without danger of having a finger chopped off. 
 
    Aunt Meria called, Vine traverse ahead. 
 
    He appreciated the warning. 
 
    Sunlight at the end of the tunnel. They popped out behind a thick screen of basket-weave and flowering vines. A heavy, earthy scent of loam surrounded them. Deftly catching a dangling vine, he checked for his Dad and Rhyl. All safe. 
 
    Meria pointed downward. Finger to lips. 
 
    Kalar whispered, Slightly unofficial, this route? 
 
    Nothing the Council needs to know about. Her vivid apple-green eyes twinkled eloquently. 
 
    Indeed. Hand-over-hand, they slipped quickly down and across for several minutes behind a screen of bright yellow foliage, behind and between several factories and workshops. Then, they briefly borrowed someone’s back garden to steal around their vegetable patch, before doing a longer traverse that led to a vine climb over a structure that was far too fancy to be called by a mean word like ‘hut’. The woodwork friezes on all sides of the house were exceptional, depicting bygone eras of Elven history. 
 
    As they approached the frame of light around the house from above and behind, Keir spied the central park beyond. They were low down, almost at so-called ground level, which was not the jungle floor at all. That was still at least a mile below the city’s underparts. All around the great cylindrical space were the dwellings of the well-to-do, each more fanciful than the next. One even appeared to be a replica of a Human castle – upside down, dangling from a branch. Intriguing. But all of that was a minor distraction compared to what stood out there. 
 
    Her presence, far beyond a living mountain of wood, indwelled the place like the heady bouquet of the finest wine. The Mariân’s bark was the lustrous deep red of a fine wine and Her fine, shimmering leaves, like the thinnest gold leaf. As a zephyr pressed the air into motion, the tree seemed to shiver with glory, as if the early light of Mauve were raiment She wore as a robe. Her light blazed upon the faces of the watchers. He caught his breath, as did Azuzithyalé and Storm, flying alongside. 
 
    The fledgling made a trilling sound of pure delight. 
 
    An almighty voice entered his mind, like the thunder of a storm and the gentleness of an eternal mother. Come to me, my children all. I have waited so long. Come home. 
 
    Keir slipped and fell flat on his face. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: Tree Magic 
 
      
 
    AUNT MERIA GAPED AT him, looking – well, panicked, to be frank. “She said what?” 
 
    Hanging one-handed from his grip, Keir gestured before testing the state of his nose. Ouch, but probably not broken. “She – look, I’m now’t about to argue with the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar. So I hear voices in my head. And Her longing, it’s like … gravity. I cannae refuse. Please.” 
 
    “We worked so hard to spirit ye away from beneath the Council’s nose. The University is Clan-neutral ground. It’s safe. If we go out there, he will hear of it and ye will be guests of the Council’s pleasure, nae doubt enjoying the finest of highly secure accommodation.” 
 
    “Och aye, there’s a true word,” Kalar agreed. 
 
    He touched the blood seeping from his left nostril after his fall, before putting his hand to his temple. “She still insists. Her voice is like musical thunder. Let me tell ye –” 
 
    After listening a moment, he sang: 
 
    Come to me, o daughter of Santazathiar, 
 
    Come to me, servants most faithful and true, 
 
    Come, o beloved bearer of my Mother’s Seed, 
 
    Come, mighty Guardian of Dragons, 
 
    Come unto my boughs, o Child of Gilded Light. 
 
    Azuzithyalé inhaled sharply. 
 
    “Och aye, that means ye,” Keir said, rather unnecessarily. “And ye, Dad. And ye, Aunt Meria. She asked why we dinnae bring Her Mystic at this time. She says … She’s been lonely?” 
 
    His voice cracked on the last word. 
 
    They all stared at him as if he had grown a flower for a face and danced off into the jungles shouting that he was becoming Wyldefey. He rubbed his temples. “Please, we just need to do it. Talking Tree is giving me a mind-blowing headache born of all the sheer awesomeness that is Her. Something like that. If I were properly mystical I could probably explain better. Ye ken the drift of my snows?” 
 
    Rhyl said, “Och aye, I get it. My wrist is tingling like nothing else.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé indicated her own eyes. Completely golden. 
 
    Storm giggled, Beeg she, lyk-ee mommee. Go. Wirr go oot therr? 
 
    Aunt Meria shrugged, almost sadly. “Yer asking me to do something that’s been taboo for over a thousand anna, nephew. Nonetheless, for Her sake … what would a true Elf now’t dare?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what She sees in ye,” Kalar agreed. 
 
    They gazed at each other for a moment and then nodded as one. Go. 
 
    Meria led the way, glissading along the autumnal foliage separating this house from its neighbour’s branch space, until they reached a short wooden bridge that led to the great central park. So unlike much of the jungle, it was an open space of waving azure-tipped grasses sprinkled with wild meadow flowers. The scents in the air were fresh and delicate, like a spring morning in a mountain meadow. Not quite what he had expected. 
 
    She glanced at Kalar. “Can ye run?” 
 
    “Never like an Elf,” said he, “but to borrow yer wisdom, kinswoman, I say that for Her … what would a true Human now’t dare?” 
 
    His Aunt smiled at Kalar. “Yer more Elf than ye think, Kalar Aryssillati.” 
 
    They ran. 
 
    Picking up his cane and tucking it beneath his arm, Kalar started off like a blundering Ouliphant, wincing with every jolt to his heavily scarred, bent knees. But then Keir heard his father make the strangest sound. What? There he went … it was a giggle, as if he were three anna old all over again. He checked his own feet. The bad one flew over the grass as if it had no need of touching the blades. From lurching, limping and languishing behind, his father suddenly seemed to find a breath of wind that belonged to him alone. Auroral Storm Diamond made her sound of trilling wonder as he picked up the pace, his thickset legs sweeping across the grass with ease, his great arms pumping and his substantial belly bouncing beneath his body armour as he left a visibly startled Aunt Meria well in his wake. 
 
    Meria could run like Shanryssill. She was quick, but this day, she could not touch Kalar’s speed, his joy, his freedom. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, she waved an arm and cried, Here they come! 
 
    Yellow-clad soldiers poured into the park from three different directions. They were highly trained soldiers of the Agazi Regiment, men and women who ran as the fleetest of Elves. They poured across the grasses in tight formation, picking up their knees and pinning back their ears to give chase. 
 
    Storm squeaked in dismay; Azuzithyalé’s face fell in despair, but Keir yelled, Eyes on the Tree! All eyes on Her alone! 
 
    The great golden robe shimmered before them. Great, sweeping boughs climbed into the heavens, layer upon layer upon layer of gold, a little darker at the top of each leaf and more white-golden below. They were dwarfed. Ants racing for the trunk of a tree. Little Rhyl’s legs could not keep up, nor could his fledgling sustain her sprinting pace across such a distance. A warning arrow plucked the grass ahead of them! Keir had not reckoned on being fired upon. If the likely manner of welcome had thus far not been clear, that quivering shaft certainly made matters plain. 
 
    Go! Go, go, go! he roared. 
 
    His father was still laughing, streaking ahead, running as he had never run before. 
 
    Keir’s eyes prickled. How beautiful? 
 
    Then, with a mighty creaking sound, the nearest branch, a full quarter-mile overhead, began to sweep down toward them. Faster and faster. A breeze blew from it, carrying with it a flurry of richly perfumed golden leaves that seemed to confuse the pursuing Elves and send their arrows astray, while the smaller group pressed on without hindrance. A gold-leaf breeze stole beneath Keir’s bare feet and ruffled Storm’s wings into an open position. Suddenly, they were running on air. Aunt Meria’s face became a picture of disbelief. Rhyl giggled cheekily. Storm soared upon a private thermal. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Gold surrounded them. Scarcely having seemed to fly, they found themselves high in the boughs of the Sacred Tree, with dozens of yellow-clad Elves scouring the grasses below, wondering where under Mauve their quarry could have disappeared to. Commander Chimrael acted especially peeved, kicking unhappily at the empty tussocks. Most pleasing. Keir checked his companions quickly. All were present, sitting upon what resembled nothing more than golden, leafy clouds at least a mile off the ground level of the central park. How had they come to be so high? Even up here, the trunk had to be over four hundred feet in diameter. They were far from the top. Very far. 
 
    They could see all of Faifarathi Elvenholme from this height. 
 
    A golden eye winked at him, pulsating its magical colours, chrysoprase green to radiant gold and back again. How excited was Azuzithyalé? 
 
    Nearby, Kalar chortled, Imagine him trying to explain this to the Elven Council? 
 
    I’m … touching Her. I’m actually – Aunt Meria squeezed her eyes in horror. Please, please, o Ancient One, forgive us. 
 
    Keir said, She invited us, Aunt. I don’t fancy you leaped a vertical mile yourself or grew wings in the last minute, say. Don’t you think? 
 
    The Council will be livid! she moaned. 
 
    THIS COUNCIL HAS FORGOTTEN WHO I AM! 
 
    The six of them startled as a figure of a woman materialised out of the golden leaves. A tree-spirit, Keir would have called her. Nay, deeper than that, was the lore he recalled, an ancient reference to an Elvish Dryad. Winds carrying the leaves seemed to swirl together all at once, creating this outline of a woman. Her power was so immense, everything that was Elven and magical within him felt electrified, as if he would start sparking at once. 
 
    I am Mariân, firstborn of the Lailan-Sarémia, She said, in a breathy voice like many leaves rushing together at once. Sap-green eyes twinkled amongst Her leaves. Welcome to My boughs, My children. To answer your question, I could force this Elven Council to My bidding, but where is the joy in loveless service? Nay. Who else saved My sister from destruction, if not thee? For nigh upon a century I have not seen a son or daughter of Santazathiar beneath My boughs, but in that time My anger toward thy kind has cooled and better reason has been restored. All it took was one devoted heart to turn thee hence, o Meriaryssill Aryssillati, My faithful one. 
 
    Aunt Meria flushed. It … was nothing. 
 
    Oh, this is very much a something, child-dearly-beloved. Very much indeed. 
 
    Reaching out a hand-like torrent of leaves, she tickled the fledgling, who was almost translucent with white-diamond brilliance, beneath the chin. Welcome, o Diamond of the Auroral Storm. How fittingly thou art named. Auroral Storm Diamond. Storm by name, storm by nature. Long has it taken me to learn that your forbearer sacrificed not once only for the Humankind – My dearest Kalar, o thou true-hearted believer, so much more Jungavaliorn than so many of My Elves who have forgotten their heritage – oh, how My sap quickened to the exultation of thy running! Ah, the rare nobility of thine heart! 
 
    Kalar flushed richly. Ma’am-most-sacred … I … well, I say! 
 
    Now was when he ran out of puff? Keir knew exactly how his Dad felt. 
 
    I digress, She said, Her expression turning grave. Santazathiar sacrificed once for the Humankind, beloved of His paw, then once more for our beloved world of Tyanthriel. We know not why He sent his Dragons and Guardians away, but now through thy actions in safeguarding My sister, we may perhaps have gained a crucial insight. Did He seek to protect us from the Reavers of the Sky-Fires? There must have been reason behind His action. Reason sound and – 
 
    Perhaps Dragon magic attracts them … uh, Keir flushed as his tongue wagged before his brain caught up, Sorry, great Lady Dryad. I, uh … 
 
    Be not afeared to speak, Keirthynal-mine-heart, who sees true where others fail to see at all, said the golden apparition, in a voice that now rang like bells. The matter of our Dryadic nature is deep Sylvan magic of which thou shalt not speak apart from to Me and Mine kin. Aye, we are Dryads indeed. The Elven notion of a Dryad, however, falls laughably short of all We are. Dryads are elemental spirits from which the very life-stream of the Elvenkind springs; without Us-who-are-seven, there would be no Elvenkind – neither My precious Jungavaliorn, who are closest in nature to My brother the majestic Yggduraldansil, nor your kind, precious daughter, o Illumiytha Elfmaiden, who have erased from all memory from whom they are sprung – AH, THEY HAVE SCORNED MY VERY NAME! 
 
    Even as the grief blasted over them, the warm wind stirred again Her leaves and they were preserved from any harm. 
 
    Rich and sweet, Azuzithyalé’s mental voice said, I wish someone would tell me something good about the Illumiytha, great Lady Dryad – not selfishly, but in such a way as I might serve thee truly and well. I … I just don’t understand. I am connected to Thee? I sense this here, but … 
 
    She touched her heart tentatively. 
 
    Beneath her words, Keir wondered if he heard her aching at the wonder of expressing herself, for only the second time in her life, without inhibition. Her tone conveyed nuances of both sorrow and joy. 
 
    His father, Rhyl and Aunt Meria all gazed at her in shock. Aye, he realised, this was the first time they had heard her rich, melodic mental voice – he himself thrilled to hear her again. How could he have forgotten how she sounded? 
 
    Child. Precious, precious, precious child. A bough caressed the girl’s cheek, unseen fingers of wind played with her titian hair, causing it to gleam in all its glory. Just as we are alike in outward colouration, so are we are kindred in spirit. The Illumiytha spring from the sap of My spirit. They are Mariân. And you are the first of My spirit to grace My boughs in one thousand, three hundred and twenty anna, fifty-three days and eleven hours, counting in your time. 
 
    That’s why you have been lonely, the girl realised aloud. 
 
    The golden spirit bowed Her head. It is so. The Illumiytha call themselves the ocean-born and so they are, but all Elvenkind share the sap of the Sacred Trees. It is … too painful to speak of now, but suffice it to say that the Illumiytha became enamoured of themselves to the degree that when they discovered the realm of Gilded Light, the world of Yæluthiel, they drove out before them those who dwelled there before and made it their own. Then, they cut ties with all they regarded as inferior. We have not spoken since. I grieve at what they have become – not all is for evil, yet evil will ever blind one to its true purposes, masquerading as good and darkness, as light. 
 
    Yet the Illumiytha are only misguided, a people lost upon a long and weary way. Even I cannot see the future, but I imagine and hope, that the purpose behind your coming here to Tyanthriel must be that you are destined to remind your people of who they truly are. That inside of them, is a seed of true goodness. You must believe this is true and make it true. 
 
    Plainly shocked, the Elfmaiden stammered, But how would I do such a thing? I am – I was – a slave. She touched the golden torc at her neck. I still wear this. I am nothing. Less than nothing. 
 
    Is that so? The wind teased her hair, wreathing her slender body in golden leaves. Where you see a slave, I see a young woman of queenly bearing. Where you see uncertainty, I see one who is deeply loved. Don’t let the foul things of this world constrain who you are, Azuzithyalé-my-verimost-soul. Whenever you feel small, remember that the sap of a small Mariân runs in you. I too was once a seed, a tiny kernel of potential. Even I did not know what I might become. 
 
    Keir inhaled sharply. Such gentle yet inescapable wisdom! The Mariân was in every way more incredible than he had ever imagined. Not only a tree. A living being, a godlike entity despite that Elves worshipped no gods; yet She was warm and caring toward the little ones who tarried amongst Her leaves, despite being utterly mind-boggling in every aspect. 
 
    How would Azuzithyalé respond to this mighty charge? 
 
    The girl placed her right hand over her heart. I will serve. You shall have my very best, my all. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Mariân bowed. This already I know. You articulate the very reason why I called you to Me, precious child. Sometimes, we all – even the Dryads of the Sacred Trees – need a reminder of who We are and why We exist. 
 
    She smiled around at them all. I would hear from you, each one. Tell me of thy world, o wingéd beauty and tell Me of how you flung yourself into the abyss for the o’erwhelming flood of a love most luminous, o My Keirthynal. But first, let Me mention one who will not put herself forward, though her heart burns within her; one who thinks herself less than any, but in her flesh holds a Seed, the seed of My mother, Lailan-Sarémia; so she is mother to my Mother and holds most crucially, in her hand, the future of all Elvenkind. She is incomparable among the Elven – 
 
    Rhyl fainted slowly, almost reluctantly, into a soft bed of golden leaves. 
 
    The entirety of the Mariân chuckled in disbelief, regarding the prone Elfmaiden in surprise and amusement. I’m sorry, was it something I said? 
 
    Keir held up his fingers, the tiniest pinch apart. Just a little … uh, Your Majesty? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With a swish and a parting swirl of leaf-laughter, the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar deposited her visitors right outside the entrance tree to the Sylvan University. Keir had to admit, he was a little irked that She chose not to summarily branch-slap the Elven Council into compliance, but even he knew the Elven heart for a complex beast. She was right. One option was to awe or browbeat everyone into obedience, but that defeated the journey of discovery and would lead to hearts becoming bitter and sour, full of resentment. Elves – perhaps more so than Humans, which was saying something – did not respond well to being forced into anything. 
 
    That left an interesting challenge ahead. 
 
    The guards did a double-take. What the … where did you … 
 
    Kalar bowed fluidly. We five wish to apply to the Sylvan University as temporary residential students, in the fields of, ah …  
 
    Drag … um … Dragonology? Keir suggested. 
 
    Sacred Tree magic, Rhyl said firmly. 
 
    Miss-chuff, Storm put in, sounding extremely chuffed with her effort. 
 
    Sounds about right to me, his Dad put in wryly. Could you kindly direct us to the Administrative tree, please? We’d like to make our applications official. 
 
    The first soldier could not produce an intelligible word. 
 
    The second, clearly in danger of straining an eyeball, spluttered, Including the, ah … 
 
    Dragoness, said Keir. 
 
    By the Sacred Tree, it is a Dragon! the first choked out. 
 
    The second soldier said, This is highly irregular, Kalar Aryssillati, do you understand? The Elven Council … well, I will need to speak with my superiors – 
 
    Kalar bowed again. I’m sure the Administration will give us short shrift if there is any irregularity to be found in our request, my good man. I am also quite certain the Elven Council will know exactly where we are within about five minutes of this conversation. So, if we could kindly proceed with our registrations? 
 
    Very good, said the first soldier, with a smart salute. Follow me, your Draconic Majesty. 
 
    Well. That was one way to make Storm strut her stuff. 
 
    If she popped with pride, would that scatter diamond dust everywhere? The four-pawed scoundrel promptly wound herself between his legs, tripping him up. 
 
    Rascal, he snorted. 
 
    Keee-irr iss rrss-ll. 
 
    Approximately two minutes later, the rascaliness hit its full stride as the entire University Administration tree – a very large tree full of exceedingly officious Elves – was thrown into an uproar the likes of which had not been seen in a hundred anna. What a kerfuffle! Rule books were rudely ripped from their dusty archive shelves for consultation. Ancient scrolls were perused. Conflicting opinions were advanced and robustly debated with the enthusiasm, attention to detail and mortal insults of the most dedicated academicians. Full names and Clan affiliations were checked, hands waved and sleeves yanked with irritable hisses. 
 
    They noted each applicant’s age, but these were no barrier, it appeared. Azuzithyalé had to place herself under Aryssillati Clan authority since, although they had most positively heard of Illumiytha Elvenkind – these Elves knew their histories and Santazathiar help anyone who dared to hint otherwise – no official category existed into which she could be slotted without provoking some sort of ghastly bloodbath of officialdom. 
 
    Indeed, one extremely short and self-important Elf announced, gazing at everyone over his wire-rimmed spectacles, ‘Dragon’ was most indisputably a valid category of student; it had simply not seen use in the last – surprise, surprise – eighty-four anna. There. That solved nearly everything. 
 
    Except that Commander Chimrael chose this very moment to arrive with bloodletting of a rather different sort in mind. The jointing of his nose was having a rather bad week, Kalar commented aside to his son, who nearly wet himself laughing. The Dean of the University also arrived post-haste, having been alerted perhaps by the tree-quakes produced by all this bureaucratic wrangling. A very, very stiff standoff developed. Chimrael stood by his orders. The Dean, who was an Elven matron of certain anna and also most certain about everything pertaining to her domain, politely suggested that since she was a member of the Elven Council, Chimrael could allow her to make decisions in keeping with her domain; and since she had students who had started the application process, she would be treating them in accordance with the protocols of Elven law; and if he did not like said protocols, she had an entire faculty of Elven lawyers at her disposal who would readily appraise him of the relevant legal codicils and statutes. Ad nauseum. 
 
    Needless to say, that was threat sufficient to give any sane Elf pause. 
 
    Not the good Commander. 
 
    He demanded to know how they had escaped him at the Sacred Tree and where exactly they had been hiding since. They must have done something illegal! 
 
    Aunt Meria said, I remember running very fast, don’t you, Commander Kalar? 
 
    Very fast, he agreed, smiling fondly at the memory. Then, I recall becoming embroiled in a strange storm of golden leaves. 
 
    Aye, following which, the Agazi soldiers ended up combing blindly through the grass, right? 
 
    Right, Meria. In a blink we were here, in front of the University entrance tree, Kalar agreed. The guards will swear the same, I believe. We just appeared from nowhere. Isn’t that so, Commander Chimrael? You checked with them, didn’t you? 
 
    He gritted his teeth audibly. Yes. 
 
    Dad said, I’m glad of the confirmation, since that’s exactly what happened. 
 
    Keir did not trust himself to utter a word at this point, but he knew he was going to find somewhere private to cry with laughter later. The Commander’s expression was priceless. 
 
    Do you expect me to believe this load of Ogre-droppings? Chimrael snarled. 
 
    I believe it must have been Sacred Tree magic, Uncle-most-honoured, Rhyl said in a small yet somehow, incredibly wicked voice. Perhaps the honoured Commander Chimrael was blinded by the indescribable majesty of the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar? 
 
    What? he snapped. 
 
    You know, sir, there’s a legend that people who look at Her leaves for too long can become hypnotised? 
 
    Chimrael favoured this with a barked curse. 
 
    Thankfully, Rhyl was smart enough to know when she had pushed the Commander far enough. She shut her mouth with a demurely lowered gaze. Indeed, she and Azuzithyalé examined their toes with identical maidenly decorum, which he was quite, quite certain, hid a mutual urge to scream with glee at Chimrael’s quivering outrage. 
 
    Since the Dean was present and registration was clearly in process, the Commander was forced to look on and quietly chew upon his own liver, in a manner of speaking, as the Sylvan University duly took registration details for the five new students. Thank Santazathiar himself for the inviolable neutrality of the University premises and for Great-Uncle Garbanyal’s foresight in determining this as the best course of action. The Council should not be able to place them in some form of protective custody – not without some serious wrangling. For the time being, they could study and make use of the University’s resources. The Clan-neutral nature of their chosen residence would be greeted with quiet relief by many. 
 
    A powerful statement indeed. 
 
    Yet Keir knew that from the perspective of the most powerful Elven Clans, this would most assuredly be treated as an open declaration of war. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kalar closed the door of their chambers behind him with a sigh. “Well, that was an epic lecture. Apparently I have quite the reputation in the Arabaxa Jungles.” 
 
    “Hungry, anyone?” Keir asked brightly. 
 
    “Sit,” his father rapped. 
 
    Even Storm sat with a faint chirrup of surprise. 
 
    Eying his charges with the kind of baleful look Keir imagined usually had his soldiers sweating in sub-zero Amarinthian temperatures – it was nothing if not effective when employed on family, too – he growled, “So, here’s the sap of the jungle gossip. I am charged with keeping ye all in check, in exchange for which, the University will protect our inviolable status under Elven law. So far, so good. But someone around here registered herself for a study of the subject of mischief. Who might that have been, I wonder?” 
 
    The fledgling put on a fake innocent expression, one which Keir knew he used. Oh dear. Apparently, she learned all too well by mimicry. 
 
    Time to clean up his act. 
 
    “Och aye, the scaly rascal! Apparently the Registrar thought ye might be serious, as in, yer studying for some form of performance arts or drama.” Kalar glowered at her. “Please, for all of our sakes, limit yer mischief-making to Keir’s boots!” 
 
    “Dad, I dinnae bring any boots, this being the jungle and –” 
 
    “That’s my point! There will be nae sly munching of books or scrolls, not students’ clothing or personal effects, there will be nae flying in the corridors, libraries or study halls, ye will keep yer muzzle out of the kitchens unless ye have my express permission and there will be nae general rampaging, clawing up the furniture or disrespecting the faculty or staff. Ye will behave with decorum at all times. Do I make myself clear, young lady?” 
 
    Storm’s eyes had grown round. Yrrs, sirrr. 
 
    Keir smothered a grin. 
 
    “Azuzithyalé!” Poor girl, she did not see this coming. She nearly leaped into her boyfriend’s lap at his bark, but unfortunately came up a little short. He caught her before she fell. “One does now’t freak out the staff by walking about like yer planning to start a private war. Yer general air of intense savagery – aye, that’s a direct quote – has been noted. Piece of fatherly advice? A few discreet blades never go amiss, especially since yer a lady. Ye too, Miss hypnotic effects of the Sacred Tree. Commander Chimrael dinnae take kindly to yer cheek. Aye, funny it was, but ye and I have baited that man enough. He has a memory like an Ouliphant.” 
 
    The Commander gave them all Baleful Glare number Eleven, one that carried a sledgehammer’s worth of weight. 
 
    His four young charges made sure to look extra dutiful and attentive. 
 
    “On that note, I want ye youngsters to go nae place – and I mean now’t even to the ladies’ room – without backup. Hear me? Some Clans are considerably less honourable than others. I’m talking to ye, Mister far too Independent; the one who keeps giving his father grey hairs. I’m watching. Eyes like a Dragon.” 
 
    “Aye, Dad. I hear ye.” 
 
    “I have been summoned to the Elven Council first thing in the morn to make full report. Sounds like they might be saving ye two for after lunch, Keir and Auroral Storm Diamond. Or maybe they’ll just lunch on yer bones. Och aye, the Dean informs me they have some very definite ideas about what a Dragon Guardian and his Dragon ought to be doing with their infinitely precious time. Apparently, that does now’t include any actual thinking for yerselves. Ye will limit all cheek and sassiness, nae matter how much they provoke ye, AM I HEARD?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Dad.” 
 
    “Storm?” 
 
    Yrrs, sirrr. This time, her manner held no hint of cheek. 
 
    “Good.” Kalar rubbed his hands together cheerfully. “Welcome to the Sylvan University, my fellow students. Let’s go raid the canteen and see which Clan wants to be the first to try to cause trouble. Storm, yer food’s on the house, I am told, as a gesture of honour to Santazathiar.” 
 
    Mrrr frrd! Storm quipped, licking her chops extravagantly. 
 
    That was worth an eye-roll. Keir groaned, “They have nae idea, do they?” 
 
    Rhyl chuckled, “I dinnae ken who is planning to get the most education out of this venture – us, or the University?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: Clan Plan 
 
      
 
    ONE WAY OF STILLING a large roomful of Elves was to be the tallest Elf by a head or so. A better way was to saunter in in the company of a glowing Dragoness. A third effective method was to carry four platters of assorted meats back to a table, just for Storm. Sitting bolt upright on her bench, she rubbed her stomach exactly like somebody’s father was wont to do and pronounced, Hunn-gree! 
 
    There had been whispers like a low wind before. Now they became a minor storm. 
 
    Lowering his voice, Kalar said, This seems a good opportunity. There are youngsters from many, many Clans here. They will be wary of showing the lay of their Clans’ branches while under the scrutiny of others. Azuzithyalé, please eat something. 
 
    ‘Too many eyes,’ she signed. 
 
    He sighed. Girl, you are slight enough without – what’s the matter? 
 
    She leaned forward, hiding her face. After a moment, Keir slid his hand beneath the table to find hers and wrote there, ‘What troubles you, my heart? You know your letters. Do you feel as if you don’t belong here?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t! It might sound stupid, but … a boy in the queue called me, “dumb slave.” They know. They know my history, Keir. Is it something about how I look? How I act? How do they know?’ 
 
    ‘I … can’t imagine. Unless our actions as Aryssillati are under question – I’ll be honest with you, calling someone a slave is a serious insult in Elven culture.’ 
 
    After Keir explained in an undertone, his father scratched his beard. “I wonder if they dinnae mean to insult all Aryssillati rather than ye personally, Azuzithyalé – essentially, they are saying that by taking in former slaves, we ourselves are like slaves? Tainted in the same way, I mean. ’Tis a common Elven belief that slavery debases the person, leaving them forever a lesser creature. That is meant to be the reason the Elven Council abolished slavery in the first instance.” 
 
    She signed, ‘Sorry if I overreacted. I’m just … shaken inside.’ 
 
    “More than understandable,” Keir reassured her. 
 
    Rhyl said, “Ye belong. Here. Try some of the pepper pie. It’s a blast, literally. So spicy – yum!” 
 
    Kalar grinned, “That’s sure to clear the sinuses, lass. Ye want to see a grown man cry like a baby? Nae, nae, I’m now’t touching that. I’m Human. Nae chance I’m eating urianti fire-peppers – what is that sass and eye-rolling over there, young lady?” 
 
    His second cousin tried and failed to smother a grin. “Aye, Uncle. Anything ye say, Uncle.” 
 
    His brown eyes twinkled. “That’s better.” 
 
    Meantime, an Elfmaiden had approached Storm at her end of the table, greeting her in Santazathiar’s name. The fledgling started playing up as usual, batting her eyes and glowing extra just for her admirers. He watched suspiciously, but soon decided it was harmless. Less harmless was a contingent of white-robed Elves who struck up a conversation with his father – they wore the black jaguar crest of the powerful Clan Garyllati, he recalled from his early jungle training – and they offered to purchase her! 
 
    Kalar laughed them off politely. 
 
    They exchanged a few more words before he said, in that quiet way that nonetheless communicated authority, Dragons are free creatures of Santazathiar’s paw, like you or me, lad. You do not purchase a Dragon. You do not own one. They choose you, or they do not. With all respect, please inform your Clan Elders that this Dragoness is not and never will be for sale. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw someone offer Storm what appeared to be a sweet from his pocket. Storm, careful. 
 
    She glanced up. Tasss-ty, Keee-irr. 
 
    It could be anything. 
 
    This was stressful. She was only young and gullible; before he could retract the thought, she sensed what he was thinking and her jaw stiffened in anger. Plucking up the sweet, she popped it into her mouth and thanked the girl who had offered it. She dimpled sweetly and dared to stroke Storm’s neck. 
 
    Keir could not even look at her, he was so angry. 
 
    So afraid. 
 
    Oh, here comes trouble, his father whispered. Clan Byralliati. Snooty rich boys. 
 
    And then some. This Clan, easily identified by a pale white mystic crest upon a field of deep blue, were one of the oldest and richest and regarded themselves as superior to any other. They were led by young Lord Narthanyal, a notorious busybody and party Elf, who wore jewels from the points of his fabulous boots all the rest of the way up his ridiculous outfit. He and his retinue of toadies and sycophants waded through the growing crowd to Storm’s end of the table. People were quick to leap out of his path. Evidently, they knew a thing or two about this young man. 
 
    Gazing down his patrician nose in an effort to make everyone at their table feel like scruffy-kneed peasants, he sniffed, What do you call the beast, then? Does it have a name? 
 
    Keir said, Lord Narthanyal, may I present Auroral Storm Diamond, the Dragoness? 
 
    What a stupid name, the girl clinging to his right elbow tittered. 
 
    She wore the most expensive Elven darantímis silks and could have been beautiful save for the spoiled expression twisting her pouting lips. 
 
    Address me with respect, you ignorant Aryssillati peon! You know my name but omit the honorific due my station, Lord Narthanyal snapped. Am I to understand it’s a real Dragon? Poor thing, having to suffer the indignity of being stolen from the egg by a Clan of petty thieves, half-cast slaves and bearded barbarians. Oh well, we’ll be changing that soon enough. 
 
    Kalar acted utterly unperturbed. How he did it, Keir had no idea, but he gave the impression he had smelled a jungle zephyr and not a prancing rat. 
 
    Looking down his nose at the fledgling, the Lord said, Not much to it apart from the appetite, is there? 
 
    His posse chortled on cue. 
 
    Fancy dragging this creature around the University as if it could actually learn something. Dumb Dragon. 
 
    Dummm Ellff, Storm trilled back, producing a decent eye-roll. Performed with the fires of her eyes, that was quite the effect. 
 
    Keir half-rose to intervene, but the Elf Lord snapped, Stupid beast, I will teach you respect at the end of my whip! 
 
    The fledgling’s eyes gleamed white with anger. Ssst-oo-pid rish boyee. 
 
    Straight from his father. Keir could have kicked himself, kicked Dad, kicked anything at all. He knew they had little chance of not insulting this influential Elf Lord, but such a direct affront was not at all what they had sought. His heart smashed into the base of his throat. 
 
    Sitting upright on her bench, Storm’s eyes were only a little lower than Narthanyal’s. She met his gaze unflinchingly, eyes slightly narrowed and lips beginning to curl back from her fangs. 
 
    The Elf Lord gathered himself with a hiss of displeasure. You can expect to be in my possession by noon tomorrow, Dragoness. After all, the Elven Council will not leave the upbringing and training of a Dragon to a bunch of poor peasant farmers, if they know what is good for Elfdom. Clenching his jewelled fingers into a fist, he said, A Dragoness must be taught who her master is. She should be starved, not fed like a pig; beaten, not cosseted like a pretty girl. We will mould you into a weapon of war. That is your destiny. You are only a very little Dragon. Now, you may start by making your first homage to your new master. Kiss my fingers. 
 
    Keir caught his breath. One way to lose said fingers. No, Storm! 
 
    Coiling, she struck like a snake. His life flashed before him. Elf Lord loses hand to uncontrollable Dragon. Aye, that would seal the Council’s decision in a flash. In a fraction of a breath, her lips peeled back in a draconic smile. Her fangs – studded with jewels! He shivered – how? What – oh, Santazathiar’s oath! She had snipped the four rich, large jewels right out of their settings upon his rings! 
 
    Mwaa-haa-haa, her laughter echoed in his mind. Oh, smart move. He could not suppress a warm gush of appreciation at her misbehaviour. 
 
    Slit of eye and arch of demeanour, she tossed them down her gullet. 
 
    Lord Narthanyal’s hand froze mid-air. 
 
    Moving to her side, Keir put a hand upon her head and scratched her behind the ears. Good girl. Those were tasty gems, weren’t they? 
 
    Keee-irr, she purred happily, winding her tail around his legs. 
 
    I do apologise, my Lord-most-honoured, he added, with a vaguely deferential bow. You see, Storm is a Diamond Dragon. She eats gemstones like you or I would eat a snack. She must have assumed you were offering her a delicious treat. We thank you for your generosity. 
 
    He could not have described the light that entered the Elf Lord’s eyes just then. It was something dangerous, perhaps, even poisonous. A kind of jealous desire that spoke of nothing more than his base craving to possess this beast, to crush her spirit, tame her and make her his. Keir had never understood people who thought they could have anything they wanted, but perhaps since this fellow had never known any differently, he took it as his right? Storm would just be a bauble to him – a toy, a trophy, a weapon. 
 
    Hatred laid siege to Keir’s soul. 
 
    Just now a new voice intruded, this one perfect in elocution and studied in cadence. Lord Narthanyal-most-honoured, how very brazen you are. 
 
    Lady Zanurryssill Janallati-most honoured, said he, his tone not exactly friendly. 
 
    Another great Clan, Keir realised. The Crag Wyverns circled the prize in increasing numbers. 
 
    This girl was richly dressed too, but in a style far less garish than the Byralliati Lord. She made her riches look effortless and elegant. The Lady had curling hair of dark silver, almost the colour and lustre of mercury, and large eyes of the same colouration in an elfin face, which gave her an air of mystery. 
 
    Brushing past his father, she came to stand alongside him – a head and a half smaller – and placed her hand upon his arm in a familiar, very tactile Elven gesture. No need for brute force, my Lord Narthanyal, she purred, smiling at Storm. This beauty is to be celebrated. When last did a Dragoness grace the sylvan halls of the Arabaxa Jungles and when last, such a mighty Dragon Guardian? 
 
    Keir flushed a little despite himself, for she laid a slight, flirtatious stress upon the word ‘mighty.’ 
 
    He did not dare glance at Azuzithyalé. 
 
    With a respectful bow, he said, Thank you, Lady Zanurryssill. May I present Auroral Storm Diamond, the Dragoness? Storm, this is my Lady of the Janallati Clan, who are justly famed for the peerless silks they produce in their spider farms. 
 
    Layy-dee, the fledgling fluted courteously, dipping her muzzle. 
 
    Keir noticed a flash in her eye. Dragons knew about jealousy. In a most feminine way, she had just warned the Lady to stay away from her Guardian. Azuzithyalé would kill him, but he had no clue how to extract himself from that delicate hand and deliberate proximity without seeming rude. Father had been clear – the Aryssillati need allies, not enemies. Lord Narthanyal was already clearly on the wrong side. He must tread lightly here for fear of aggravating this powerful Elven Lady, too. 
 
    Reaching out, Zanurryssill let Storm sniff and approve of her hand before she scratched her behind the ears. She said, What you fail to realise, my Lord, is that this is a lady. There is intelligence and wit in her eyes. She is an aristocrat and Dragon royalty, not some creeping jungle beast slavering over a joint of raw meat. It seems some Elves have forgotten how to honour the memory of Santazathiar the Wise. 
 
    Silken words, my Lady, but ultimately futile, said he, taking the chance to depart with some appearance of dignity. 
 
    You are called Keirthynal Aryssillati? the Lady asked aside. 
 
    Aye, my Lady. 
 
    Good, said she. I pray the wisdom of Santazathiar guard your tongue in the Council meeting tomorrow. Perhaps we can talk … another time. 
 
    We are at your service, my Lady. 
 
    She too departed with sweet smiles for Rhyl and Azuzithyalé. Smiles they might be, but in the female world Keir understood this to be prelude to combat. 
 
    As subtle and beguiling as her perfume. 
 
    He knew he was in trouble. It only remained to be seen how deep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    His girlfriend did not kill him during the night. He survived until morning. It was only after breakfast, as they took an early unarmed combat class with an Elven Weapons Master, that he discovered the true measure of her fury. They were placed with the advanced students, which pleased him, but she was not trying to spar any of their heads off. Only his. He had improved considerably over the last month or so, but he was not good enough to keep a focussed, furious, fanatical Azuzithyalé at bay. 
 
    “Oof!” he went down for the fourth time, clutching his mouth. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” cried the Master, speaking Human because he had three Human students whose Elven was not yet developed enough to follow his instructions. “Ye – girl! Are ye deaf?” 
 
    ‘No, Master,’ she signed. 
 
    “Then what d’ye have against this young man, may I ask? Lovers’ tiff?” 
 
    She flushed richly. Her fingers stuttered, ‘A-Aye …’ 
 
    Keir joined her in turning various colours of the hotter end of the rainbow spectrum. “Eh …” he spluttered, trying to smooth his spiky hair. Up it sprang, misbehaving again. Storm’s snicker from the sidelines did not exactly help matters. “It’s all my fault, Master.” 
 
    “I dinnae care whose fault it is!” he snapped. “I care that when a student displays mastery – and ye are a master, girl, despite yer tender age and whether ye think it or now’t – ye learn that true mastery is to ken when to show restraint, even mercy. This is nae any path that honours the Elven spirits. This is sparring, now’t killing! Even if he deserves it …” 
 
    Noting Rhyl’s raised hand, he turned. “Question?” 
 
    Rhyl bowed formally. “Master, is this warrior’s anger not justified?” 
 
    What? Traitor! 
 
    “Very good,” he nodded. “Class, whoever has wisdom, let him or her offer it.” 
 
    One of the male students raised his hand. When prompted, he said, “Many kinds of anger are just. But to the Elven warrior, anger is a two-sided weapon. Properly harnessed, it can fuel a warrior’s strength and skills to unimagined heights, but if it blinds the warrior, then it is worse than useless.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Returning to Azuzithyalé, he said, “By that, I dinnae mean ye get to rearrange yer boyfriend’s teeth with finesse, mind.” 
 
    The class chuckled, including her. 
 
    “Chin up, Elven warrior. I find yer rage, yer passion and yer concentration, most admirable! I wish all these students could summon up the same, for these are marks of a true warrior spirit – but so is control. To learn the discipline of control is a lifelong task for any Elf who follows the way of the warrior. Good.” He clapped his hands sharply. “Class, kneel! We will finish today’s lesson with a breathing exercise. Because when some people fight one another, they seem to forget how to breathe.” 
 
    He winked at Keir. “That’s ye, lad.” 
 
    “Aye, Weapons Master.” 
 
    Oof, in a humorous way. He glanced over at Azuzithyalé, but she had disappeared into her reserved, downcast space. She hated being singled out in public, even if he felt the Weapons Master had handled it adroitly. Later. What had Rhyl been playing at? Or … was she mad at him as well? As if he had any choice in the matter! Could he have managed the situation better? Maybe, but he had no idea how. 
 
    Call him Keir the Steamed-Up Stooge. 
 
    On that note, he needed to teach Storm why calling people ‘dumb’ was – well, dumb. Azuzithyalé had been called dumb all her life, yet almost never in reference to her physical challenges. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The campus was an unusual but striking arrangement of halls and teaching spaces created to meld the indoors with the outdoors. A lecture hall might be a grove of trees and a library, a structure woven of living, flowering branches whose natural oils and aromas were proven to preserve manuscripts, books and scrolls. The study spaces ranged from cosy notches among the branches to private groves, pretty landscaped ponds and hammocks where a student might take her leisure whilst contemplating the philosophy of the elder Elven scholars or the deep questions of existence. The Great Dell provided a pink blossom-lined hollow some four hundred feet deep, around which Elves gathered in the boughs to watch a performance of aerial acrobatics, drama or Rhyl’s skill of weaving stories from fire, chemical powders and magic. She had signed up for several advanced classes. 
 
    Deeper down, for the Sylvan University occupied a three-dimensional space among the jungle giants – so different to the layout of Human dwellings – there were laboratories, storage and shielded chambers for the study of more dangerous magical arts – and, it was whispered, the dark arts. Way up in the boughs above the University, the somewhat separate High Campus had been created for the study of astronomy, physics and the sciences. 
 
    Students came from all over the Jungles and even farther abroad, to study here. 
 
    They had already met a delegation of Northern Tundra Elves last evening. So pale-skinned and tall, as far as Elves went! Keir wondered if they were Jungavaliorn like him; they laughed in their musical, exotic accents and promised to find out by sending messages to their kindred in search of skis for their Human brothers and sisters. Their sunny personalities seemed completely at odds with the frigid environment which they so preferred. All wore light hooded cloaks against sunburn. 
 
    Just now, as they strolled up to the Library main reception in search of advice on how to find out more about Dragons, a warm hand stole into his. Azuzithyalé stood on her tiptoes to brush the split, bruised corner of his mouth with her lips. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I was being totally stupid,’ she signed. 
 
    “Me too. Forgiven. I … just dinnae ken what to do with that … girl.” 
 
    ‘She’s everything I’m not.’ 
 
    That was a Sign language sigh and then some. Knowing she meant rich, powerful and confident, he opted to joke, “Really short, d’ye mean?” 
 
    Azuzithyalé chuckled and then tapped his arm excitedly. Following the motion of her hand, Keir first gaped, then blurted out, “Holy Santazathiar! I guess those would be Giants?” 
 
    Her hand swept upward. 
 
    “Och aye!” he spluttered feelingly. “Speaking of feeling really short …” 
 
    Five Giants, two boys and three girls, played a boisterous ball game on a nearby strip of grass. When a Giant did something boisterously, that was saying something. Local earthquakes. Deafening hoots of laughter. Booming voices. Great flashing smiles in their dark, friendly faces. No-one went near them for fear of a nasty accident, because … well, these must be full-blood Giants, he guessed. The tallest lad had to be easily double Ja’axu’s height, while the girl who had just shoulder-charged him off the ball with a smack like a Silverback Gorilla beating its chest – at best guess, she would make three and a half of Rhyl and many times her weight. They all wore smart black sleeveless tunics and heavy fur-lined boots tucked into baggy leather trousers. A stylised Mauve sun stood emblazoned on their black leather skullcaps. 
 
    Freaking huge! 
 
    Naturally, Storm made a beeline for trouble. 
 
    “Er, let’s be careful here, darling,” he called, trotting after. 
 
    “Hoo, the Dragon!” roared the tallest lad, catching the ball in order to halt the game. 
 
    GRAABOOM!! 
 
    Two of his companions promptly body-slammed him onto the ground, creating a visible dent in the turf. The Giants all rolled about whooping as if this was the funniest thing ever. The great lad rolled over several times more, until he came face to face with Storm. She scrambled to a halt with a high-pitched squeak. Flabbergasted! 
 
    AH-RUMBA DÛM-SUA ZATRIÛN BARÛX!! he roared in Giantish. 
 
    The fledgling plopped back onto her haunches in shock, ears flattened against her skull and wings flaring in alarm. 
 
    The lad grinned, “Sorry, lass, but it seemed an ancient Giantish blessing in Santazathiar’s name was the appropriate response to the pure delight of meeting ye. ‘Zatriûn’ is the mighty Dragon Lord’s name in our tongue. Welcome, fierce little rainbow Dragoness. Welcome to Tyanbran. All honour be to thy glorious sire!” 
 
    Thumping up – Keir was hard-put to stand his ground – his four companions pounded their chests and roared in concert: 
 
    ALLA-RUMBA DÛM-SUA ZATRIÛN BARÛX!! 
 
    He had the impression they rather enjoyed scaring the socks off the smaller peoples of Tyanbran, and their Dragons too. 
 
    Storm clearly agreed, because she pulled out her best Dragon roar: Grroooarggh!! 
 
    The Giants slapped their knees in delight, crying, “Well said!” “Thou fierce beauty!” “Doth the very voice of Santazathiar now’t grace this morn?” 
 
    The dragonet made a nonplussed flutter of her wings and preened anxiously. She checked that her Guardian was standing his ground and not fleeing through the treetops in a mad panic. Not fleeing, but his heart had just tried to bolt clean out of his chest and now wobbled about as if uncertain what it was still doing in its proper place. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar, he had never imagined that Giants would be anything like this! 
 
    One of the girls turned to him. Kneeling, she mimed a punch toward his chest in a common Giantish greeting Ja’axu had once taught him. Her clenched fist was as wide as his ribcage. “This is yer Guardian, little diamond? Welcome, mighty Guardian!” 
 
    Her dark eyes twinkled with good humour, inviting him to see the joke. 
 
    Aye, mighty little Guardian, eh? Definitely worth a chuckle or three. She was sixteen feet tall if she was an inch. Alright. He was not wrestling any of these Giants in a hurry. Best foot forward, lad. 
 
    Stepping right up to the prone Giant, he punched his shoulder with all his strength, smacked his fist against his chest so hard it hurt and bellowed in his best Giantish, Arad-sûm Alaabor-î! 
 
    Not a bad effort. 
 
    Pitiful compared to their tree-shaking exertions, but he was most pleased when the Giants gave him such a booming chorus of unreserved approval that every student for a quarter-mile about glanced up in surprise. Irate faculty leaned out of windows or clambering up branches, complaining about the disturbance to their classes and studies. 
 
    Keir realised that the Giant lying down had done so deliberately, because even in that position, when he propped his head up on one crooked arm, he still exceeded the eye level of a very tall Elf. That was a lot of person to be dealing with, given as Giants were not exactly slender sticks either. They were burly and muscular, built much along the same lines as his father, but had to outweigh him by several tonnes, he imagined. 
 
    He introduced his companions. How curious they were to meet Azuzithyalé, how disappointed to learn she had no clear memory of her past. 
 
    The Giants presented themselves as a group of young scholars and one musician hailing from the To’olîng and Harkûn Darûz. Each Clan claimed one habitable Darûz, they explained; these numbered a mere twenty-one. The tallest Giant was Ha’abor To’olîng, married to the cutest Giantess, he claimed, who had wildly curly nut-brown hair and a sweet smile. She was a talented harpist, named Chîunzi Harkûn. Chîunzi’s brother Lo’abu was engaged to Rili’ûna Harkûn. They were both avid historians who wore their coal-black hair fashionably long and loose. He noticed that their cheekbones and foreheads had been tattooed – nay, scarified – with matching patterns. Lo’abu also had scarification designs upon his chunky biceps. He must work out every day, Keir assumed, wondering absently what he used for exercise. Boulders? Whole trees? 
 
    The other To’olîng girl was Ha’abor’s little sister Bara’ûnzi, who was in the medical field studying prosthetics design. Little, referring to a Giant-petite fifteen feet tall and six feet wide. 
 
    “Plenty of Serpentine Dragons specialise in nipping off an arm or a foot,” she said cheerfully. “Lo’abu, show them yer right hand. Ye see? These two fingers are a prototype I’m working on, trying to get them to move and function using the residual muscles and tendons in the hand.” 
 
    Lo’abu showed them a slow curl of his first and second fingers. “It’s going well.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s clever,” said Rhyl, naturally interested as a healer. “I’d guess – if I may offer a suggestion – I would have seated this clip closer to the tendon end here and used a sliding joint rather than a straightforward hinge. That would allow the tendon-stub a greater range of communicative motion.” 
 
    Bara’ûnzi hooted, OO-LA- DÛM! 
 
    That almost knocked the Elfmaiden onto her behind. 
 
    “Sorry,” said the Giantess, righting her with startling speed, given her size. “Ye and I must talk, little Rhyl.” 
 
    Keir stifled a laugh. Only a Giantess could get away with speaking to his cousin like that. 
 
    Rhyl punched his shoulder. “I believe Giants greet like this.” 
 
    “Little Rhyl.” 
 
    That earned him another buffet and an irritated hiss. The Giants found this interaction most entertaining. 
 
    Meantime, Ha’abor stretched out one huge hand to stroke Storm’s flank. His hand was longer than Rhyl’s entire arm! “Ye are a rare beauty indeed. May these little paws grow into great ones. Friends, our elders remember a time when the Giants of the Darûz-anêd-Mykûn also rode upon the greatest of Dragons. The Giantkind speak longingly of the past. Our great citadel of Barûd-dûm-Layura was the hub of Dragon Guardian lore in the East, a place where many a young Giant longed to serve and find glory. But those days are long gone.” 
 
    Now, he reached a little farther, nudging Azuzithyalé very gently closer to Keir. One shaggy eyebrow wagged in their direction. “Ye should take yer ladies there, Dragon Guardian Keir. Giants respect the Dragonkind – most Giants, I should concede – as few others do. There might still be lore and memories left where all else has been erased. There, ye can learn much about yer winged beauty. Two, on the matter of yer silent beauty of hair like flame. Our Giantish healers ken more of the body than any other race. If there is ow’t to be done for yer lost speech, o Azuzithyalé, then I believe it is there that ye may find answers.” 
 
    ‘Thank you kindly,’ she signed. 
 
    Now, he leaned forward with a conspiratorial air. “We Giants see far. I am an astronomer. Yesterday, I happened to be taking a break upon the Observatory platform when I saw six little birds perched in a very special tree.” Huge wink. “I wanted to ask ye about that. Did ye ken we Giants have our own Sacred Tree, one of the original seven? Few Elves there are who ken this truth. And we are called the Garboylioran, the people born of the canyon winds.” 
 
    Suddenly dry of mouth, Keir said, “We should … speak.” 
 
    “Good!” Ha’abor boomed. “But now’t out here. Let’s take Elven tea together in a grove I ken well.” 
 
    Patting Storm upon the shoulder, Keir said, “Sounds like more fun than a library trip, eh, girl? Ye game to take tea with these Giants?” 
 
    Tea? Uck-uck-uck. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: The Elven Council 
 
      
 
    THE ELVEN COUNCIL MET at the Halls of Elhæ-ihuiel, named for the famous water feature this particular willow tree produced. Elhæ-ihuiel was an archaic Elven word for an arboreal water pump. The tree literally pumped tens of thousands of cubic feet of water up from its root system into the heights every day. From there, it dispersed as mists from the upper boughs and waterfalls from the middle layers. The long, delicate streamers of leaves were a vibrant spring green. 
 
    Walking up to the misty, rainbow-shot willow tree, Keir took a moment to sigh and catch his breath. 
 
    Isn’t that just something, Storm? 
 
    She purred in agreement. A touch subdued? 
 
    Move along. You’ve kept the Council waiting quite long enough, Commander Chimrael snarled. He seemed to have taken particular pleasure in fetching him and Storm from the University’s entrance twenty minutes earlier. Escort of thirty soldiers. As if he did not stick out enough already. 
 
    Keir had been punctual. 
 
    One did not want to deprive the enemy of their fun. 
 
    The Council, he was determined not to treat as an enemy. He knew that the schedule had been arranged exactly as father had anticipated, giving Kalar no time to debrief him between meetings. They would be cross-checking their stories, of course. Father was unsure how tough they would play it with him, since he was only a Human member of the Aryssillati Clan, of course, but Keir was blood Elf and the Dragon Guardian. Besides that, he would be considered young enough to be manipulated. That was the part he was not looking forward to. 
 
    The University Dean had met with them the previous evening to brief him about the eleven ruling Councillors he would meet, but she had drawn a line at giving any hints as to political posture, power or probable voting blocs. His reactions must be seen as genuine and not calculated, she said. 
 
    Kalar disagreed, but he respected her too much to say so to her face. 
 
    She already risked much by helping them at all. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond paused now to point at the three criss-crossing waterfalls the path snaked around. Visitors needed to walk through this water feature to reach the great Doors of Elfdom, beyond which lay the hallowed hall itself. He thanked her in his mind for granting him a moment’s space to regain his composure, to push the fear down, to breathe. Whatever future the Elven Council foresaw for Dragoness and Guardian, he knew his path was set – and even more so than before, following morning tea with the Giants. 
 
    Rhyl’s left wrist now wore a bracelet of gold-leaf patterns above and below the Seed. He had told no-one but Storm how deeply concerned he felt on her behalf. This was ancient magic no-one understood. Aye, he had teased her lightly about being the one to faint for a change, but that was as far as he went. Perhaps she had already read too much from his reactions? 
 
    He tried not to itch at the collar of his best shirt, nor at the unfamiliar Elven green Aryssillati scholar’s robe that covered his shoulders and hung to the knee. His Clan was not considered important enough to merit its own official colours and heraldry. Maybe if a Dragon Guardian remained within it, he assumed, that day might come. Until then, he knew that these Elven Councillors would see a youngster of lowly standing, who hailed from a poor family in a poor Clan, of questionable half-Elven heritage to boot, who had spent many of his formative anna outside of the Arabaxa Jungles. 
 
    All that he was in their eyes, he owed to the bond between him and Auroral Storm Diamond. 
 
    Humbling. 
 
    Storm, I’ll need your help in there. You with me? he asked. 
 
    Inexpressible light flooded his mind. 
 
    Next he knew, Commander Chimrael shook his shoulder. Boy, stop playing games – oh! Santazathiar’s oath, your eyes! 
 
    Ah … sorry, Commander. I’m ready. 
 
    The Commander looked discomfited enough that he did not complain as usual; rather, he put his hand behind Keir’s shoulder in a comradely fashion to guide him onto the stone path that wound between the rainbow waterfalls and their lakes. He tried not to flinch or act awkward at the wholly unwanted gesture. 
 
    Either side of this branch, the waterfalls fell again and again, in a many-tiered cascade that eventually returned the water to the jungle floor. No-one knew exactly how an Elhæ-ihuiel functioned apart from that they seemed quite indifferent to the laws of natural physics, but it was common knowledge that they were vital to the life of the jungle, endlessly recycling vast quantities of water and nutrients into the atmosphere. 
 
    This location must be deeply symbolic. 
 
    He limped on his bad leg as they walked up through the waterfalls, feeling nothing more serious than a slight dampening mist upon their faces, before they came to the brown timber doors. Standing some thirty feet tall and twenty wide, they were decorated in sylvan patterns picked out in white gold leaf – and had the desired effect, perhaps, of thoroughly intimidating this first-time visitor. 
 
    Above the door stood the inscription: 
 
    Justice. Order. Wisdom. 
 
    Chimrael was kitted out in his formal dress regalia, Keir had noticed. Rather more resplendent than his tall charge. Removing his golden helm and tucking it beneath his arm, he rapped formally upon the doors. The right swung open almost immediately, obeying no command or doorman that he could see. 
 
    Best foot forward. 
 
    Ahem. He only had one best foot nowadays. 
 
    The image in Storm’s mind gave him Dragon paws, which almost drew a smile. His gut clenched so hard he feared he might vomit, but once more, the touch of her mind steadied him. 
 
    The chamber within was brightly lit by tall windows of an ancient leaf-glass design, depicting famous scenes from Elven history. In addition, a candelabra in the centre of the tall interior chamber held many minziworms, low-dwelling subdraconic worms about a foot long that apparently lived on nothing but fresh air and did nothing with their long lives apart from sleeping and emitting light. This candelabra hung above a perfectly polished wood floor that still showed the original whorls and rings of the willow tree. It reflected in playful rainbows of radiance from Storm’s scales and his fading-from white eyes as they stepped forward together toward the eleven thrones. 
 
    A Human would call them thrones. Elves preferred to use the term seats. Each seat was a unique artwork of design and craftsmanship, arranged in a mathematically perfect dodecahedron around the centre of the circular chamber. Only the entry point was missing its seat. The other eleven positions were occupied by the most powerful men and women in all Elfdom. 
 
    Not a single Councillor failed to catch their breath as the pair entered the chamber. 
 
    As he had been briefed, his and Storm’s place was at the centre of the chamber, colloquially called the Penitents’ Pillory. All unpleasant connotations most definitely meant. The arrangement was meant to afford the Councillors the luxury of observing one another and communicating silently behind backs, while watching the penitent from all angles. Nothing hidden here. 
 
    Keir had never been more grateful for Storm’s presence. 
 
    They were old. Magnificent. Bearded, hoary, wise, calculating, powerful, stoic and undoubtedly, the most daunting group of people he had ever met. 
 
    Time for one big swallow. Chin up. 
 
    Rising, Dean Nalanyssill said, We, the Eleven High Councillors of the Elven nation, greet the bright daughter of Santazathiar and her Dragon Guardian with joy. Welcome, Keirthynal Aryssillati and Auroral Storm Diamond. Long have we awaited this day, since the glad tidings reached our ears of the birth of a Dragon in the Kingdom of Amarinthe. Now, our joy is fulfilled. 
 
    Joy? Cynicism spread new acid in his gut. Not so much, judging by their actions so far. 
 
    Keir bowed and began to reply, but was distracted by the flaring of Storm’s wings beside him. Inclining her muzzle in a graceful genuflection, she fluted, Szz-thrrr blrr-ss oo, o wyssse Coun-ssill. 
 
    Her speaking voice was extraordinary. When she wanted, she could sound like a small concerto of flutes, which was the effect she achieved now. The Councillors glanced at one another, perhaps in consternation or surprise. Had they not expected a Dragon to be an intelligent, speaking creature? With a voice that did silly things to his knees? 
 
    What was the matter with some people? 
 
    Remembering his manners, he made his bows around the circle, covertly trying to identify the different Councillors as he did so. The Byralliati, Amarylli, Yantharilli, Janallati, Zarolyiati and Franthyllati Clan insignia he recognised readily enough. The Dean was Tyroshalli Clan from the far Eastern Jungles, he remembered just in time. Here – he gasped inwardly – here was the little old lady he had met in the city, the one whom he had invited to share her memories of Dragons with them, whom Storm had blessed! It was only the twinkle in her eye that caught his attention. Her appearance was so different, so refined and patrician now … that he became muddled, gave her two more bows and almost skipped a Councillor, which would have been an insult worthy of the name and likely interpreted as a deliberate slight, before he managed to finish up with something approaching aplomb. 
 
    What under Mauve was going on here? 
 
    Could he be mistaken? Surely not. His ears burned at his clumsiness. Santaclaws had just slipped his talon amongst this gathering, had he not? Was this a good sign? 
 
    While he was busy fluffing his greetings, Storm acted as Miss Extra-Radiant of the perfect paws. She must have learned somehow to call brilliance into her scales. Today, she was at her shining-diamond best, which appeared to flummox the Councillors – rather to his relief, to be honest. Any relief at all from the stuffy atmosphere was most welcome. 
 
    It was the Zarolyiati Clan Elder who was first to clear his throat. Rising to his feet, he returned Storm’s blessing in the appropriate manner. Then, the others followed suit. 
 
    At last, Dean Nalanyssill said, Keirthynal, we have spent five hours of this morn hearing a detailed report from your father, Kalar Aryssillati. More than one Councillor hissed slightly at her appending his Clan name in the Elven fashion. Here it started, the prejudice readily coming into the open. We do, however, have some questions for you and for your Dragoness. Will you hear and swear to give full, truthful answers to all we ask? 
 
    Trap number one. 
 
    He bowed. Aye, we so swear. 
 
    Amarylli Clan launched in first with a withering, So, what makes a wayward son of the little-regarded Aryssillati think he is worthy of Santazathiar’s choice? 
 
    Wow. Rotten tomatoes so soon? 
 
    I do not consider myself worthy, Councillor-most-honoured, Keir replied directly. Call it fate, call it destiny: it chose me. I was there when it mattered, when the egg came to Tyanbran. I have sworn to be there until the end, come what may. 
 
    Storm said, Keee-irr wrr-thee. Keee-irr nrrr-bl and trr-oo. 
 
    Kisses for his diamond later! 
 
    Zarolyiati continued, Your father related a – forgive my disbelief – an unlikely and unbelievable tale of your mother’s healing from the eskirêna-l’næ, in direct contradiction to three thousand anna of Elven medical lore. Do you also hold this to be true? Tell us the tale. 
 
    So he did. Steadily. Trying to give his frazzled nerves a chance to un-frazzle themselves. 
 
    Do you think she could do it again? Would you be willing to try here, in Faifarathi Elvenholme, in front of reliable witnesses? 
 
    The word of Aryssillati and Humans being unreliable, that went to say. 
 
    Keir looked to Storm. She raised her forepaw. Yrrrs. Frr-ew. 
 
    What does the Dragoness mean? 
 
    She says, my-noble-fathers and mothers, that her power is limited. She was but born on Dragonmas Day and has not the strength of an adult Dragon. We must not tax her magic too severely. 
 
    After that, the questions came pouring in, a barrage of verbal hooks and blades, more and more disparaging. What kind of Dragon did he think she was? Where did she come from? Why was she so different to the Dragons of legend? Did he think Santazathiar was a traitor to both Humankind and Elvenkind? What was this crazy tale about Certanshi soldiers in the jungles and the unnatural storms destroying swathes of jungle? How did one identify a shape-changer? Did he not know that such a process was physically and magically impossible? Where did his loyalties lie: with King Daryan, a weak King of a minor mountain kingdom or with the mighty Elven Council? Did he believe this speculative report about a renewed Certanshi assault in the Springtide, led by the invisible, unknown Sankurabi Bloodfang? Did he believe Commander Kalar was justified in calling upon the Elves to march to war? 
 
    On and on it rolled. Relentless, their assault. 
 
    He saw through their attempts to entrap and fluster him, but as the interrogation wore on, Keir grew mentally weary of trying to anticipate and sidestep their many barbed questions. Anger swelled in his breast but Keir kept it clamped down. No. Not today. He had promised to give his very best and he must, for Storm’s sake. 
 
    Like vultures encircling a carcass, the Councillors pecked at his story with their questions. 
 
    How did he see the fact that she was the last Dragoness in Tyanbran? Who was this former slave he had brought to the capital? What was her history? How was the Dragoness related to this rumour of a new Mystic in the very same family? Did this not smack of an unsubtle Aryssillati plot to grab power in the Council – after all, so much happening to one small and unremarkable family was beyond the pale of belief, was it not? What were these reports of Wyldefey protecting Aryssillati territories? What did the Giants want with the Dragoness, if not to lure her into the Darûz-anêd-Mykûn where they could seize control of her? 
 
    Why should men and women more able than a lame-footed, rebellious half Elf not be entrusted to bring up a Dragoness and prepare her for the future? They had many reports about his character to consider, plus his family had a certain reputation for flouting Elven law and tradition, or was he too immature and foolish to see how bowing to his father’s wishes in delaying their travel to Faifarathi Elvenholme and their subsequent poor behaviour in tormenting Commander Chimrael, who was only carrying out his duty to the Council, went to prove their basic intransigence and lack of governability? What manner of fool registered for a University course of study in the art of mischief? 
 
    Aye, that did not look so marvellous, he had to admit. 
 
    Keir stilled an urge to wipe sweat off his brow. 
 
    Why had he favoured Lady Zanurryssill Janallati over Lord Narthanyal Byralliati, going as far as to support the Dragoness in insulting his peerless parentage? What made him think he had a special bond with the Dragoness? Could he prove it? 
 
    He had talked himself hoarse defending, deflecting, explaining, trying to convince the Councillors of the truth of what even to his ears was starting to sound like a rather implausible run of events. He had not even begun to speak of the Mother Tree or his various conversations with the sacred icons of the Elven race. But this last question … how could he even begin to put into words what he shared with Auroral Storm Diamond? Her radiance had dimmed in keeping with his sense of wilting under the unrelenting interrogation. This final question threw him. How could he – 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind him. The brusque voice of Commander Chimrael intruded, If I may offer witness regarding this last question, Councillors-most-honoured? 
 
    Silence imploded in the chamber. Keir wanted to groan aloud. Had this man not done enough damage to their family over the anna? How low would his thirst for vengeance take this snake, this oh-so-principled monster? He turned to observe the Commander from the corner of his eye. 
 
    Permission granted, Commander, said Dean Nalanyssill. Her tone suggested his answer had better be pithy and convincing. 
 
    He said, I will duly swear to the existence of this bond, honoured Councillors.  
 
    Keir’s jaw sagged. What? 
 
    Young man, I observed the Dragon in your eyes when we paused by the waterfalls abutting this chamber. It is more than clear, even to a simple soldier, that you share deeply in the magic of this Dragoness. Your eyes changed colour, orientation and even their fundamental nature, becoming like a Dragon’s eyes. Such a thing could not be possible without the magic you claim. This is the word of my oath. 
 
    Keir was still buzzing in shock when the Council unceremoniously ended the interview, telling him that they would deliberate upon the matter and have an answer for him within two weeks. Meantime, he was not under any circumstances to leave the borders of Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    As predicted. 
 
    It took him until they had returned to the University together with the Commander and the escort of thirty soldiers, for him to turn to Chimrael and croak, Why? 
 
    Why had he invited the wrath of the Council upon his head? 
 
    Because it was the truth. 
 
    You didn’t have to do that, sir. 
 
    Perhaps not. Turning with his hands clasped behind his back, the man regarded the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar with a strangely melancholy air. He said, Walk with me? Both of you. 
 
    Storm and he joined the Commander in walking a little ways until they stood apart from the others, between the University campus and the Sacred Tree. 
 
    Facing the space in which She stood in stark majesty, the Commander said, A soldier is trained to see and respond to what is true, Keirthynal. Yet what should he make of the impossible? Strange and troubling reports reach my ears at this time, reports the Elven Council has been slow to act upon. This in itself is suspicious. But I am also a religious Elf. Some might call me fanatical. I have been zealous to preserve the purity of the Elven race, unfailing in my duty. But what use is unfailing duty if those to whom my duty is given, are seen to be failing? What is my purpose and my responsibility then? 
 
    After all the anna of hatred, now he must believe this? Caution, Keir. He clasped his hands together to still their shaking and responded neutrally, I could not say, sir. 
 
    What a turnabout! He could only gaze at the gilded Sacred Tree and hope his responses to the questioning had somehow been adequate. That he had not failed Her, his Dragoness and all of his family. What a horrible, horrible, horrible day! Storm pressed warmly against his thigh. How much longer? He could not face the prospect that she might be taken from him. It was not possible, was it? 
 
    The powers shifted their course. It remained only to be seen what the result would be. 
 
    A slight breeze conveyed the Mariân’s extraordinary fragrance to his nostrils, clearing his head for the first time that day. He had done what he could, he realised. Accept that. Move on, be in the now, focus on this man, no matter the abhorrence boiling in his heart. 
 
    The other day, you and your kin vanished before my eyes – literally, the Commander continued. I have asked myself what this means. What I saw. I interrogated every soldier who was there. All said the same, that you must have been hidden by the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar. There is no other answer. 
 
    What if he had claimed to speak to the Sacred Tree? What if that had come out under the Council’s questioning? 
 
    So, I searched further. I went out and found the Wyldefey. They say that your report from the Western Jungles is wholly true – that you found the lost Elhoimê-Olynn-tay-Vænar with the help of a Mystic, saving Her from Certanshi invaders and a monstrous creature of war such as they had never imagined. A Reaver of the Sky-Fires. The presence of that creature might somehow explain the attacks we have experienced upon our Mother Jungle. 
 
    For all these reasons, I spoke the truth of what I saw. 
 
    He bobbed his head stiffly. Thank you for sharing, Commander. 
 
    The Commander sighed deeply. But underneath all that lies a different truth. My eldest daughter has the eskirêna-l’næ. She is dying. In such times, a man might look for a miracle. He might become … jealous. 
 
    Keir sucked in his lip. 
 
    My daughter will be your first patient here in Faifarathi Elvenholme, Auroral Storm Diamond. Are you still willing to stand by your word? 
 
    He and Storm linked gazes for a moment, measuring each other’s mood. Sickness flooded his stomach. How could he make one more huge decision today? Yet he found diamond fire within that somehow made the choice easy. The simplest paw-step forward. Choose what was right. 
 
    Yrrrs, she purred. 
 
    Gladly, he said, but his voice cracked. 
 
    Commander Chimrael nodded as if this answered twenty further questions he had chosen not to articulate and offered a parade-ground salute. Then, I wish you a very good evening, Dragoness and Dragon Guardian both. 
 
    He marched back to his waiting troops, calling, We’re done here. Move out! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Slowly, the pair trailed back to the chambers they had been assigned inside the trunk of a residential tree. The arrangement was snug but perfect for their needs. Keir and his Dad shared one sleeping chamber and Rhyl and Azuzithyalé the next. A third, they kept free for when his Mom and sisters arrived. Between them stood a compact kitchen area, a bathroom which could not by any stretch of the imagination be called family-sized and a cosy bowl-shaped lounge with plenty of scattered rugs and the pretty, brightly patterned floor cushions so adored by Elves. 
 
    Keir had tried to explain to Azuzithyalé and Storm how Elven architecture was all curves, with not a single straight line in sight. He found it incredibly restful in comparison to Human four-square, geometrical designs. Nothing had sharp corners. All was natural curves and flow. In place of artworks, someone had chosen to put up cheerful wall hangings upon the living wood and even positioned leaf-patterned drapes across the ceiling, making everything look organic and cosy. It really was a lovely apartment, deep inside a tree trunk at a dead end, with but one window located in the bathroom, a rather odd design choice. 
 
    Entering, he was pounced upon. 
 
    Keir said, “It was less awful than I imagined. Please give me ten minutes.” 
 
    Nipping into the bathroom, he pumped a bucketful of cool water, undressed and spent a few minutes sluicing water over himself until the sense of uncleanness began to wash away. Mostly, what stuck with him was the stench of some of the things which had been said or insinuated in that Council chamber. Never in his life had he been made to feel so small, young, worthless and foolish. One thing was for certain. No way was he letting Narini go in there. No. Way. Feed her to those Wyverns? She was five anna old, rising six, for Santaclaws’ sake! 
 
    Strange how water could make a person feel more than skin clean. 
 
    Although, he would never be clean in the eyes of some of those Councillors. Tainted blood. It tainted their view of him. Most just seemed to want things to be as they were before. No Aryssillati. No Dragoness. No Mystic, no problem. 
 
    Towelling off smartly, he dressed and wandered back through to the living room. “Went ten rounds with the Council and survived – say, Storm, what ye eating there, lass?” 
 
    Mrrt. 
 
    “Meat? Oh, who gave ye meat? Here?” 
 
    “Now’t me,” said Rhyl, alerted by his alarmed tone. “Azu – nae … Keir, that’s –” 
 
    “Storm! Spit it out! Where did that meat come from? Where did ye find it?” Panicked, he bounded across the cushions, yelling, “Spit it – Storm! Leave it!” 
 
    The fledgling recoiled, baring her fangs. 
 
    His father roared out of the bedroom, brandishing his axe. “What enemy? Where?” 
 
    “This joint,” Keir snapped. “Here, behind the hangings, where did this joint come from? Storm, did ye hide it here?” 
 
    Nrrr, Keee-irr. Founnnd eet. Tasssty. 
 
    It smelled like bitter almonds, mixed with other more metallic tangs. 
 
    “Darn it, ye – dinnae ye ken – this – smell this! It’s poisoned! How much have ye eaten?” Tears stood in his eyes as he cried, “Storm, o Storm, are ye feeling alright?” 
 
    She gaped at him as if he had grown horns and run sideways up a tree. 
 
    “Let me smell that. Dinnae ye touch it with yer bare hands, lad! Use a cloth.” Kalar stumbled on the cushions, but joined him in a moment. He sniffed the meat suspiciously and recoiled. “Santazathiar’s oath! Its dripping with cyanide! How much did ye eat, lass?” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond burped contentedly. Wirrit ssyee-nid? 
 
    “Cyanide. Poison. It’s lethal, lass.” 
 
    She made the sign his Mom had taught her for a half. 
 
    Keir buried his face in his hands. “Oh nae, nae, nae … this cannae be happening. We’ve been so stupid! How did that meat get here? Has anyone been in here while we were out? Is anything missing? Was the window left open? Storm, speak to me, girl. How are ye feeling?” 
 
    Fynn-ee. Keee-irr worrr-ee? Wirrit Keee-irr worrr-ee? 
 
    “Because that poison will kill ye, that’s why! Dad, how quickly does that stuff work?” 
 
    “Well, pretty quickly, lad. Minutes.” He twisted up his beard in consternation. “I mean, she’s acting fine. Totally fine. Looks like this might be more than just cyanide as well. Some sort of combination of poisons, I suspect, that looks enough to kill half of this University, let alone one smallish fledgling … but, Storm? Do yer thing with Keir.” 
 
    She put her paw upon his knee. Keee-irr, sorrr-ee nrr worr-ee. Rrr-uv oo. 
 
    He groaned, “That dinnae help right now, lass. Rhyl, should she now’t be turning purple and falling over in a heap?” 
 
    “For certain,” said the healer, checking the fledgling over. She wrinkled her nose at the meat. “Nasty stuff. Look. There’s a smear of blood on the wall here. Someone threw this here to be found. Storm, let’s have a listen to yer heart. Tongue check. Eyes. Can ye feel everything?” 
 
    Here he was tearing clumps out of his hair and the fledgling, delightful as she was, sat there like an overgrown kitten smiling at the attention. She looked revoltingly healthy; he feared she was dying. Dad tapped his way up the wooden wall, impatiently tearing the hangings aside as he checked for a hidden panel or secret passage, anything to explain how a hunk of contaminated meat had arrived in their chambers. 
 
    Suddenly, Azuzithyalé straddled the fledgling, grabbed her muzzle and pointed her at Keir’s face. She made a ‘talk to each other’ gesture between them. 
 
    His first impression was that Storm was more worried about his reaction than herself. In a moment, she drew him deeper into her world, her spirit, her … viewpoint. She really, truly, felt absolutely fine. Never better. He attempted to explain how the poison would have entered through her gut and filtered into her bloodstream through a digestive process, which thoroughly bamboozled her. Digestion? Gut? Stomach acid? Her idea was much simpler and more elegant, although neither of them had the knowledge to explain the physics. Food entered her stomach where it was instantaneously zapped into heat and light. It never even touched the sides of her stomach cavity, unless she guzzled too much too fast. Essentially, Keir understood, her equivalent of digestion was pure matter-to-energy conversion. 
 
    So why wasn’t she exploding with energy given the quantities she ate? Where did she store it all? Storm’s idea was that she emitted most of it as light and heat, besides which, the internal processes of her body consumed enormous amounts of energy. Especially all this crazy sprouting! 
 
    Her mouth, tongue and gullet might well be impervious to poison because she did not assimilate nutrients as he did, he concluded. Her innards had basically annihilated all the nastiness and turned it directly into energy. Fuel for a hungry fledgling. That was a pretty handy skill to have discovered, all things being equal. What about lightning? Could she explode herself if she tried to do too much? 
 
    Neither had any idea. 
 
    Hunkering back on his haunches, he wiped his eyes and said a few heartfelt things to the air. 
 
    Azuzithyalé patted his shoulder. 
 
    Storm jumped on him, licking his face nineteen to the dozen and crooning, Nrr worrr-ee morrr. Sorrr-ee. Sstorrrm rrr-uv oo, Keee-irr! 
 
    Watch out! Kalar yelled. 
 
    Watch what? Keir spluttered, wiping his face. 
 
    There’ll be cyanide in that Dragon slobber, son. 
 
    Storm gave him a particularly filthy look, before hissing, Iss no ssssloo … bah! Iss clee-aan. 
 
    She says it’s all gone, Dad. Otherwise, he might just be pushing up a few daises around now, he realised. At least she did not have a terminal case of sulphurous halitosis either. Keir scratched her ears and held her and told her he might be a bit of a numbskull at times, but he really did love her. As if she had not noticed. He thanked Azuzithyalé behind her back. Seemed he had needed someone to think clearly for him whilst he was flapping about like a fowl in danger of becoming a Snowgre’s dinner. 
 
    ‘No problem,’ she signed. ‘Look at what we found.’ 
 
    “What ye found, lass,” Kalar corrected. “There’s a little listening hatch recessed into the wall here. Very nicely hidden. They must’ve delivered the poisoned meat that way.” 
 
    Somebody’s big axe had hacked the aperture open. Behind the wall was a narrow, sloping tunnel that led lower down into the bowels of the tree. Storm wanted to investigate but Kalar was not prepared to let her do that after such a nasty scare. No way under good Mauve. 
 
    Nor would he. Keir put in quickly, “Storm, dinnae ye scare me like that again. Poor old heart just cannae take the stress.” 
 
    Why did relief make a person nauseous? 
 
    His father growled, “Since yer back with us in the noo, son, I’m off to go have a few choice words with the Dean. She has a dint of explaining to do.” 
 
    “She will ken now’t of this,” he predicted. 
 
    “She surely will. I’m going to make very, very certain of that.” 
 
    “Be nice, Dad.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6: Library 
 
      
 
    THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS at last a quiet, contemplative day spent mostly in the University Library hunting for Dragon lore. There were tales, legends and even outright fantasies to be found like nuggets of gold in a vein of ore, but when it came to the hard information Keir felt they really needed, the gleaning proved poor indeed. So frustrating. The Librarian told them that the destruction of important records had been a thorough, well-planned inside job. No culprit had ever been found but the damage had been almost total across a wide range of related subjects. 
 
    Probably because those filthy traitors – or perhaps heroes – were enjoying a nice long holiday in a world of gilded light, Keir reflected sourly. He promptly kicked himself for being unfair to Azuzithyalé. It was quite the challenge to try to study next to such a pretty girl. His golden girl in a perfectly literal sense of the word. Especially when she nibbled thoughtfully on an end of a thick coil of flame-red hair or put her feet up onto his lap as she relaxed on a floor cushion, deeply immersed in a scroll. Her powers of concentration were annoyingly well-honed. Even when he made silly eyes at her over the top of the book he was meant to be reading, she did not notice, not even as she bent forward now to add to her growing lists in the extravagant calligraphic handwriting style she had been startled to discover she knew … 
 
    Her free hand pointed at him. ‘You.’ 
 
    Chuckle. 
 
    Not so oblivious after all. 
 
    ‘Big bad Dragon Guardian need kissy-kissy?’ 
 
    “Scoundrel!” he snorted happily, purloining her free hand in order to kiss each of her knuckles separately. “So, what are ye writing down here?” 
 
    She showed him a growing pile of scroll leaves. A list of popular legends. Another list of purported Dragon powers or abilities. Mighty deeds done by Dragons or Dragon Riders. Names of famous Dragons, names of famous Guardians, locations where they were meant to have served, Dragon colours and physical characteristics, sayings relating to Dragons …  
 
    Keir groaned softly between his teeth, earning himself a surreptitious canoodle that was meant to be wholly illegal in the Library. After dispensing with this important business, Azuzithyalé set aside her lap tray, capped her ink pot and tidied up her quill pens meticulously. 
 
    ‘What is it, my –’ her fingers hesitated, trembled and then inverted to make a heart over her heart. 
 
    Kapoof! 
 
    Really, it was impossible to even think straight around this girl. He made a heart sign back. Complete with totally unstoppable grin and crazy-pounding renegade heartbeat. Distracted by hearing and feeling Giant footsteps nearby, they chuckled at the same time and glanced aside self-consciously. 
 
    What was it about libraries that encouraged secret naughtiness? 
 
    The Aryssillati team had appropriated a study dell recessed behind the towering racks in the Ancient Myths and Legends chamber of the library. Storm was curled up, poring over a scroll of ‘First Runes’ that she was trying to copy onto a blank scroll, a task Keir had set after going through the runes with her several times. The fledgling was ambidextrous. Arrows indicated the correct order of quill strokes to formulate the runes. Following the Library indexing system, he and his girlfriend had been working through books and scrolls of legends that featured Dragons. Keir had picked Dwarven legends with their strange, stone-shaped runes, while Azuzithyalé had chosen the Elven ones. 
 
    Rhyl stood in the doorway, smiling at them. “Phew, is it hot in here or what?” She pretended to fan her face. “What have ye two been up to? I brought Bara’ûnzi and Chîunzi.” 
 
    Acknowledging the love that most surely blossomed between them. 
 
    Just that minor, Tyanbran-shaking explosion. 
 
    He said wryly, “I was just discovering that I’ve never learned how to study properly. Methodically, I mean. I finished school and all, but this … this is a Tygar of another stripe. I’m sort of lost in the jungles, thrashing about like a disgruntled Arboreal Wyvern.” 
 
    Ducking carefully into the chamber, Bara’ûnzi said, “I can help ye with that, Keir.” 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    Chîunzi-lûm î-torak? 
 
    Chîunzi nodded, patting her belt pouch. “Plenty of ink and Giant styluses right here.” She peered inside the study chamber. “Room for a little one?” 
 
    “Rhyl’s already here,” Keir teased. 
 
    “Chîunzi, d’ye want to kick him or shall I?” 
 
    The musician’s eyes twinkled. She blew a few misbehaving curls out of her eyes. “Anytime, my friend. It’s a little cramped in here for us, however. I dinnae ken how we’d write on yer tiny table. Would ye like to come to our Giant chamber? It’s just opposite, actually. Proper-sized tables and all.” 
 
    Bara’ûnzi said in a despondent voice, “I do feel like a lumbering tree around ye little folk, always watching my thumping great feet …” 
 
    “Ye are who Santazathiar made ye to be,” Rhyl said stoutly. “Nae apologies needed.” 
 
    Yrrr brrr-ti-ffrrr-ll, Storm piped up. 
 
    The Giantess put a hand to her massive bosom, her eyes crinkling up. “Oh, ye – ye wee scrap o’ wonderful – did she just say –” 
 
    “She spoke the truth,” Keir said quietly. “Now’t but the truth.” 
 
    They walked hand-in-hand with the Giants across the Ancient Myths and Legends chamber. Hand-holding was a Giantish custom between friends. Keir had to chuckle. For ‘little folks’ like him, that meant reaching up overhead to grasp the proffered hand, like a toddler gripping his parent’s finger to take those first steps. Plenty of moms and dads knew this posture – how well he remembered it from helping to raise his little sisters! 
 
    Arami and Narini would pop when they met these new friends. 
 
    Over in the Giant study chamber, the floor cushions and wall hangings were much the same, but they had Giant-sized chairs set alongside a Giant table, which stood a little less than waist-high to them. Seven feet tall if it was an inch. He puzzled over the possibilities until he saw a cleaner’s ladder tucked into one corner. After that, it was a simple matter of climbing up to the tabletop and sitting cross-legged before Bara’ûnzi as she taught him how to tackle and break down the study of a subject into its component facets or subtopics, how to take notes and how to organise them in a way that suited his learning and thinking styles and how to work out – importantly – when enough was enough. 
 
    Knowledge was a vast jungle, Keir admitted. She prodded his shoulder and told him that Elves knew how to find tracks and trails through the deepest jungles, he just had to learn how. He confessed that he felt a bit stupid. She clipped him over the back of the head and told him to man up, a Giantish expression which he understood perfectly even if he had never heard it before. 
 
    Meantime, Chîunzi worked with Storm and helped Azuzithyalé to identify a few gaps in her records. She was trying to make them compact enough to fit in a travel pouch, Keir realised. Foresight. Rhyl had vanished into a large tome on toxicology and did not look keen to emerge anytime soon. 
 
    Storm’s ears pricked up. Kaa-larrr. 
 
    Sure enough, it was the father of all mischief. “Eh, ye all forgotten about dinner or what? Took a bit of finding, ye basketful of mischiefs. Starving Human here. Come along now, niece,” he prodded Rhyl with his cane, “bring yer wee friends along.” 
 
    HO-HO-HO!! the Giants roared, making Storm jump nearly two feet into the air. 
 
    She rearranged her wings with an annoyed, fussy rustling and glowered at the desk, which had never done anyone any wrong. Keir rubbed her along the palm-sized gap between the double row of her spine spikes, a region of her body that seemed particularly sensitive. 
 
    Bara’ûnzi said, “Commander, the boys would really like to hear some of yer war stories. Would ye be willing to entertain them?” 
 
    “Och aye, for certain I would,” said he. 
 
    Wow. Kalar wanting to tell war stories? Keir tilted an eyebrow at his father, who pretended to wrestle him into a headlock. 
 
    The Giantess must have heard the query in his voice, for as they tidied up the study chamber, she added, “There are younger Giants who question the wisdom of now’t moving against the Certanshi whilst they march against ye Humans. Some show nae care over whom the enemy wage war upon, but care only for the opportunity. Others would seek to help the Humans. These voices echo in growing numbers throughout the Darûz.” 
 
    “Ah!” Kalar grunted. “Good. D’ye ken our General Ja’axu?” 
 
    “She is a To’olîng!” Bara’ûnzi thumped her chest. Alla-vûr Tôim-BA!! 
 
    “Och aye, of course! All honour to yer Darûz.” 
 
    “She’s very cute and tiny,” the Giant girl put in wistfully. Keir had the impression that small things had great value to the Giantkind. Although, his neck vertebrae had been tweaked by the power of Ja’axu’s bicep curl. He would not be using the word ‘cute’ around her in a hurry! 
 
    He asked, “Bara’ûnzi, one point of confusion: is a Darûz a Giant canyon or a tribe?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains a few things.” 
 
    “Och aye, it takes our Keir a little longer than most,” Rhyl quipped. 
 
    He gave the girls a sidelong mock glare as Storm, Rhyl and Azuzithyalé all giggled merrily. Even his father failed to hide a traitorous smile. 
 
    The evening sunset was mauve-gold with radiant light. Through a gap between secondary tree growth and primary jungle giant branches, he saw the mighty Mariân’s golden leaves shimmering like the very treasures of Santazathiar. He realised that it was Her light which created the celebrated golden jungle evenings of Faifarathi Elvenholme. Poetic raptures, eh? Well, even the most voluble poets could not find words enough to describe the extraordinary quality of this atmosphere. 
 
    Golden tree, golden Elves? How under good Mauve had the Illumiytha come to abandon their heritage? 
 
    He sent a flippant thought Her way, Thou shining majesty, o golden star … and almost dropped the scroll pouch he was carrying when She responded with a chuckle that must have rippled miles through the jungle. He was not the only Elf, nor Giant, who glanced about in consternation. 
 
    I see why they call you the rascally one, the Mariân’s voice entered his mind, warm with a touch of motherly chastisement-slash-amusement he recognised as a Shanryssill trait. On the morrow, would you bring My precious Mystic to me? 
 
    I shall! 
 
    “He’s doing that thing again,” Rhyl said. 
 
    “Aye. Far away,” said his father. “Ye alright there, Keir?” 
 
    Keee-irr, wirrit? 
 
    “I – huh? What did I do?” 
 
    “Walked straight into the canteen door,” Rhyl informed him. 
 
    “Oh. Is that why my nose is – och aye, well, I was just speaking with the Mariân, ye see –” 
 
    “Hush,” his father hissed, as Azuzithyalé pinched his fingers in warning. 
 
    Lord Narthanyal swept past in the company of his posse of admirers in what they all clearly imagined was glittering array, but Keir decided was just a procession of expensive noses stuck up in the air. He wore another outrageous outfit with hugely puffed-out sleeves, no less than four high ruffled collars, pointed boots in a natty mauve and a King’s ransom in jewels to decorate it all. Honestly. One had to perversely admire any man with the self-confidence to wear quite that much jewellery. 
 
    Pausing, the Elf Lord regarded Storm with slit eyes and hissed, Soon, you’ll be mine. Then he sauntered on, making for the set of tables which he had appropriated for his Clan’s use. 
 
    Keir frowned at Storm. Had she just – she had! 
 
    You sly little pickpocket! What’s that you have in your paw? Show me. 
 
    She handed him a small scroll and popped a jewel into her mouth. Crunch. 
 
    Heavens, she was quick-pawed! He did not want to sound admiring, but unfortunately his thought must have leaked through, because her gait developed that little prance she did when she was most pleased with herself. Encouraging thievery? What a fine parent he would make. 
 
    Catching Azuzithyalé watching the exchange, he signed, ‘I suspect she considers our Lord Elf to be a walking buffet.’ 
 
    The girl turned rose-pink and squealed with suppressed laughter, prompting Rhyl and Kalar to demand to know what was so hilarious. Keir pocketed the scroll and followed on to the Giant table. Clearly, the University had made an effort to cater for the diversity of its student population, having installed a great table with Giant-sized chairs along two of its sides, while high benches allowed normal-sized visitors to comfortably sup with the Giants at table. Well, who thought who was ‘normal?’ He scratched his spiky hair. Their plates were the size of serving platters. Hmm. These might actually serve Storm better than the arrangement they had worked out so far, which was to each snag an extra plate from the buffet in a foredoomed attempt to blunt her burgeoning appetite. 
 
    Tonight’s centrepiece of the meal was a whole roast giant reticulated python, slow-baked with fragrant peppers and basted with jungle herbs, which stretched seventy feet along a trestle table. How the cooks had the oven space or managed to transfer such a behemoth to the platter, he had no idea. Heaps of jungle fruits and roast vegetables, bread sides and stuffing, assorted pies and mounds of berries and cheeses completed the eye-popping display. Oh. That was before one found the desserts over on the far side of the hall. 
 
    Apparently the University believed that well-fed students were happy, productive students. His father murmured that, in his humble and appreciative opinion, this concept of academia was marvellously well conceived. Truly grounded in the best available science. 
 
    He saw Ha’abor helping himself to a steak three feet in diameter and at least eight inches thick. Dad licked his lips on cue. “Python steak!” 
 
    Mrrr! Storm gurgled, trotting eagerly over to the Giant by the buffet. 
 
    Don’t you be greedy, now, Keir admonished. 
 
    Don’t you be an overprotective parent, now, his father ribbed him. 
 
    Dad. Really? 
 
    You’re quite the fusspot sometimes. 
 
    Wow, who needed enemies when one had parents? Worse still, his father was right and they both knew it. Gaah! 
 
    After encouraging Azuzithyalé to avail herself of the buffet to the tune of a healthy young woman’s appetite and not a former-slave-constrained miniscule portion, Keir and family settled around the Giant table with eager sighs. What a feast! Storm rubbed her paws and then, in a moment’s forgetfulness, bit through the knife she held in her left forepaw. Oops. He mimed eating the rest before anyone noticed. 
 
    Heavens, the python was succulent! 
 
    Halfway into his own generous portion of steak, something tickled at the back of his neck – no, his mind – and Keir turned, scanning the hall. “Mom! Dad, it’s – they’re early!” 
 
    Having quite forgotten he sat upon a bench seven feet above floor level, Keir dropped like a stone, but managed to not break or damage anything. Elven agility, thank you kindly. His legs knew what to do even when his brain was attempting to take a holiday somewhere near the Moon. 
 
    He jogged across the hall, calling, “Mom! Hey, wee scraps. Arami, have ye grown?” 
 
    “Och nae, have now’t,” she giggled. 
 
    Narini said anxiously, “Where was ye, big brother? We was looking everywhere. Mom was worried something awful, too, she was. We missed ye so much!” 
 
    “We were looking and only for a minute,” Arami corrected. 
 
    Shanryssill hugged him around the twins, who had already installed themselves one on each arm. “Where were ye sitting, son? Dinnae see ye –” 
 
    “Over with the Giants.” 
 
    “Giants? Oh, pish,” Arami snorted, giving him an artless peck upon the cheek. “Keir got the sillies again? Yer so – ye – oh. Oh! Real Giants!” 
 
    “G-G-Giants!” Narini squealed, hiding her face in his neck. 
 
    She would not budge from there while they walked over to the high table, where Dad waited with a huge grin and open arms. 
 
    “But Giants are only story stuff,” the platinum-blonde twin insisted meantime. She peered up at the table. Several huge sets of eyes peered right back. Clearly, the curiosity was shared. “Are ye real or make-believe? My big brother tells so many silly stories.” 
 
    Bara’ûnzi’s dark face wrinkled right up to her eyes in a huge smile. “As real as ye are, little one. Yer brother already told me how brave ye are. So, d’ye think yer brave enough to arm-wrestle my big brother?” She indicated him with a sweep of her hand that threatened to knock Azuzithyalé off her seat. The girl ducked in the nick of time, smiling. “His name’s Ha’abor and he thinks he’s the strongest Giant in all Tyanbran. Think ye can beat him?” 
 
    Arami flexed her biceps just like their Dad. “I’m a strong girl, I am. But he’s a mountain! Will he come down here? Or must I climb up there to beat him?” 
 
    So Arami! Keir just wanted to eat her up. That was the oddest saying. How cannibal tendencies masqueraded as a form of love, he could not imagine, but the saying worked. Weirdly. 
 
    Meantime, Narini stuck like a leech to his neck – another odd saying, given as she was about as far from being a bloodsucking jungle slug as Linz and Talaroon were from fitting in his pocket. Odd how these things were suddenly striking him as odd. Could it be that he was experiencing some element of Storm’s mental processes as a creature of living diamond lightning tried to make sense of his jungle-bound or earth-bound world? What a fascinating line of thinking. Would there be a Professor of something or other here with a theory about how this might work? 
 
    Keir introduced everyone to everyone. Meantime, Arami began pushing at Ha’abor’s forearm – which was as tall as she stood – with both hands and all her strength, growling much like Storm, while his parents went off to track down food suitable for hungry twins and ravenous pregnant mothers who were eating for three. 
 
    That left him trying to climb up to the bench with the other twin in arm and a bad foot. 
 
    Azuzithyalé turned to Lo’abu, making a pick-up gesture. ‘Please?’ 
 
    That solved that problem. Plucked up off his feet like a child and popped onto his high chair at the table. Keir grinned at the Giants. “Thanks. I do feel a bit silly at times, but this is kind of fun.” 
 
    Even if Narini was cutting off his air supply. 
 
    Rili’ûna reached past her fiancé to cover the little Elfmaiden’s trembling back with her hand. “Dinnae ye be afraid of us Giants. We love little folks, like yer brother, and we love ye little-little folks even more. We heard ye were coming, so we made a wee treat for ye – Giant popsicles. They’re sweet and spicy and … oh. Fairly large.” 
 
    She chortled massively. 
 
    “Twice the size of yer head, Narini,” Keir put in. “Oh, Azuzithyalé says that if ye eat those popsicles ye might turn into a Giant.” 
 
    “Got him!” Arami crowed, sitting on Ha’abor’s arm. 
 
    “Och nae, I am defeated, ye wicked beast,” the Giant groaned, pretending to cry behind his other hand. BOO-HOO-HOO!! 
 
    Narini peeked. “He’s a big baby.” 
 
    Arami exchanged palm-slaps with Ha’abor. “Good fight.” 
 
    “The best,” said he. “Another tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yer on.” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly,” Shanryssill said, finding her way up to the bench diagonally opposite Keir. “These popsicles look amazing. It’ll take the girls all anna to eat them, mind …” 
 
    “Will now’t,” Narini claimed. “I has a very sweet tooth, I does.” 
 
    “Ye’ll have nae teeth left in yer mouth after nibbling that monster,” Keir advised. “Can I have a bite?” 
 
    “Nae, it’s all mine. Oh, alright. Maybe a teensy lick for the best brother in all Tyanbran.” Smiling shyly, the twin said to Rili’ûna, “Yer nice to make us sweets. I’m always a bit ’fraidy … but, do Giants have children, too? Do they play nice? And … oh, why d’ye have all those silver bangles on yer wrist? Can I look? Why are yer teeth so white? Is yer blood dark, too, or red like mine? Look, my hair’s the same colour as yers, all pretty and black. D’ye think black’s a pretty colour? I do.” 
 
    Very soon, it was the Giantess’ turn to look taken aback. Narini had taken possession of her lap, chattering away as she sorted through all the silver bangles on her arm. Keir wondered if she had ever really interacted with a Human or Elven child before – surely, Narini had to be at least the size of a Giant infant? Rili’ûna seemed to be holding her breath for fear that she might break her new friend. Close enough. He gave her an encouraging nod and mouthed, ‘Keep it up.’ His sister checked to see if Giants had four fingers and a thumb, humming a tune he did not recognise. 
 
    “How was the journey down, Mom?” he asked. 
 
    “Uneventful,” she said, “apart from the Wyldefey escort. Five hundred at least – those I could actually identify, that is.” 
 
    “Aye, it’s challenging to identify bushes that look like bushes, isn’t it?” 
 
    Shanryssill’s eyes wrinkled at the corners. “Still my same Keir. Council treat ye well? All fingers and toes present?” 
 
    He made a disparaging cough in his throat. “Och aye. Talk later.” 
 
    After dinner, the family gathered in their new, properly secure chambers. Keir tucked his little sisters into bed and told them a story about the Giant Dragon Riders – a real story. Well, it had been filed under the bibliographical section. He now knew enough to understand that not all texts were worth the pages or scrolls they were scribed upon. Naïve him, assuming that historians always wanted to tell the truth or, at least, not to understand that every story was told from a perspective. 
 
    “Dad,” he said, “did ye choose the Sylvan University partly so that we could learn about all these different Clans and races?” 
 
    “Aye, son – and they about ye and Storm.” 
 
    “Ye sneaky old panther!” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a wee compliment. In the noo, I am still itching to hear about yer Elven Council experience. Report, soldier!” 
 
    “Aye, Commander sir.” 
 
    Sitting together upon the floor cushions, they shared Elven tea. Shanryssill munched her way steadily through a bowl of nuts, sharing a few with Storm, who seemed sleepy and a touch grumpy after all her hard work on her letters. She now knew all fifty-eight runes and nine accent characters and could write them recognisably; a big step forward. He had caught her reciting her rune table beneath her breath earlier. 
 
    Clearly no shortage in the cranial innards. 
 
    Keir tried to recall all of the questions which had been put to him and his answers – a marathon effort. Dad became visibly upset. He kept saying, “Och, they dared?” and “Nae! What is this?” … and a good many ruder expressions which generally were not voiced, since Mom had never approved of soldierly language in the house. Putting their notes together, they could not work out which way the Council would lean or what their course of action might be. 
 
    Kalar anticipated a power grab by someone. Who? That would take a dint of working out, but he could already see his Dad’s ever-busy mind churning through the possibilities. 
 
    His narrative eventually wound all the way through to Commander Chimrael’s intervention on his behalf. That silenced Dad entirely. Ploy or genuine response? They had always known him to be such a stickler for rules, a man who knew the runes behind the runes on everything. Fanatical was definitely an appropriate word, racist was another. Duty had always been his guiding star. However, this incident was as far out of character as one side of Tyanbran was from the other. 
 
    Kalar said finally, “Ye could go as far as to call the man honourable, I guess, but it’s his own personal honour code in which he makes up all the rules and determines who is in the wrong.” 
 
    “Which has never been someone called Chimrael,” Shanryssill put in. “Look, son, ye cannae trust this man.” 
 
    “Why not, if he’s so principled?” 
 
    “Because we dinnae ken what those principles are,” his father growled. 
 
    “More importantly,” Keir said on Azuzithyalé’s behalf, “we cannae let Narini stand before that Council.” He added. “I agree one hundred and ten percent. Nae way under our good Mauve – let me finish, Dad – am I letting her near that snake pit!” 
 
    “I was just agreeing with ye, son.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. Feeling kind of … vehement.” 
 
    Rhyl said, “Because …” 
 
    “Because of this note.” Taking it out of his pocket, he smoothed it out and passed it to his father. “Storm, bless her scaly socks, pickpocketed Lord Narthanyal just before –” 
 
    This time, Kalar did roar a curse word. 
 
    “Just before dinner,” he finished. “Och aye, I thought ye might –” 
 
    Give me that! Plucking the note out of her husband’s hand, Shanryssill read, Switch target from scales to pigtails. 
 
    She went pale. “Nae!” 
 
    Just then, a soft rap sounded at the door. May I come in? 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ Kalar signed furiously. 
 
    Azuzithyalé cocked her head aside. In a moment, she signed, ‘Lady Zanurryssill Janallati.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7: To Plot a Lot 
 
      
 
    KALAR MET HER AT the door. My Lady? 
 
    Please let me in. I have urgent tidings. I came alone. Well, I have a security detail, who are waiting at the end of the corridor, but I would talk with you alone, Kalar Aryssillati. 
 
    Come in. 
 
    Alone being that the whole family, minus twins and kittens, was present. 
 
    Throwing back her hood, she regarded the family with eyes turned steely in the lamplight. No, not steely. Dark with … sadness? She sighed, It’s been a busy few days. 
 
    Cup of tea? Shanryssill offered. 
 
    Solves all ills? The girl rubbed her forehead tiredly. I wish to inform you that my father, the High Councillor Janallati, passed away an hour ago. How’s that for … for news? 
 
    Shocked silence. 
 
    Then, Keir and Storm spoke as one. I’m sorry, my Lady. 
 
    He blinked. What was that? One thought, one voice, one grief? 
 
    Kalar, Shanryssill and Rhyl echoed them with more formal wording; Azuzithyalé made a sad gesture. The Lady Zanurryssill received their condolences bravely, but Keir recognised the shock and grief in her eyes now. He had been seeing that kind of face in the mirror just months before. Quietly, she told them that since her mother’s passing due to a rare cancer four anna past and her brother’s assassination as a youth of seventeen, she was now the High Councillor and would be invested into her Council position in the morning. 
 
    Shanryssill said kindly, This is heavy news, my Lady. May I add a few restorative herbs to your tea? 
 
    Please. And, lots of honey. I’ve always liked it sweet … like my Dad. 
 
    Keir knew everyone was thinking the same thing: what under the heavens was she doing here if her father had passed on just an hour before? Mom was doing the motherly thing. Cup of herbal tea, warm hug, comfy cushion, throw a blanket over her knees, arm around the girl’s shoulders. Everyone else just sat around in stunned silence. 
 
    A future Councillor, here? What could possibly be so urgent? 
 
    After a few sips, the girl, who could be no older than her early twenties, said, Forgive my brevity but I have much to accomplish before dawn in terms of setting my father’s affairs in order. Before he died, my father had a long list of instructions for me, some of which were … troubling. The simultaneous arrival of a Dragon and her Guardian, together with a Mystic in Faifarathi Elvenholme, has brought together what to me seems a perfect storm of circumstance, political opportunism and an imbalance in power which threatens all of our lives. It may be that you will be safe here at the University, but that will not be the case for long. War is coming. 
 
    Blunt. Keir had not known the tensions between the Clans ran so high, but he caught his father and mother nodding slightly in agreement. Great. He could not have been trusted with this much information? 
 
    Father suspected four of the Clans of dealing directly with the Certanshi. He also was plotting against your lives and planning to plant evidence against the Byralliati, having learned of your public dislike for Lord Narthanyal. Much as I despise the man, that is not my style. Despite the protections of the Wyldefey, you Aryssillati are particularly vulnerable because you have no powerful allies and three immeasurably valuable prizes. Notably, there are at least five plots afoot against your family that we are aware of, specifically targeting Keirthynal, your fledgling and the little Mystic, your dark-haired daughter. You need to guard yourselves well. 
 
    They all nodded. This much was expected. 
 
    Turning to him, she said, Keirthynal, my father was particularly harsh to you in the Council. I wish to plot a different course which expressly contradicts his wishes, but I believe is the best and only course available. I would like to propose an alliance – 
 
    Not interested, Kalar said bluntly. 
 
    Hear her out, my beloved-soul’s-song, Shanryssill said, but her voice turned bitter. What is it the Janallati want this time? Has Chimrael not carried out your bidding well enough? 
 
    The Lady shook her head, but then gazed about the circle of faces as if gauging their responses. Again, Keir found himself reminded of how well she played this game. Born to it. 
 
    She said, Apparently not. Father was deeply displeased by Commander Chimrael Janallati’s recent performance and public humiliations at the hands of you Aryssillati. Although, his final word in your defence, Dragon Guardian, does appear to have split the Council down the middle and is, perhaps, the primary factor holding back the Clans just now. Speculation is intense. I intend to give them something to speculate about. What I am specifically seeking is the neutrality of the Dragoness and Dragon Guardian. To my mind, that is the only guarantee that can avert outright civil war at this stage. But alone, the Aryssillati will be gobbled up – no offence. So, privately, I propose we agree with your Elders upon an alliance es’xalia-tay-írban, while publicly – 
 
    Ah, what’s that? Kalar asked. 
 
    She explained that this was an ancient type of private commercial arrangement which would give the Aryssillati and Janallati access to one another’s markets and protective custody of one another’s territories. Dad did not follow. Shanryssill pointed out that this would grant her Clan enormous influence over her son and Storm, which amounted to control, did it not? 
 
    The Lady Zanurryssill said, We will expressly exclude that from the agreement. Or write something strong and watertight outlining your independence from the Janallati. What I want you to know is that this will be happening in the background while in public we go for you like a Wyvern for its prey. Essentially, as a smoke screen. 
 
    Political shenanigans. Layers of deception. 
 
    Kalar said, “Ye are throwing us a lifeline, Lady. How do I ken we can trust ye? What d’ye Janallati stand to gain out of this arrangement?” 
 
    She nodded soberly over her tea. In accented Human, she replied, “We gain several things. Firstly, time to avert an inter-Clan war. If ye think a Certanshi invasion would be a disaster, Commander, then I believe ye fully understand that civil war would be just as grievous a disaster. It would ensure that the Kingdom of Amarinthe gets no Elven help at all. Secondly, we gain the Dragoness and her Guardian their freedom. That freedom, I believe, is essential to the future of Tyanbran. I may be young but I’m nae fool. What frightens the wits out of those High Councillors, I see as a series of signs the Elven nation would be most imprudent to ignore. The first Dragon in eighty anna. Miracles. The finding of a lost Sacred Tree. A new Mystic. And, I ken ye spoke with the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar.” 
 
    “An interesting assertion,” the Commander said evenly. 
 
    “Aye, that it is. Because that information came from my father’s spy listening at the secret hatch in yer previous chambers – that would be, the one who also tried to assassinate Auroral Storm Diamond.” 
 
    Keir caught Storm about the neck as she surged to her paws, hissing viciously. 
 
    Dabbing a small spill of tea with the corner of her robe, the girl met the fledgling’s burning gaze with courage. “I am now’t my father. I sit among ye.” 
 
    Trrr-aytorr! 
 
    “Aye. Traitors to Santazathiar’s memory,” Shanryssill said, in a stinging tone Keir had never heard her use before. 
 
    Colouring delicately, the Lady Zanurryssill said, “I risk much to sit here. Even in the noo, a trusted maidservant plays my part in my chambers, weeping piteously. I am now’t one to weep and beat my breast over decisions my father made, but I am deeply concerned to restore the Janallati honour. Also, secret report has reached the Council that some of ye climbed in amongst the branches of the Elhoimê-Olynn-tay-Vænar and tended Her wounds. Ye cannae trust the Wyldefey! At least, some are loyal to now’t but their own twisted desires.” 
 
    “Ye threaten as much as ye offer,” Kalar observed. 
 
    “I am trying to clear the jungle airs! Unlike ye and Garbanyal.” 
 
    After waving her hands furiously to demand everyone’s attention, Azuzithyalé signed, ‘You leave my Keirthynal alone!’ 
 
    He almost fell off his cushion in shock as he translated. So confrontational! He had never known the Elfmaiden to be so direct, to break her slave conditioning and speak her mind to one so much higher in station than she, in her perception. In all of their perception! 
 
    “That day, I sought only to frustrate an Elf Lord,” the Lady replied evenly. “I played the game. I am sorry if my actions hurt ye.” 
 
    Fingers quivering, eyes downcast, she still signed, ‘You played it all too well.’ 
 
    “Only because I had to! Girl, d’ye now’t see the Council will try to use ye as a weapon against yer Keir? The scavengers squawk, ‘She’s a former slave, besmirched and dishonoured, a foreigner, in nae way fit companion for a Dragon Guardian. She must be cast aside and replaced with one who can control and manipulate this Guardian to their bidding.’ ” 
 
    The other flushed furiously. ‘Slave I was, but I am no longer.’ 
 
    “Och aye, there’s a true word,” Keir said stoutly. “Ye have nae idea who Azuzithyalé is –” 
 
    To them, this matters not in the slightest. It is about breeding, heritage, bloodlines and the colossal arrogance of centuries of Elven royalty and entitlement. How effortlessly she quashed their argument. Even more heavily, Zanurryssill continued, The Guardian hails from a poor Clan with a long history of rebellious, supposedly anti-Elven behaviour. The Guardian is tainted by heritage, by his parentage. She sighed toward Kalar. “Now’t my words, nor my beliefs, sir.” Nor regarding ye, Azuzithyalé – did I say that right? 
 
    ‘Aye,’ she signed, so furious, he feared she might cry. 
 
    Keir squeezed her knee. 
 
    The High Councillor said, Oh, that true love might flower beneath the hallowed boughs of the Sacred Mother. 
 
    Suddenly, he saw deeper. Insight. Just a touch of it, as if her soul had somehow winked a chink of truth’s light through those steely dark eyes and he saw her deep yearning, courage and conviction. She truly believed Azuzithyalé’s status was no barrier. She was a believer. She saw their touching of a Sacred Tree not as a transgression but as a sign of blessing. 
 
    This powerful Elf, this Councillor-to-be, even believed in him and Storm. She could be an ally. 
 
    If they were careful. How to approach this issue … 
 
    Quietly, he said, My Lady, there is but one thing that would be key for me. One keystone upon which we might build a foundation of complete trust between us. 
 
    Her brow arched. 
 
    You are an astute player. Born and trained to Elven politics and aye, to rulership – in this, you never had any choice. You know the bud and the branches of Elven politics in ways I never will. 
 
    She sipped her tea, watching him much more closely now. Afraid? 
 
    So was he. The Mariân had said he saw truth where others did not. Should he test Her in this? Why could he not simply believe? Because … because he was weak, as every person had weaknesses, and if he wanted to be joined to the beauteous expression of fire and magic who purred slightly against his chest and stomach now, gleaming as realisation rose within her, he needed to be stronger. He needed to build the requisite fibre within himself. 
 
    He said, Tell us his name. 
 
    Mom and Dad must suppose he was off his rocker, judging by their expressions. 
 
    With a near-imperceptible nod, Zanurryssill replied delicately, It may take time, but I fear the Council’s vote will be to smack the Dragon Guardian and Dragoness firmly back into place. The religious reasoning will trump all. You transgressed an unspoken, sacred taboo by climbing a Sacred Tree. Who knows what powers She has accorded you? What else might you dare? Enough Councillors will vote for the conservative, the old-fashioned way: preserve the order, take back control, turn you both and the Mystic to their bidding and suppress these troublesome Aryssillati. Case closed. 
 
    She deflected, he sensed, as she examined her tea and swirled the herbs about once or twice. Kalar and Shanryssill, you of all people have reason to hate my Clan. It is not my place to articulate why, but let me say that my father gave Chimrael no choice in his mode of service. Lord Larthanyal had an unbreakable hold over him. But as I come before you today, as history will strangely turn, it appears that ye have come to hold great power over me. I am the penitent who seeks your favour. 
 
    Shanryssill shook her silver hair in confusion. What … whatever are you talking about, Lady Janallati? Aryssillati having power over the Janallati? That’ll be the day Mauve turns pink! 
 
    His father stared at Keir with a very clear, ‘Whatever d’ye think yer up to, lad?’ glint in his eye. 
 
    He just prayed he was right. 
 
    Suddenly, after all her bravery and composed speech, the young woman’s voice trembled. By Elven law and tradition, an es’xalia-tay-írban agreement would also give a Janallati Clan Elf proper, respectable access to the Aryssillati bloodline … 
 
    Two parental jaws sagged open like tired hinges. 
 
    Against her teacup, Zanurryssill’s fingers Signed quickly, forming runes. A name. 
 
    Keir blinked. No way! No … freaking … way! 
 
    Who … what? his mother croaked. Do you mean – Santazathiar’s oath! You are braver than I thought, Lady Zanurryssill-most-honoured – how under the heavens do you propose to get away with this … this madness … and are you asking … I’m confused? 
 
    She bowed her head ever so slowly, her dark-silver hair sliding forward to hide her face as if she could not bear to hear the rejection that surely must follow. Aye, the Lady Zanurryssill Janallati is asking your permission, Kalar and Shanryssill Aryssillati, and that of your Clan Elders. This entire scheme and my future happiness hinge upon your forgiveness. 
 
    Kalar croaked, “But … we dinnae even ken what ye mean?” 
 
    “Dad, we’ll catch ye up later.” 
 
    Shanryssill glanced about her. Storm nodded. Azuzithyalé signed, ‘Yes.’ Rhyl sighed, “We must.” Kalar just groaned, “Somebody pinch me, please.” Keir crinkled his eyes at his mother. She knew what to do, even if it seemed no-one else had read the Lady’s Sign. 
 
    His Mom reached for the girl’s hands. “Ye daft, lovely, indescribably courageous girl, after all we’ve been through, of course we’d gladly do everything in our power to give ye this gift …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kalar choked upon his tea. Rhyllaryssill pounded his back with enthusiasm fuelled by her clear delight at his reaction. “Ye alright there, Uncle?” 
 
    “Fine! Nay! Nay, I am … really? But, Aralan is –” 
 
    “A fine young man, wise beyond his anna,” Shanryssill put in deftly. 
 
    “I’ll box his pointy ears, I will! I will box them and sell them to the Certanshi for a profit! Imagine, just imagine – the sheer gall of the man –” 
 
    “Truly?” Curling her fingers about her husband’s right bicep, his wife cooed, “Imagine the madness of a big, bearded Human axe-man clad in his thick Ogre-hide boots and stinking Amarinthian furs having far-fetched notions about ensnaring him a young Elfmaiden of the jungles to wife?” 
 
    “Ensnaring? I take exception to that.” 
 
    “Ye barely spoke two words of Elven back then, husband.” 
 
    “Huh. I was persistent, however.” 
 
    “Stubborn as the mountains of yer birthplace, ye mean.” 
 
    “Ye were a tough catch. ’Twas quite the campaign I waged on yer behalf, my bonny beauty.” 
 
    To the others, Shanryssill said, “And ye would have believed it was a military campaign, too. It involved spying, lying, unconventional manoeuvres –” 
 
    “Lying? Ye, Dad?” 
 
    He coughed uncomfortably. “Someone may have forged some papers in order to be reassigned as the military attaché to Faifarathi Elvenholme, back in the day. But it’s all hearsay and ye cannae prove a thing. Nothing at all to do with Shanryssill here. Pure coincidence.” 
 
    Keir chortled happily. 
 
    “Unconventional manoeuvers?” Rhyl prompted, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    Mother grinned. “That would be, having his supposed friends, including yer wicked reprobate of a Great-Uncle, Garbanyal, kidnap an unwilling Elfmaiden in a sack, whisking her up into the treetops, lashing her hand and foot to a chair –” Keir whistled “– in order that he might at last enjoy a romantic sunset dinner with someone who had refused nae less than a dozen dinner invitations beforehand, Santazathiar’s own truth.” 
 
    Rhyl pursed her lips. “Romantic?” 
 
    Storm trilled in amusement. 
 
    He could just picture it – oh, to have been a leaf on a nearby branch that evening! 
 
    “Actually, it was lovely. Perfect evening, sky of mauve fire, birds singing, harpist playing in the boughs nearby. Good for him I was firmly tied up because I had a good mind to cut out his liver and feed it to the Dracowurms, as I recall – but Kalar convinced me otherwise.” She blushed daintily. “He has a way with words, yer father.” 
 
    “Wow, Mom! Ye never told me this.” 
 
    “Well, we felt ye might be a little young to hear what a bandit and a wicked scoundrel ye have for a father. Good thing ye had trimmed yer beard that evening, husband.” 
 
    “Mom! I did now’t need to ken that.” 
 
    “The lips never lie – do they, Rhyl?” 
 
    “Eh? Me? Ask Azuzithyalé! Who, might I remind everyone, had Keir manacled hand and foot in that dungeon and completely at her mercy. Makes a few ropes in the treetops look like child’s play.” 
 
    The redhead made an audible gasp. 
 
    “Rhyl!” Keir growled, as his girl heated up to the colour of a burnished ingot. “She fed me, cleaned my wounds and just happened to save my life –” 
 
    “And kissed ye all better?” Kalar guessed. 
 
    “Nay, she tried to remove my head with a mop. Quite the savage, she is.” 
 
    “She is an Elf,” Shanryssill pointed out, holding Azuzithyalé’s hand by way of moral support. 
 
    “Suits this family then.” 
 
    “Speak for yerself, cousin,” Rhyl said, giggling, “After all, some of us are gentle healers who just happen to carry Princes of faraway foreign realms in their pockets.” 
 
    Keir said, “Exactly my point.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘Well, it wasn’t in the dungeon at all. Actually, it started with Keir in bed –’ 
 
    “More tea, anyone?” he asked loudly. 
 
    Phew, the traitor. Here he had been feeling uncomfortable on her behalf … 
 
    “Keir in bed?” his mother asked, with a certain glint in her eye. “And how big a cockroach would ye like in yer tea, son?” 
 
    “Nae, nae, it was now’t like that at all,” he protested, trying to catch this girlfriend’s errant hands before she gave everything away. He almost lost a thumb in the doing. “It was romantic. So, there I was recovering in bed from my growing sickness in Valox’s isolated redoubt, when into my room walks this vision of beauty, her fiery hair backlit by the golden rays of Mauve’s setting. I was so dumbstruck by her radiant beauty –” 
 
    “Dumbstruck?” Kalar grinned. “Good word, son. Try being like that right in the noo.” 
 
    “I’m telling ye how it was.” 
 
    Rhyl put in, “Far too soppy to be believed, cousin. I’m sure Azuzithyalé will tell us the actual truth, right?” 
 
    “Oh, come on –” 
 
    “Be quiet! Now’t another word, Keir!” his mother rapped. “Azuzithyalé, my dear, ye were saying?” 
 
    Keir mistrusted that glint in his girlfriend’s eye immediately. 
 
    With Sign and mime, she recounted for them how she had innocently been cleaning his room like a good little slave girl when she asked to change his sheets – and that man, aye, that one – had flung off his bedclothes to expose himself to the world! Well, to her. He had to hoot as she first portrayed her naïve, maidenly shock at this most astonishing spectacle and then, acted out Keir’s subsequent antics in falling out of bed and knocking his head – Rhyl remarked that this was a sure sign of the veracity of her tale – followed by his dancing for her clad in nothing but a sheet. The ankle! The hip! Her poor eyes popped at this flagrant display. 
 
    A couple of details surfaced in her embellished retelling that he was secretly pleased about – between all the humiliation and hilarity – such as when she noted counting his abdominals one by one and how she played Keir’s pretending to cover up his modesty only to discover that with two hands being insufficient, he had to resort to a whole sheet. 
 
    Alright. Pack away the ego, mister! 
 
    He joined his family in all the merriment – Rhyl wiped her eyes as she hiccoughed helplessly, while Storm laughed so hard, she rolled onto her back to wave her paws in the air. 
 
    Azuzithyalé was a fine actress. She would make a great mime, he thought, not without a pang. Why was fate so cruel? 
 
    Still, he appreciated the release of tension. It was good to be with family, even better to inquire of Rhyl what her wicked plans for the fourth Prince of Amarinthe might entail? They made such a commotion that Shanryssill had to go and settle the twins again. 
 
    So, cousin Aralan. Silly, honourable, patient, brave, badly wounded cousin Aralan. Did he have any idea of the plots within plots within plots that surrounded his secret love for one whom the class-bound Elvish society regarded as far beyond his reach as the stars were beyond the reach of any mortal Elf? 
 
    Well was it said that love made fools of all. 
 
    Keir shook his head slowly. Or his own regard for a girl from a gilded world and the return of just one Dragoness to Tyanbran? 
 
    Who could plot such a weave in the tapestry of destiny? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following week felt like a precious bubble carved out of the course of time. Narinyssill communed with the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar in the sight of many curious Elves. She was ineffably gentle and warm with his sister and called her a sister to the Seven Trees. Narini returned glowing. 
 
    He and Storm climbed up to Commander Chimrael’s high-canopy tree house under heavy guard. There, his daughter lay in the grip of the winter-fading disease. What a wrench of grievous memory! So far gone was she, the forty-one anna-old woman seemed to think Auroral Storm Diamond was her father and that the fledgling’s light was a hallucination of the afterlife. Storm lay alongside her, forepaw curled beneath her wan cheek and one wing extended to cover her emaciated body and gave without stinting. Five hours passed. Keir sensed that drain even in himself. He could barely drag himself back to the University afterward; now, he understood something of what it cost to attempt such a healing. 
 
    Chimrael insisted upon seeing them safely back to their chambers, where they ate a little and collapsed into an exhausted heap together. 
 
    The following day saw a fraught encounter develop with the High Councillor Zanurryssill outside the canteen. She flirted blatantly with the Dragon Guardian. Azuzithyalé drew a dagger on her and had to be restrained by Rhyl and Kalar; the Lady loudly declared that she would have her way with Storm and with Keir too, and nothing could stop the Janallati Clan’s inevitable rise to ascendancy in the Council. After that, she handed the note a cheeky paw had filched from the Lord’s pocket back to him, suggesting that he take his filthy intrigues and sink them in the nearest jungle fumarole. 
 
    Storm sniffed around his high-heeled boots. The Lord Elf stalked off in a high dudgeon, somewhat lighter of jewellery than before. 
 
    The day after, they returned to Chimrael’s place. His daughter had woken up during the night, deeply confused and asking for food. The Commander knelt and hugged Storm afterward! 
 
    She did not mutter, Uck-uck-uck until they were well out of sight and earshot. 
 
    In the mornings after combat practice, which was Arami’s favourite activity, the family relaxed with their Giant friends in the Library. Bara’ûnzi patiently corrected his somewhat flailing and despairing attempts at scholarly endeavour, while Rili’ûna sat with two girls, one fledgling and two kittens all cradled within her great arms and read them illustrated children’s stories from the Giantish canon. The University had a decent collection. Mom, Rhyl and Azuzithyalé worked very hard on the prosthetics projects Bara’ûnzi had underway and on combing through the – cough, cough – confidential medical records the Faculty of Sylvan Medicine had kept on the treatment of Dragons and their Guardians. 
 
    One day, the ladies returned to the chambers looking as if they had been dragged backward through the jungles by a fast-moving Wyvern, before being mildly toasted by a Reaver and spat out as unappetising fare. Even the Giantess. She had a broken arm. Azuzithyalé and Rhyl had a black eye each, left and right respectively, besides other marks that he took for whip-weals. His mother sported the kind of contusions on her knuckles, elbows and even her forehead that Keir knew could only come from violent hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Kalar barked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, let’s see,” said Shanryssill, breaking out the medical supplies. “First, a mobile power source Bara’ûnzi was working on exploded – most likely sabotage. That knocked her out for a bit. After which, a couple of dozen rogue Wyldefey invaded the laboratory. Right after them came another horde of Wyldefey bent on protecting us. We got stuck in the middle of the fray, ye might say. My girls were magnificent.” She hugged Rhyl and Azuzithyalé before patting Bara’ûnzi’s thigh. “Those Wyldefey dinnae ken what hit them.” 
 
    ‘Girl power!’ the golden hands signed. She twizzled her wrist gingerly. ‘I think four tree-things stampeded all over me. Oh. I feel terrible …’ 
 
    Blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Storm – Zhu – he cried. 
 
    Keir leaped and collided with the fledgling as Azuzithyalé slumped, but between them, they managed to lower her gently to the wooden floor. Shanryssill and Storm fussed over her. Internal bleeding? Ouch. He helped Rhyl work out how to realign Bara’ûnzi’s arm. They were not strong enough to counter the elastic might of her muscles; eventually, they had to send for the other Giants, who arrived and sparked another whole round of ferocious, chest-thumping explanations. Then, borrowing the corridor outside the small chambers, they sat on her and under Rhyl’s direction, twisted and realigned the bones to the healer’s satisfaction before strapping a wooden cast into place with ratchet straps. 
 
    Meantime, his mother stabilised Azuzithyalé and settled her upon a soft pallet for the night. 
 
    Keir popped over to tuck her in. 
 
    ‘Tuck’ being a wicked euphemism for what was on his mind, of course. 
 
    He said, “Ye alright there, bright lass? About as good as a person kicked about by four large, angry living logs could possibly be?” 
 
    She smiled wanly. ‘Thanks, Keir. Water?’ He helped her to sip carefully. ‘That was rough.’ 
 
    “Och aye. But yer tough.” 
 
    ‘Am I tough enough?’ 
 
    He kissed the cheek that was not turning purple. “Ye dinnae always need to be the tough one, ye ken? That’s only one of the many things I fancy about ye.” She began to wrinkle her nose but gave up with a grimace. “I like that yer a real lady, for example.” 
 
    ‘Like her? As if.’ 
 
    “I dinnae mean silks and fancy words, ye daft walking ingot. I mean what goes on in here.” He tapped the centre of her chest, very gently, drawing a wan smile from pallid lips. “I like that yer my lady. And I hate it if I cannae be there to defend ye. That … hurts me, too.” 
 
    The girl sighed. ‘When Valox wanted to interrogate you, I ran away. I’m not this lady you think I am.’ 
 
    “How am I this mighty Dragon Guardian ye think I am? Work in progress, at best.” 
 
    ‘Shall we argue?’ 
 
    Her eyes kept flicking closed and opening more and more reluctantly. 
 
    Keir said, “As long as it involves yer lips and mine, beauty, I’m game. In the noo, ye rest easy. We’ll take care of things this night. Let me tell ye one or two things. I love these eyes.” He kissed the lids to press them closed. “And this nose. Ye have the most distracting chin in all Tyanbran. Seriously. And the cutest pair of pixie ears.” 
 
    Her breathing deepened. 
 
    “Sleep well, o gilded beauty of Yæluthiel.” Rising, he padded over to his father’s side and hunkered down beside him. “So, Dad. How soon d’ye think we should pack to leave? Feels like time.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8: Shenanigans 
 
    6th of Dejune Month 
 
    Summertide 
 
      
 
    COME THE MORN, IT was already too late to leave. They had two minutes’ warning – the time it took Commander Chimrael to walk from the entryway of their new residential apartment and knock at their door. Keir and Storm considered bolting out of the window, but the tree was surrounded by yellow Agazi robes. 
 
    Rap-rap. 
 
    Kalar yanked the door open. So, Commander Chimrael, it comes to this? 
 
    I have come to take the Dragon Guardian and his Dragoness into the care of the united Elven Council, who wish to deliver their judgement upon the branches of their future, he said, with perfect, starchy adherence to protocol. Commander Kalar, here is the summons of the Council. I will give you a moment to peruse this message and speak with your family. 
 
    Keir blinked. Had he just seen the Commander slip a scrap of a note into his father’s hand beneath the formal, beautifully sealed scroll? 
 
    About face. Shut door. 
 
    No footsteps receded down the corridor. 
 
    His father glowered mutinously. In Sign, he said, ‘We had no warning. None! Some allies, those Janallati. Not even the Wyldefey. We’ve been betrayed.’ 
 
    Shanryssill said, This decision will have been taken behind sealed doors to prevent even the High Councillors from communicating it with their networks. Perhaps we should feel flattered by our importance to the realm? Read it, Kalar-my-strength. 
 
    Pale and grim, his father read the Council’s note. “Since the Sylvan University is nae longer deemed safe residence, they are taking ye, Keir and Storm, to a secure location where ye will undertake further tutelage with trusted Masters of different disciplines. Ye are to be separated from yer family –” 
 
    “Nae!” Narini wailed. “My Keir! My brother!” 
 
    He caught her into his arms. 
 
    Rather than cause her further distress, he handed Keir the scroll and opened the other. Keir read it, feeling the colour drain from his face. “Well, that’s friendly.” 
 
    Separation. Indoctrination. Re-education. 
 
    Absolutely no Azuzithyalé. 
 
    The family was invited to leave Faifarathi Elvenholme with immediate effect. 
 
    The other note was from the Lady Zanurryssill Janallati and the University Dean; a terse apology stating that the decision had been anything but unanimous. Six to five. At the last instant, one of their trusted core had changed their mind. Bought off. A shattered alliance. 
 
    Numb with disappointment, he went around the family saying his goodbyes. He refused to consider any kind of finality to this occasion. They would find a way. He always did. Narini clung to his neck; Arami tried to put on her usual brave face, but he knew she would cry after he left. He kissed Azuzithyalé and signed to her, ‘See you soon, alright? Get better quick. You know why.’ 
 
    He had never seen his Mom appear so devastated. He picked Shanryssill up off her feet in a huge hug. “Fix this lot up, alright? Ye hear me?” 
 
    So fierce was her hug, he gasped. 
 
    Chimrael stood stiffly at attention in the doorway. Keir desperately wanted to punch that perfect, dutiful face. But then the man winked at Kalar. Sir. Pass yer son over, now. 
 
    Coded message? 
 
    Kalar growled, If but one hair on that white mop-head falls, Commander Chimrael, I swear I will hold you personally responsible. 
 
    Understood, Commander. Come with me, Dragon Guardian. 
 
    Commander ahead, six yellow-clad guards behind. Keir kept a close eye on Storm. He did not know how much she understood of all these shenanigans, but he did not want to take a chance that she would sink her fangs into Chimrael’s pristine uniformed backside. Not when it seemed he might slowly be turning into the most unlikely of allies. He had not dared to suggest as much to his parents. They were not ready to consider such a change of heart, he sensed. Too many past hurts. 
 
    Down through the residential tree they walked. Elven woodworkers had crafted the tunnels and chambers with care, never boring through the living wood, but shaping it so that their delving did not create any structural problems. To the casual observer it would appear as if this tree had simply decided it would be a good idea to grow corridors, clover-shaped chambers and storage areas. And plumbing. All in neat Elven-habitable forms. 
 
    To him, it seemed that many Elves now took the gifts of nature for granted. They did not venerate or care for the jungle in the same way as they had before. Aryssilholme was far more unspoiled than here; not so much the University, which was still beautifully tended, but once they left the gates, it seemed a different matter – more commercial and uncaring and big-city feel, rather than an Elven home where nature was respected and allowed enough time to recover from the passage of many feet, say, or hanging vines to regrow their leaves after careless rappelling had stripped them bare. 
 
    Moving away from the University grounds in a westerly direction, they climbed tree vines for a short while before re-joining a major thoroughfare that curved around the central park. The yellow echelon surrounded them in fifty-strong array, plus additional outlying troops glissading ahead to ensure that any potential threats were identified and dealt with. Quite the exhibition of military organisation. He saw archers lurking in nearby boughs and men or women loitering in the crowds, supposedly part of the populace. Storm sniffed derisively. Was this her perception picking them out as if they had targets painted on their foreheads? Aye. 
 
    Storm’s voice chortled in his mind. Oh really, missy? She understood exactly what was going on. She just thought that these Elves were very, very foolish indeed. Then, she placed in his mind the image of the elderly Elf. High Councillor Yathillati, he remembered. They had never met as he had requested. Maybe that was something to put to Commander Chimrael? 
 
    Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes’ walk later, they came to a pretty pear-shaped cottage dangling in a garden plot which overlooked the Mariân. The construction was natty yet nondescript, nothing anyone would take a second glance at. Perhaps that was the intent. Auroral Storm Diamond’s senses picked out at least forty soldiers nearby, scattered in positions overlooking the house and all approaches and a command post farther back in the dense yellow undergrowth where it could not be seen from the house. A prickle he took for magic teased his senses. How long had the Elven Council been preparing these new accommodations? Still, given the outlook, passing a few days here could not be the very worst. 
 
    Just for as long as it took him to plot and execute his escape. 
 
    They climbed up to the roof hole and entered the house. The scent of magic was closer here, deeper, more disquieting. The main sitting room was large, but unfurnished. No paintings, nor decorations. Keir tensed up. Looking more and more like a pretty dungeon, was it? 
 
    Taking a small circular staircase to the floor below, they entered a sunny room that looked out over the central park to the Sacred Tree. Here, a very small man with a very large head awaited them. Keir’s first impression was of a seated mushroom. He wore strong spectacles and perched in a wheelchair. He could be at most two feet tall. Half of that was head, perched precariously upon an infeasibly spindly neck. In his lap, he held a large green jewel. It felt … sick. No other word sufficed to describe how it made him and Storm feel. The fledgling shrank against him, sensing something about this man she did not trust. Aye. The back of the room was barred. A cell. 
 
    Commander Chimrael said, Hold on, this is not what the Council – 
 
    You may leave us, Commander. 
 
    He saluted and left at once, his face curiously blank. 
 
    The little fellow turned to them. “Greetings, Keirthynal and Storm. I am Polypontax. I doubt ye have ever met another like me, so let me make a small introduction. I am a treble-psychic Mushroom Pixie and nae, I am now’t from anywhere ye will ever have heard of. My people have lived in Tyanbran for a very long time, usually around the southern reaches of the continent where we find the peace, quiet and mental space to live our simple lives. But every so often, such as when a Dragon cracks the eggshell, for example, we find it expedient to enter the ebb and flow of societies and arrange matters to our satisfaction. It so happens that the Elven High Council and I concur on the need to turn ye into a nice, obedient lad who will nae longer question the will or desires of his elders and betters.” 
 
    Keir blinked. 
 
    “Aye, I ken it may take a wee moment to sink in. After all, Pixies and Faerie are meant to be rather more extinct than we ourselves think we are.” He smiled, spinning his fingers in a careless gesture. That was a spider’s smile as it eyed up a juicy fly. “Anyhow, I am being handsomely paid in a currency of great value to my people. So, let’s get cosy whilst I peel yer mind open like an onion and adjust a few distasteful things about ye. Like yer penchant for mischief, for example, and yer rebellious, disobedient sense of self-determination.” 
 
    “Er –” 
 
    “Be silent.” 
 
    Keir opened his mouth and shut it again. Wordless. This had to be the most terrifying thing that had ever happened to him. With one word, that little man had stolen his voice. He reached for Storm with his mind. This is bad, girl … 
 
    “Aye, flex those muscles, pup. In the noo, let me check my notes. Ah, I see. There’s a worthless girlfriend to be shot of, a whole nasty serpent’s nest of troublesome familial ties and a fatuous reverence for the Sacred Trees of yer people. Good, good. All quite straightforward. The bond with the Dragon will be trickier to manage, of course. I’ve never dealt with one myself, but my ancestors were considered to be specialists in the task.” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond exploded toward him without warning. 
 
    The little fellow did not even move. An unseen force smashed her away across the room. “Down. Bad Dragoness! I am Polypontax. Ye will learn to call Polypontax yer Master.” 
 
    With a whine, she rolled over and sat up unsteadily. The surge of their mutual fury was like white-hot lead coursing through his veins. 
 
    NEVER!! 
 
    The dual roar appeared to take the creature aback, but only momentarily. Adjusting his glasses, he shovelled the fledgling back behind the bars with an invisible wall of force and locked the door with a mental touch. That level of control, of power, was terrifying – but Keir’s body would not respond to his commands. He stood his ground like a piece of meat stuck to an invisible skewer. Neither could Storm summon her fledgling lightning powers. 
 
    “Very good. I see the path now. Polypontax will never be denied. Start with the whelp and the Dragon is mine.” 
 
    Keir tried with every ounce of his strength to go for the man, hating him with every fibre in his unresponsive – curse it – body. 
 
    “Good. Let’s have a wee little rummage around inside here …” 
 
    Icy fingers seemed to slip beneath his skull, riffling through his memories with terrifying ease. This was the exact moment Keir switched tactics. Picturing Storm’s lightning-shot home, he summoned a bolt of lightning to his mind. That awareness of another’s presence shot out of him as if scalded; the little fellow spun in his chair, caressing that eerie green jewel with long, spidery fingers, when Storm hit him with a lightning bolt – weak and dazed she was, but it smashed the chair toward the bright, open side of the room which had no wall, it seemed. 
 
    Polypontax caught himself with an evil bark of laughter. Rivulets of sweat trickled down his overlarge head, giving Dragoness and Guardian a momentary flash of hope. Did he actually smell the burn in this evil Pixie’s flesh? 
 
    “Oh, so it’s a battle ye want, is it?” 
 
    Darkness slammed down over Keir’s vision. “How’s about if yer blind and helpless, and all ye will ever ken for the rest of yer pitiful life … is PAIN?” 
 
    He screamed all the way into oblivion. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir awoke to the strangest realisation that someone was talking to himself. A wheedling voice, a superior voice and an acerbic voice engaged in bitter argument with one another. 
 
    The duality resists our pitiful efforts! snapped the acerbic voice. 
 
    The superior one countered, We are three; greater than two. Our superiority is self-evident. It is merely a matter of time – 
 
    If everything is so self-evident, then why can we not break through? whined the third. We must be subtle, beguiling and cunning – 
 
    Smash through! 
 
    Oh-so-clever, aren’t we? Foremost psychic entity in Tyanbran, did you say? sneered Mister Wheedling. 
 
    Silence, you pair of prattling fools. My flawless victory is assured. There is no being of the jungles that can resist the corrupting power of the fungal kingdom. We Mushroom Pixies are the pinnacle of our race. Jungavaliorn, he is. Half Jungavaliorn. That is where we shall craft our next attack … 
 
    The Human race is weak-willed and corrupt! Force and acid! I shall seep like a mist into his dull provincial mind. I shall snap his will like a twig! Nothing can stand before me! 
 
    The voices faded. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When his consciousness returned, with it came an awareness of pain. Rivers of pain. Keir dreamed he floated in an impossibly deep vat of acid. Lime-green as a Snowgre’s snot, it boiled slowly around his limbs, finding even the slightest chink where it corrupted his flesh, turning everything into a bubbling black tar that seared with indescribable agony. 
 
    Yet there existed within him a pure white source of light to which he kept returning. 
 
    Taking wing. 
 
    Sheltering in its purifying gleam. 
 
    He dreamed a different dream that somehow, despite the unbearable torture of his flesh, bore him away to desolate lakes of unsullied ice where he played with his reflection, one bolt of white lightning playing with another, soaring into the shimmering aurorae, piercing the ice without melting it to reflect off the shining silver lake-bottom and back up into the sky again; the speed, breathtaking. 
 
    The unending rush filled his thoughts not with adrenaline, but fiery light. 
 
    He frolicked with her. She teased him, ever playful, always feminine and beguiling, yet her form was unadulterated power. 
 
    Reflecting one another’s light, they communed. They remembered the attacker, the pain, the bewildering variety of ways in which the Pixie had tried to tear them apart, sabotage their bond or subvert it. Together, they saw that she stood trapped behind bars of magic and metal. He lay upon a strange cot, writhing and mewling like a baby as the pain ate away at his sanity. 
 
    Aye. That was reality; not this dream. 
 
    In the depths of this extremity, they made a pact. He would cover for her. Mask her presence. Take all the pain into himself in order to free her to take action. 
 
    Creeping beneath the bed, she set about quarrying her way through the floor. 
 
    Keir drifted into a world of suffering. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    What happened to my jewel? My precious – my precious muse! Oh, we are undone, moaned the wheedling voice. Woe, woe, woe to us, who have lost the greatest treasure of our people. 
 
    Fools! Which of you null-brains left it there near the cage? Why must I always do the thinking for us? 
 
    Crush him! Crush the boy – it was him, I know it! 
 
    How? He lies abed, the Dragoness beside him. I sense its power. Its power lives … inside her. Is the spirit of the jewel not yet alive? 
 
    All three voices thundered together, Ah, this is the opening we sought. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Shrieking woke him. Unearthly, unending shrieks. For a long, dislocated moment, Keir presumed he had awoken amidst a lightning storm. Violent strobe flashes lit his cell, casting his face in dark and light, dark and light – aye, he sensed a storm breaking out over the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar, but the greater storm was right beside him, in the dungeon. She rocketed about in a madness of pain, now curled up into a foetal ball that hearkened to her precious time inside the eggshell, now champing at her own tail – and the creature assailed her relentlessly! 
 
    Torturer! 
 
    His huge eyes gleamed with magical power. 
 
    The little mushroom man. He remembered that voice – the voices. Which of them was it – the angry one? It must be. This Mushroom Pixie creature was throwing everything in his trifold arsenal of power at the young Dragoness in order to exterminate whatever was protecting Auroral Storm Diamond. He tried to reach for her; pain exploded in his head. He vomited violently. Someone must have fed him something, because he did not recognise the stinking mess that splattered across his bare feet. He needed somehow … he must distract the man. A weapon might do it, any weapon … 
 
    He had nothing. Clothing. Bare cell. The Dragoness flashed through different colours as the light-producing tissues of her body began to tear under enormous duress. He knew that green. It was the taint of the jewel; the taint that now lived in her! 
 
    Take her pain again! 
 
    Time fractured in his consciousness until he became aware of breaking away for a second, panting heavily. Relief? No. Again! Fight the taint! 
 
    You puny fools, do you think you can resist ME? 
 
    Keir ducked away through heavy clouds, moving like a flash of lightning – away and back again, faster than the eye could follow, faster than thought itself. Untouched. Storm curled up in a ball, whimpering, her fiery eyes turned wholly black with terror. 
 
    He lunged for the bars, but the magic that protected them jangled him to the teeth and flung him away. What to do? What to – stooping swiftly, he scooped up a handful of his own vomit and hurled it at the little man. 
 
    Splot! 
 
    He sat there in his wheelchair, blinking in surprise. Yellowish bits of half-digested fruit dripped down the left side of his forehead and onto his lap. 
 
    Storm stopped whimpering. 
 
    “Listen here, ye revolting sack of fungal slop!” Keir shrieked, beside himself with fury. “Ye want to hurt someone? Hurt me! Come on, ye pathetic excuse for a malformed mushroom, ye bottom-feeder, ye parasite on rotting plant matter, call up yer best – or what should I name ye? Polypontax the Pitiable? Polypontax the Pickle-Headed Parasite?” 
 
    Well, that was a ridiculous, but it worked. 
 
    With a horrible shriek of rage, the Pixie flung everything he had at Keir, most likely trying not just to break him, but to snuff him out. 
 
    Keir dived for his core of light as if a storm were racing across the sky to obscure, to consume Mauve itself. Clothing himself, filling himself with her, he waded forward step by dogged step through the insane blast to grip those bars with strength he did not know he had. 
 
    A voice not his own roared, DRAGONS NEVER GIVE UP!! 
 
    The bars bent, squealing at a piercing pitch. He ripped them sideways. Before he realised he had also ripped a hole in the magic binding the cage area, creating enough space to squeeze through, the fledgling darted into the gap and fired at the wheelchair in a blinding flare of fury. 
 
    Graaboom!! 
 
    An unforgettable image stood etched upon the backs of his retinae. The little fellow’s bulging head exploded in a ball of flame. He felt himself pitching forward. His arms were too weary and far too heavy to stretch out to cushion the blow. Storm crashed back into him in an attempt to break his fall, but they both slumped in a heap together, half in and half out of the cage. 
 
    Keir knew he would never forget the smell that drifted into his nostrils. He coughed, Nice … shooting, Storm. Commander – I hear men, coming. Noise. 
 
    Wirrrth me, Keee-irr, she trilled. 
 
    He needed her lead. 
 
    Black spots danced before his vision. So much easier just to give in – 
 
    Keee-irr! Nrrr! 
 
    Her cry summoned him back from the precipice of sweet oblivion. Light. Move toward the light. He began to crawl. Hand over hand. Back into the cell. 
 
    Grrd, Keee-irr. Mrrr. Wirrrth Sstorrrm. 
 
    Wriggling down beneath the bed with a low groan of pain, he found the hole she had created and followed a slim white tail down into the living wood. She must have eaten her way through in order to get at the jewel, but then returned for him. Gratitude warmed his heart. Brave lass! Incomparable! His head pounded abominably; both shoulders ached, as if he had wrenched his muscles in that supreme effort to bend the bars. 
 
    Santazathiar’s oath! He must try not to think about attacking a person in a wheelchair. Had it not been a creature like Polypontax the Treble-Psychic torturer, he would have considered it by far and away the worst thing he or Storm had ever done. 
 
    Explosion! Inside the house! someone shouted faintly. 
 
    Secure the area! 
 
    Alert the Commander! 
 
    What he would not have given to see their faces when they saw the destruction of their torture facility. He planned to have words with this Elven Council. Many words. 
 
    Orders? 
 
    Kill the Elf on sight, men! Save the Dragon! 
 
    Many voices acknowledged these commands. 
 
    Then again, maybe he should follow a wiser course of action. As in, bolt for the jungle as fast as his little legs could carry him before he wore too many holes in his hide. His shoulders most certainly were not about to have anything to do with it. Getting about anywhere in the jungle in this state was not going to be pretty. 
 
    Storm held up her paw to warn him before he slid too far. Blearily, he spied a twenty-foot drop to the blue-green grass. He rubbed his eyes. Come on, Keir. Come on – Storm, please … thanks! 
 
    She had touched him with what little strength she had left, enough to clear his aching mind. Good. Keir breathed heavily, forcing himself to take stock – bad shoulders, mentally fragile, but his legs might just about hold him. Maybe. 
 
    Just here, they were hidden by several small, leafy branches growing out of the base of the house; its wood was still living, shaped in the best Elven fashion of never destroying their natural environment. Glancing about as best he could, Keir judged the distances. He peeked out at the Elven guards ranged all around the base of the house, protecting every angle save one. Aye. Only one answer, wasn’t there? 
 
    A flash of madness. 
 
    Alright, my stormy miracle. Ready for a Keir rush of insanity masquerading as a plan? 
 
    Keee-irr crazzzee? 
 
    Always, my love. Always for you. 
 
    She stroked his arm very gently. Keee-irr hurt? Awrr-ite? 
 
    I’m pretty sore – my shoulders. Wobbly as a newborn Yak. You? 
 
    All Sstorrrm. All hurt, head hurt! Keee-irr say-ve Sstorrrm. Sstorrrm … thrr-kss. 
 
    He stared at her. Quite unexpectedly, her speech had taken a great leap forward. How long had they been imprisoned? 
 
    Likewise, my darling. He stroked her muzzle gently, holding back an unexpected prickling of tears. Shed those later. When that freakish mushroom creature was torturing you, I’ve never been so afraid for your life. But we got through it together. Now, we need every ounce of that trust. 
 
    Trrrst Keee-irr. Bonnnd strrrong. Go whirr-it? 
 
    He pointed. 
 
    Storm grinned in open amazement. Keee-irr flyee? 
 
    That’s not the part I’m worried about. It’s the – 
 
    There’s a hole! ’Ware below! ’Ware! 
 
    GO!! they roared together. 
 
    Leaping outward as far as he could, Keir borrowed an unfortunate yellow robe upon whom to break his fall. Smashing the man down with his bent legs, he pitched immediately into a forward roll and then rolled a second time as a brace of arrows whipped through the space he had just vacated. Taking four long strides across the springy grass, he leaped for his life. 
 
    He leaped as if he could reach the Mariân herself. 
 
    Regrettably, he had a certain lack of equipment and capability in the wings department. Storm soared, albeit unsteadily. He dropped like a stone. 
 
    Yellow and orange autumnal foliage blurred past him. 
 
    With a squeal of surprise, the white-diamond beauty folded her wings and hurtled in pursuit. As if she had not figured out this part of the plan. The insane part. Keir realised that she had a hole in her right wing, perhaps from an arrow? 
 
    Turning about in the air and spreading his arms and legs to try to slow down a little, he yelled, I need to slow down and hit something soft. Grab my shirt and help me fly! 
 
    They had a handful of seconds. The drop from that cottage to the central park level could only have been four or five hundred feet, past a near-vertical slope of vegetation punctuated by the gaps where these rich houses stood, dangled, or bulged from a branch. Part of his terrified brain wondered how deep a hole his body would make in the pretty green sward of the central park. 
 
    Talons pricked his shoulders. Storm had the sense not to try to brake in the air with his full weight, for she might have torn her wings right off. Instead, she angled them high and wide, picking up just enough momentum to haul him back toward the thick stuff. 
 
    Coming in too fast! Ground close! Curling up at the last second, Keir smashed into a thicket of vines. Tearing straight through and blasting a hole in the basket-weave layer just behind, he crashed more slowly through a twenty-foot section of someone’s prize vertical flower arrangement and came to a thumping halt in the very soft loam of a bed of spongy white peonies. 
 
    Oof. Reasonable landing. He had not even broken his stupid neck. He spat out a flower. Only partially winded, plus at least fifty more bruises to add to the collection. 
 
    Keee-irr? Keee-irr? 
 
    Here, darling! Happily alive. You were brilliant. 
 
    Freaking talking mushrooms, he already heard Agazi soldiers toward the city and others glissading down from above. Not too many choices right now. 
 
    They must go where Elves feared to tread. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, Keir rapidly scouted the lay of the jungles. Twenty feet down to the park. A doddle compared to what he had just accomplished. Come on, my-Storm-blast! Let’s outrun these fools! 
 
    Keee-irr slooww, she chortled, leading the way. 
 
    Alright. Very much easier when one could glide through the air rather than having to glissade and then make a fifteen-foot jump over what appeared to be a drainage ditch down to the park’s grassy bank. He landed decently, picked up his jelly knees and tender feet, and set about running like a Kestrelfoot. He probably resembled nothing more than a frightened meadow hare, but he would have liked to imagine his stride evidenced a certain uncontainable elegance – ignoring a few wobbles better suited to a drunk exiting a tavern. After all, few Elves could boast that they had beaten a Giant in a foot race; fewer still that they had been sat upon by that same Giantess and lived to tell the tale. 
 
    Alright. Make that a quarter Giantess. Being turned into a squidgy pancake by a Ha’abor To’olîng was not on his to do list. Not this week. 
 
    He and Storm raced neck-and-neck out toward the Sacred Tree, revelling in the speed of flight and long half Human, half Elven legs flying across the grass. Sort of. He lurched badly, his chest and upper body tight with pain and abuse. She struggled to keep aloft. Yet somehow they accelerated to a decent speed, rejoicing in the pulse of their living link, forged so early but growing in surprising ways these last … well, he had no idea how long they had been incarcerated together, but it must have been a long time. More than a couple of days. 
 
    Might Polypontax’s tortures have served to strengthen their bond? 
 
    He suspected so. The difference he sensed was a potent brew – perhaps akin to vastly different metals furnace-forged into a new alloy? Certainly, her diamond life gleamed far closer to his senses than ever before. Integral, profound, breathtaking … 
 
    Time enough for spine-tingling awe later. Sprint! 
 
    As he ran, Keir prayed to the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar because he knew that the next phase of his plan involved jumping all over the most sacred taboos of his people once again, if they could reach Her. If they could hide somehow in the folds of Her bark, climb down below the level the Agazi would dare to follow and make it out of Faifarathi Elvenholme without wearing more arrows than a seamstresses’ favourite pincushion, then find his family and … disappear into the deep jungles with arms that were too sore to lift above shoulder height? 
 
    Alright. The plan lacked a few essential details. 
 
    He wiped his eyes mid-gallop. Wind and gritty pollens and speed. He could do with Auroral Storm Diamond’s complex ocular membranes. Those would help. As they neared the Mariân’s almighty trunk, the wildflower-strewn grass dipped before it sheared off completely about seventy feet shy of Her mighty trunk. 
 
    Another impossible jump. 
 
    But Keir’s eyes snapped to the line of yellow-robed Agazi waiting at attention – standing right between them and the Mariân. His heart sank but he did not waver. Her branches had not swept down for them. They were on their own. 
 
    Alright, girl, we’ll take as many of these with us as we can. Got one more jump in you? 
 
    Rrrr-edee, Keee-irr iss go! 
 
    He gathered his courage and his madness into one small, tight kernel in his chest. Here went nothing … 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9: The Descent 
 
      
 
    THE MAN AT THE head of the squad of Agazi elite soldiers held up his hand. “Keir, nae! Stop!” 
 
    He knew that voice. He … his feet skidded on the damp grass faster than his brain actively triggered the action, digging narrow ditches about ten feet long before he managed to master his momentum. He collapsed to his knees, wheezing like a leaky set of Amarinthian bagpipes. The familiar Elven soldier stood beside a tall female soldier and a very petite one. He blinked slowly. He did not know any regiment that took in soldiers quite that dinky, nor ones as tall, slim and cute … with a long, flame-coloured braid streaming over her left shoulder – 
 
    Joy imploded inside his chest, as slowly as if time had paused to make itself a nice cup of Elven tea, take a delicate sip and giggle over his consternation. Next came a wild rush of heat. He tingled all over. Wholly unequal to the task of expressing his overcome state, Keir managed to grunt, “Huh?” 
 
    Pithy and eloquent. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond banked, flipped muzzle over paws in the air and with a violent wobble and a wild trill of joy, knocked the tall girl right off her feet! The helm went flying. Her braid tangled up with the fledgling’s wings. The soldiers roared with laughter! Rhyl piled in on top, wrestling the fledgling into a hug even as she sobbed with uninhibited joy. Storm was beside herself, wriggling, whining and licking everything in sight. 
 
    Wirrit Ririrl? Wirrit! Wirr – Zhu – rruv-oo! she squealed. Wirri rruv? Rruv-oo! 
 
    He was too bamboozled to move. How was any of this happening? Sounds rushed past him and he just could not make sense of anything … 
 
    Agazi! Form up! Protect the Dragon Guardian and his Dragoness! 
 
    The implied ownership caused a low chuckle to escape his lips. If only they knew … 
 
    Most of the soldiers rushed to the top of the embankment, weapons held at the ready. Keir shook his head, trying to rediscover where his knees might have disappeared to. The ground shook. Glancing up, he saw five mighty Giants charging around the edge of the Mariân, armed for battle. Alongside them ran over a dozen of the tall, lithe Elves with the far paler cast of skin, the Northern Tundra Elves he knew from the University. Here and there, his gaze lit upon familiar faces, whom he recognised even beneath the golden helms. Lady Zanurryssill Janallati. Great-Uncle Garbanyal … cousin Aralan and Commander Chimrael! 
 
    He shot to his feet as if stung, only to be ambushed by a massive, tearful hug from Azuzithyalé and another from Rhyl. 
 
    We guessed you’d come this way, Rhyl sobbed. Silly, brave Keir! You look terrible – sacks under your eyes, so pale … 
 
    Azuzithyalé punched his arm. ‘You jumped! Are you mad?’ 
 
    Pretty much, but I had Storm to rescue me, he laughed, kissing her smack upon the lips. 
 
    He tried to snaffle her into a tender hug but she pulled back and punched him again. He winced and tried not to sag like a leaky wineskin. Not good on that shoulder. ‘No! I nearly died worrying!’ 
 
    I am so sorry, my beloved. Her bruises had yellowed up a treat. At least a week, maybe nearer two … now, she nestled her face in the crook of his neck and held him fiercely. Tears wet his skin and dripped atop her head as they shared the joy of being together once more. 
 
    His heart flip-flopped and then did an entirely different lurch as he caught sight of Commander Chimrael approaching. You! 
 
    Removing his helm, the man drew his sword and knelt in an abject, facedown posture, with the blade held outstretched. Receive my service, Dragon Guardian. Mine and all these Agazi who remain faithful to the cause – your cause. 
 
    Keir’s jaw sagged. Suffering Santazathiar! What was going on here? 
 
    Uh … Storm, leave his backside alone, please. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond gave him an unimpressed hiss, made a token snap toward the man’s behind as if to clarify what she suggested ought to be done and whipped away to collect a mandatory scratch from Kalar – where had he popped up from? His bearded face was wet with tears too, Keir noticed, sharing a son-father grin he would have hiked ten thousand miles to receive all over again. 
 
    Meantime, the tall redhead pushed him forward. Garbanyal, grinning at his confusion, clapped him soundly upon the shoulder. Go on, lad. 
 
    Come on, the shoulders! Too much. Too fast … 
 
    The Giants dashed up with ground-trembling footsteps, carrying a very familiar travel pack in their hands, a pile of weapons for Azuzithyalé and Rhyl’s well-stuffed medical pack. Someone pressed his ska’etaz into his numb fingers … 
 
    Ready for a journey? Where? 
 
    Garbanyal said, This was the only way we could think of to smuggle Azuzithyalé and Rhyllaryssill back into Faifarathi Elvenholme to meet with you, Keir. We were just planning an assault on that torture house when we heard the explosion and saw you two jump. You are completely cracked in the head, great-nephew, do you know that? 
 
    Aye, he agreed, but … Chimrael? I … 
 
    He is now Commander of approximately seventy percent of the old Agazi Regiment. Some have disbanded to their individual Clans and others are in open rebellion but we are solving that problem as we speak. The Elven Council has undergone a bit of a reformation of late. 
 
    Uh, how? he croaked, rubbing his spiky white hair with a grimace as his shoulder twinged. 
 
    His cousin Rhyl promptly started to check him over with a certain grim, healer-ish intent while he tried to wrap his brain around a hundred impossibilities all at once. 
 
    Disturbed by what seemed at first to be a strange dream, but became more and more troubling as he considered it, the good Commander came out here to speak with the Sacred Tree, Garbanyal said. Then, he briefed the High Councillors Yathillati and Janallati in private. Yathillati called in all her friends. She has a great many friends, numbering fairly much the entire population of Faifarathi Elvenholme over the age of seventy anna. Many are the Elders of their families and Clans; others are concerned citizens who wanted to do one more right thing in the latter anna of their lives. We owe them everything. They sparked a change. So far, three High Councillors have been forced to resign or take up a long-overdue retirement. 
 
    Oh! he spluttered. Ouch. Easy there, Rhyl … 
 
    Sorry. Azuzithyalé’s orders. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar, when had all this happened? 
 
    Hmm. Now he had visions of battalions of Elven grannies and grandpas wandering about the city, smacking people with their canes. Overthrow the Council! Out with the old, in with the new. Plant those flowers in a proper straight line, you fools! 
 
    Er … alright. Not that one. 
 
    “Commander, please stand,” he said, realising he had switched to Human in his confusion. “I … thank ye kindly, my Giant friends. How can I ever thank ye enough?” 
 
    Garbanyal inclined his head, a knowing smile playing about his lips. Please do at least one thing properly, o Dragon Guardian and Dragoness. 
 
    He glanced at Storm; she dipped her muzzle and smiled tiredly at him. 
 
    Together, they approached the Commander, knelt awkwardly and placed a hand and a paw upon his shoulders. Storm said, Sannta-zarr-thiarr blrr-ss! 
 
    Keir added, In the mighty name of Santazathiar, arise, o good and faithful Commander. 
 
    Hope that sufficed. 
 
    Ah! For good measure, he added, Sounds like you have a small revolution to organise? Since we are not planning to stick around for that, Commander Chimrael, would you consider helping to take care of settling matters in Faifarathi Elvenholme in a way which the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar would approve of? And leading the Elves against the Certanshi, if that’s not too much to trouble you with? 
 
    I long to serve, Chimrael grated. 
 
    Helping the man rise, he clasped hands with him. Commander. 
 
    Dragon Guardian. For the very first time since he had known him, he saw the stern face crack into an apologetic smile. I am … sorry. Deeply sorry, for everything. 
 
    Keir tried to place his arm about the man’s shoulders but had to settle for clasping his elbow instead, a common Elven greeting signifying brotherliness. Make sure you tell my parents too, would you? 
 
    I promise. 
 
    How’s your daughter, Commander? 
 
    He paused in the act of donning his helm. No longer fading, thanks to you and Storm. 
 
    There was a lightness about him now that had been unimaginable before, a sense that a great weary burden of the spirit had been lifted. 
 
    Miracles. They held more power than he had ever imagined. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir buzzed with shock, wonder and no small excitement. A yellow line had drawn about their small dell now, protecting them – at least for the moment. He snagged Azuzithyalé for another random kiss; she appeared to have forgotten about punching his arm for a change and reciprocated with passion that fairly snatched his breath away. Here came Aralan to clap him upon the back and help him don and adjust the backpack, since his arms refused to behave and reach the buckles just below shoulder height. 
 
    His Dad, removing an all-covering helm, snagged him for a rib-bender of a hug. “D’ye ken how much I love ye?” 
 
    “Always, Dad. Tell Mom – ye ken. Everything. She’s been –” 
 
    “Worried sick, aye.” 
 
    Actually, his father was the one who looked noticeably thinner. Had he taken his belt in two notches, even three? Seemed so. Was that what children could do to parents? How guilty did he feel now! 
 
    “Travel safe, son.” 
 
    “Aye, that I will, Dad. Tell Mom I’m good. Just mentally … shattered. It’ll come back.” 
 
    He mock-punched all five Giants before Ha’abor said: 
 
    “My little Bara’ûnzi will travel a ways down with ye. The jungles are in uproar, so we believe the only way ye will escape safely is the way we have planned. Low down.” 
 
    How low did he mean? 
 
    “Wyldefey everywhere,” Garbanyal put in grimly, “and now’t all the friendly sort. Seems they’re staging a little revolution of their own.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Keir asked. “Aralan, should ye now’t be in bed?” 
 
    He moved stiffly, but seeing his cousin back on his feet was a delight. “I was until the night before last, cousin, but since my hospital bed was burned out from under me and I had to help evacuate everyone quickly … those we could save …” His lips thinned out in remembered grief. “I’ve been hiding here since. Dinnae ye smell the smoke in the air?” 
 
    He had not noticed in all the rush. “Glad yer safe, Aralan –” 
 
    A booming chorus of Giantish drowned out anything else he might have said. BARA-YÛD E-TORA MîUKAAN!! 
 
    The ground heaved! 
 
    Ha’abor waved a hand. “Building a defensive rampart, plus a bridge to the Sacred Tree.” 
 
    And in another unanticipated turn of events, it appeared that Giants had the power to move earth with their magic. He could only try to flatten his shock of hair and decide that, sometime later, he would have to catch up on everything … on these mad, unprecedented times! Whatever had he and Storm set off? A storm of chaos triggered by a sassy flip of a diamond wing? 
 
    Aralan thanked him with a broad wink for facilitating certain matters of romantic import; Lady Zanurryssill chose this moment to approach from his other side and help him with the weapons belt and to check that his longbow and longsword were strapped firmly to his backpack. A certain amount of surreptitious smiling and simultaneous adjusting of buckles proceeded about his person. It all just happened to entail square fingers repeatedly touching slimmer ones … Keir pretended not to notice a thing. 
 
    Apparently adults could be just as silly about romance as teenagers. Besides, some spiky white-haired teenager might be accused of the same failings. Cough, cough. Grin! 
 
    “Great-Uncle Garbanyal, my other family could now’t –” 
 
    “Och nae, lad! For too perilous to travel in the noo, especially for the little ones. We hoped to smuggle yer Mom in, but she had the yellow fever and is just recovering.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s bad. Will ye tell her –” 
 
    “I will, lad. Come, hasty ye on. It’s about to get busy around here.” 
 
    “Stay safe, Great-Uncle. Love, hugs, kisses and all that to the rest of the family – make sure my Dad dinnae forget, hear me? Tell them I’ll be back when I can. Ye ken the drill –” 
 
    “I will do, lad. Ye have my sworn word upon it.” 
 
    Keir shouldered him aside as an arrow hissed down into the turf right between them. That would be his cue. Azuzithyalé grabbed him by the arm. ‘Run!’ she mouthed. 
 
    Bara’ûnzi thundered into the lead, crossing a narrow earthen bridge that took them right up to the Sacred Tree’s hugely crenelated, deep red trunk. There, the tall Elfmaiden stopped him in order to strap a pair of three-pronged bark hooks to his wrists. Bara’ûnzi had the same, just hers were far bigger and looked to have been freshly and roughly fashioned. Foot spikes, too. Those fitted to the bare foot like a rough sandal and were used only for serious climbing. 
 
    Keir did not even bother to raise an eyebrow. He knew exactly what this meant. 
 
    Sorry, Mariân, he whispered in his mind. 
 
    At last, her rich voice replied, Shall I concern my ancient bark with a few pinpricks, o Dragon Guardian? Quickly now, make your descent. I shall be with you. I promise to protect these brave ones who have rallied around Me in defence of My honour. It is time I speak to My Jungavaliorn Elves. Even the most ancient of Sacred Trees shall move … 
 
    An unseen breeze ruffled her leaves. 
 
    I miss my brother, Keirthynal. Tell Gæoté – Her voice hitched – tell Him I miss Him deeply. 
 
    I shall, mighty Dryad. 
 
    Family troubles? He would never have suspected. 
 
    Rhyl said, “Kick in with the feet, ye three. Grip the stem of yer bark hooks like this.” She showed them the curved metal lying in her palm, gripped between her thumb and forefingers. The curved, pointed hooks protruded like a three-clawed Dragon’s foot. 
 
    “Looks like yer paw, Storm. See?” Keir said. 
 
    This was worth a sniff of the uttermost disdain. Storm flexed her talons to grip the bark, descending nose-first. Being upside down did not apparently cause blood to rush to her head, unlike his. She had a very different sense of spatial perception than a person who usually preferred to be upright or lying down at the very most. 
 
    The tree trembled as they clambered downward, setting the hand-hooks and feet for each step. Bara’ûnzi was slow and careful, but since her every step made three of Rhyl’s, she moved at a speed in keeping with the far nimbler Elves. The small Elfmaiden took the lead, showing them how to navigate the mounds of bark to find the deep, long vertical crevices – much like chimneys in rock climbing, Keir realised – where having a space in which to brace oneself made the descent far easier. He could kick in with his feet and give his poor shoulders a rest. Smaller movements from waist to shoulder level were all he could manage just now. 
 
    Storm said, Trrr-ee angrree, Keee-irr. Shake-shake. 
 
    He glanced upward. They had reached a depth of perhaps two hundred feet below the so-called ground level of the central park now, just above the dense branch layers that supported all that tonnage of loam. Golden leaves swirled thickly past the narrowing curve of light. She shook in anger, just as the fledgling said. He wondered what the Sacred Tree intended to say or do. He heard the clash of weapons, but less of a clamour than he would have imagined. 
 
    My winds shall blow golden leaves through the byways of Faifarathi Elvenholme, little ones, drawing the faithful to shelter beneath My boughs as in the days of yore, when Elves were one nation and not a divided people. Here, I hope they might start to find a measure of healing. 
 
    May peace attend your mighty workings, Great Dryad, he said respectfully. Storm and I bless you. 
 
    Surprised warmth radiated from Her core. And I, all of you. 
 
    Just below him, Azuzithyalé paused, touching her heart in wonder. Then she pressed the palm of her hand to the bark. Her lips moved in a silent prayer. 
 
    “I forgot, we should rope ourselves together,” Rhyl called up. 
 
    “I shall anchor ye,” Bara’ûnzi said, tilting her head to speak down past her body. “I have rope in my pack, if ye – thank ye.” 
 
    Already, Azuzithyalé climbed up past the Giantess’ legs to help. Shortly, a rope snaked down and they tied themselves together in reverse order, first their great anchor, then Azuzithyalé, Keir and Rhyl, their leader. The descent continued. Soon, they passed down into a strange underworld of fungi and strong, loamy smells in the cool shadow of the central park. The Mariân’s bark remained warm and dry, providing a sound surface for their bark hooks. Keir reflected that he had always been surprised how deep light penetrated into the jungles. How was that? Even a thousand feet below the park, the environment was growing lighter rather than darker. They passed several more tangled layers of branches, climbing down what was coming more and more to resemble a mighty living cliff, its curvature decreasing and circumference steadily increasing. Some of the crevices were too wide to reach across now, except for the Giantess. Rhyl picked her route judiciously, having to swing wider and wider to find a good path. 
 
    Sevens-up! When would they reach that fabled level? Down below all was gloom and now, at last, growing gloomier. Would they even be able to see down there? 
 
    After an hour of descending without sign of pursuit from above, Rhyl declared a rest and everyone, even the powerful Giantess, groaned in relief. 
 
    Keir had to tie on and rest fully. Now that the adrenaline rush had worn off, he felt pretty awful. Storm acted puffed, too. This promised to be one tough climb. Sleep. All he wanted was to sleep for a hundred anna … 
 
    Bara’ûnzi settled her huge behind upon a large knob of bark and broke out a water gourd. “Room for a few more,” she said, patting the ledge. She prodded Storm in the ribs with her forefinger. “Sniffing around my pack, are ye? Hungry?” 
 
    Ssstarv-eeing! 
 
    Keir chuckled, “Typical.” 
 
    “I’ve some Giantish rye bread here. It’s dense and nutritious.” 
 
    Yumm, said the fledgling, watching proceedings with a gleaming eye. Frrr-iennd. 
 
    “Oh, yer very friendly when there’s food in the offing, I see,” Bara’ûnzi giggled, checking that Azuzithyalé was not too squashed beside her. “Yer my friend too, be it tummy-love or now’t.” 
 
    Storm hopped eagerly onto her lap, purring like a large feline. 
 
    As they shared the seed-heavy dark rye bread and a drink, she pulled a couple of stones out of her pack and handed them to Keir. “For yer pouch.” 
 
    He turned the palm-sized stones over in his fingers curiously. They were densely patterned with intricate, curling Giant runes which somehow appeared to have been burned or carved beneath the polished surfaces. Magic tingled in his flesh. 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    EH-RÛM DA-ZAATH RÛM! she boomed. “Giantish speaking-stones. This is the way we Giants communicate complex messages. I’ve never made them so small, mind, but we assumed ye’d appreciate now’t having to lug boulders about the jungles.” 
 
    “Och nae,” he chuckled. 
 
    “The greener one contains records of all of our research from Faifarathi Elvenholme, should the worst happen,” she explained in her slow, warm voice. “It also includes yer listings of Dragon lore and so on, which can be retrieved in full should the need arise. This deep brown one is unusual in that it is intended to speak to two Darûz, the Harkûn Darûz and the To’olîng Darûz, which means it contains the spirit-signatures of all five of us Giants. This stone tells the tale of a young Dragoness and her Guardian, as ye told it to us. It also swears to our Darûz that ye are trustworthy and sound of character.” 
 
    “I do try,” he agreed, earning a massive chuckle. “Storm more than me.” 
 
    Keee-irr rass-call, she agreed. 
 
    “Says she who enrolled in the study of mischief, my diamond lass?” 
 
    Iss trroo. 
 
    Bara’ûnzi said, “This brown stone is also our call to the Giants to rise to war. Guard it well.” 
 
    “I shall! Thank ye, my friend.” 
 
    “We feel our duty lies here at Faifarathi Elvenholme, for the moment. It may be that when the Elven armies march, we shall accompany them. After all, it is now’t every historian who gets to record history in the making. That is why my kin recorded yer story in the first instance.” 
 
    “That sounds … rather too grand, Bara’ûnzi.” 
 
    The Giantess’ large brown eyes crinkled with fond amusement as she gazed down at him. “History is rather more messy in the making than the tales tell, Keir. Who records every drop of sweat, the tiredness, the travails of the heart as one wants to give up yet finds the courage to tame the Darûz of their life? Nay, all is glossed over in simple prose. ‘The Guardian came to Faifarathi Elvenholme. After a month, he left for the Synaxa Jungles.’ Simple as treading on a Serpentine Dragon’s head, if ye ask me.” 
 
    Keir took another swig of water. That also would not be recorded, would it? “I guess so. Alright. What’s the great plan now that we’re down here?” 
 
    Bara’ûnzi gave him a fist-bump. “Allow me to explain. One of my projects has been to try to develop magic that will summon and control our Serpentine Dragons – or, at least, to head them off from our settlements using bio-linked Giantish magic. Dracowurms are simpler, older creatures and therefore make excellent test subjects.” 
 
    “Ye cannae be suggesting –” 
 
    “Och aye, that I am,” she said serenely. “My little friend, we are going to climb down to the jungle floor and summon ye a monster Dracowurm to ride upon.” 
 
    “Santazathiar’s paws!” he groaned. “And ye call me the mad one?” 
 
    “It should work, in theory.” 
 
    He mimed pulling out clumps of his hair. The girls all chuckled. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    For the balance of that day, they descended toward the jungle floor. The going became much slipperier and trickier as the gloom closed in. They needed to be on their guard for luminous green stag and grey bombardier beetles. Not the sort Keir was used to. These grew up to twenty feet long. The stags were scavengers and apparently thought these interlopers must be meat wrapped around handy little toothpicks called bones. A bombardier could spurt superheated water over fifty feet through the air to bring the life of a potential attacker to a rather short and unhappy, boiling end. Thankfully, this was primarily a defence mechanism. The key was not to surprise them. 
 
    If one could slay the odd stag beetle, so much the better. A fresh carcass attracted all sorts of attention, such as the marauding giant white centipedes which stood as tall as Keir, giving the tiny bipeds opportunity to slip away unnoticed. Since most of the predators and scavengers hunted by sense of smell, Bara’ûnzi showed them a Giantish trick called scum-juice. Literally, they squeezed the juice out of some kind of nasty, glowing blue scum that grew in the pools held by bark, branches or roots down here and smeared it all over their bodies. This gunge put extra nasty into the word nasty. It was as putrid as Ogre vomit, as sticky as tar and almost one hundred percent effective, apart from against creatures which hunted by sensing body heat or magic. 
 
    Storm’s natural brilliance kept burning through the scum-juice. Every hour, Keir reapplied it on her scales – surprised that he had not yet lost a finger in the doing. She glowed like a beacon down here in the darkness. A beacon was apparently one thing you did not want to be in a realm of hungry, prowling giants. At least Azuzithyalé could be covered up. She gleamed like a radiant bar of gold in the deep blackness, but that radiance must be dependent upon her absorption of sunlight, Keir thought, because it had begun to fade noticeably. Nothing they could do about the constant magical gleam in her eyes. She put her hood up to try to diminish the shine. 
 
    “Danger’s coming. Shut yer eyes!” he teased her. 
 
    ‘You stink in more ways than one,’ came the reply. ‘Alright, Keir?’ 
 
    “Och aye. As long as I’m now’t allergic to this gunge, I’ll be good.” He took her hand in his. “Ye alright, sweetly stinky lass? Imagine if yer Illumiytha kin could see ye in the noo?” 
 
    ‘In my state of high muckiness, ye mean?’ 
 
    “Aye, yer Muckiship!” 
 
    They would probably be convinced of everything that was worst about Jungavaliorn Elves, wouldn’t they? 
 
    Well over a mile and a half beneath Faifarathi Elvenholme, the darkness became almost complete save for the bioluminescent fungi which grew in great platters, fans and clumps upon the tree roots. They had still not reached the fabled jungle floor, Keir noticed, but it must be nearby. The scent of healthy rot was all-pervasive, an affront to the nostrils. Great loops and whorls of the deep-delving, thickset roots filled all the world around them, creating a great three-dimensional maze which did not faze the Giantess in the slightest. He learned that Giants possessed a directional sense even more sensitive than that of Elves. Rhyl and Azuzithyalé said they knew exactly where they were in relation to the Sacred Tree. Keir had no clue. Useful. At least he knew when he was clueless. 
 
    After a well-deserved rest, Bara’ûnzi took the lead – hunting for a Wurm run, she informed them cheerfully. Keir remained wholly unconvinced that he wanted to stumble upon one, but he willingly walked in single file with the others as they surmounted the great curve of a black root, slopping knee-deep through organic muck in places. After a few root traverses, they skirted an open fumarole, spying the ruddy glow of lava deep within. Interesting. Even right beneath Faifarathi Elvenholme, volcanic activity abounded. 
 
    At last, the Giantess said, “I am now’t getting any sense of where the run might be. I need to listen.” 
 
    Rhyl said, “What d’ye mean?” 
 
    “We’ll set up camp in a secure spot. I’ll need to get my instruments out and try to listen for sign of Dracowurms approaching. Once we have a bearing, we can continue to their run.” 
 
    After half an hour or so, Bara’ûnzi found a tight root knot that formed a grotto which could only be accessed from one opening. It was a tight wriggle for her, but easy for all the others. She set up a partial screen using huge tacks and a hammer – aka, her fist – to drive them home, so that the light and heat of a cooking fire would not attract unwelcome attention. 
 
    Azuzithyalé wanted to know how the Giantess was so good at navigating a realm so few Elves had even seen, let alone mastered. Despite his utter exhaustion, Keir offered to help Rhyl setup a small, compact travel stove. She told him to sit down. 
 
    “Sit?” he complained. 
 
    “Now’t to put too fine a point on it, ye put me in mind of a cadaver fresh plucked from an unhappy grave,” she informed him politely. “Sit. Stay!” 
 
    “Walkies,” he scowled, completing the common Human joke. 
 
    Rhyl clucked her tongue as if he were barmy. “Keir, here’s what yer going to do,” she growled. “Shut the trap, stay put on yer woefully skinny rump and gratefully accept all the lovely concoctions I plan to stuff down yer throat. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    Reaching out, he squeezed her knee briefly. “Rhyl, I am grateful.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes. “Pest. Stop that.” 
 
    “All part of my undeniable charm.” 
 
    “Save it for the girlfriend. 
 
    He checked the Giant speaking-stones were secure in his pouch, listening in as Bara’ûnzi described how travel in the Darûz was similar. Even though the shift between night and day was barely noticeable down here, many of the more dangerous predators were nocturnal and followed the circadian rhythms of the world of light, so it was good to consider setting a travel pattern that avoided the worst times. Azuzithyalé was super smart. She might not speak much, but she listened to everything and took it all in – more than he, he was convinced. Was that a skill that slavery had taught her or, more accurately, a pertinent response of high intelligence to her natural limitations? 
 
    Right now, she assisted Bara’ûnzi in unpacking her equipment. She asked about every last scrap, with an air of an Auroral Storm Diamond’s ‘wirrit, wirrit’ curiosity about her. What each piece did. How they linked together. The scientific theory behind the seismic and magical readings the Giantess intended to take. How to read Giantish! 
 
    Alright. He would just cook dinner and admire proceedings from the sidelines – oops, and stop a cheeky diamond paw from pinching too much out of his pot before he even cooked anything. He grinned, wrestling her for a minute. She played along willingly, enjoying testing her growing strength against his. She had even worked out a few clever paw-holds and techniques, thanks to Azuzithyalé’s tutoring. He narrowly escaped a wicked three-pawed arm lock. By the time the other girls returned from setting up a network of ten probes along the great roots nearby, her scales were pristine. Never needed a bath, he supposed. Unlike him. Fragrant and gorgeous, right? 
 
    Six hundred miles of jungle separated them from the edge of the Synaxa Jungles. This would be an epic journey, three times longer than the distance from Royal Amarinthe to Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    Keir said cheerily, “Dinner is served, my ladies.” 
 
    Rhyl give him a grim stare. “My medicinal herbs are for medicine, now’t for seasoning stew, Keir!” 
 
    “Aw, come on. Same effect, right?” 
 
    His cousin said, “Let me think in the noo, what’s the nastiest thing I could give to you?” 
 
    “Rhyming threats?” he snorted. 
 
    “Smells great,” said Bara’ûnzi, who had supplied the pot. “Ye all serve up what ye’d like and I’ll snaffle the rest.” 
 
    “Giant appetite?” Keir sniped. 
 
    She smiled easily. “Actually, pound for pound, Giants consume a mere forty percent of the calories and nutrients ye little folks seem to need. We lose less energy to body heat or light, in the case of Storm and Azuzithyalé. Curious how ye both share this physiological property of producing inner light, is it now’t? Like Dragoness, like Elf?” 
 
    Indeed, a fine head-scratcher. Keir obliged. 
 
    Storm mimicked him, making everyone chuckle at her facial expressions. 
 
    They spent a very pleasant evening chatting about many things, for Keir, he found he could not shake this curious allusion to the similarity between the Elfmaiden and his Dragoness. How could that be? Like Rhyl, the observant Bara’ûnzi had noticed that both enjoyed absorbing direct sunshine, for example, almost as if it served some physiological process analogous to photosynthesis in plants. As they sat close together in the root knot, it became clear that her golden light and Storm’s white-diamond radiance acted in a synergetic way – a medical term describing how two very different organisms might work together for mutual benefit, for example, by exchanging chemical sustenance or cooperating in providing defence for one another. 
 
    This discussion clearly pleased Storm, for she snuggled closer to Azuzithyalé and listened in with keen attention. The girl’s layer of scum-juice began to dry and crack away from her rose-gold skin. 
 
    One fly in the ointment. Rhyl made him quaff no less than five restorative brews. Phew. Took a real man to keep all of this gunge down! 
 
    In the small hours of the night, as Keir sat keeping watch – something of what he had eaten had made him wide, wide awake when all he wanted was to sleep the sleep of the dead – Storm awoke too and padded over to him. Laying her muzzle upon his shoulder, she said, Keee-irr Dad, Keee-irr Mom. Famm-illee. Everybody famm-illee … wirrit Sstorrm famm-illee? 
 
    He sucked in his lips. Santazathiar’s oath! How to answer this? “I dinnae ken, darling. I wish I did. I wish they were right here with us. Maybe we’ll have to go to Tempest to find them?” 
 
    Sstorrm famm-illee in skyee? 
 
    “Maybe.” He shook his head slowly. “They’re out there somewhere. We must believe it.” 
 
    Keee-irr Sstorrm famm-illee? 
 
    “Aye, we are one! Ye are most certainly part of my family. I would never abandon ye as yer egg … yer matchless, precious egg –” His voice cracked. “Come here, my Storm. Oh, I cannae imagine how hard this is for ye.” 
 
    Sstorrm sso sssad, Keee-irr. Keee-irr sssad. Sstorrm know. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He held her close and drew her onto his lap. Storm curled against him with a huge sigh, her radiance dimming in keeping with her emotions. He stroked her flank gently. What could he say? He could not take this grief away. No-one could. He assured her that she had many family who loved her dearly, Humans and Elves and even now Giants, but that was just not the same, was it? Nothing could replace a mother and a father. How well he knew that truth. Through their bond, he felt and grieved the heaviness of spirit she experienced. Someone had given up that egg. Abandoned her without ever knowing her. She was the only one of her kind in all of Tyanbran, perhaps in all the world. Why was she alone? Why? 
 
    She whispered, Zhuzhi sssad too, Keee-irr? 
 
    “Aye, lass.” So perceptive! Certainly, she sensed and read emotions far more acutely than he did. “She also dinnae ken who sold her into slavery. She carries that grief with her. It … must go so deep. Sometimes, I see it in her eyes.” 
 
    Sssad – famm-illee? 
 
    “Och aye, my love. She dinnae ken her parents either. In that, ye are exactly alike.” 
 
    Rrr-uv oo, Keee-irr. 
 
    “Love ye too, Miss Precious Paws, more than words could ever say. Listen. We’ll go find those missing parents of yers, alright? I promise.” 
 
    He stroked her neck fondly, wishing he could just click his fingers and change her stars. Would that it were so easy! 
 
    “There must have been good reason why they hid yer egg here on Tyanbran,” he mused aloud. “Those Reavers were searching for ye. Maybe for us both. We will figure all this out – maybe go stand on a mountain in the middle of a storm and call them down, if they’re out there somewhere … I’d bet anything they’ll be listening out for yer cry with every scale in their bodies. If I were yer parents, that’s what I would do.” 
 
    Keee-irr … sssweeet, she purred sleepily. 
 
    He clenched his fist. Aye! For her, he would call down the very lightning from the sky. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10: Root Ride 
 
    15th of Dejune Month 
 
    Deep Summertide 
 
      
 
    IN THE MORN, KEIR stirred to the sounds of a one-sided discussion. Azuzithyalé and the Giantess were at it again, plotting the readings from the probes on a sheet of scrolleaf. Several readings had to be discarded as false. 
 
    Shortly, Bara’ûnzi clapped her upon the shoulder and said, “Ye never forget a detail, d’ye ken?” Azuzithyalé’s eyes glowed with pride. He loved to see that response in her. How she came alive! 
 
    Those grubby toes were receiving less and less attention these days. Excellent. 
 
    In a strange sense, he was bringing up both a fledgling Dragoness and a fledgling ex-slave. Both were at the ravenous growing stage, where they wanted to know all about their world. Well, consider him a catalyst of the process. Much must happen despite his limitations and foibles, too! Laughing, he greeted his companions with joy and rustled up a light breakfast for the hungry. 
 
    He even felt rested – Storm’s healing influence, perhaps? 
 
    Girl, you’re the best. 
 
    She twitched and stretched sleepily. Keee-irr … wrrrth gollld. 
 
    Oof. There went his heart, squeezed to a pulp by those paws. They communed for a few minutes, strengthening one another and re-establishing their bond. 
 
    Shortly, the group squeezed out from inside the root knot, found their bearings and set off for the probable location of a Dracowurm run. Bara’ûnzi had them rappel down several roots of increasing thickness in order that they could change direction and take a long, twisting, hundred-foot diameter root toward the southeast. Her night sight was not as good as that of the Elves, but her hearing seemed to be almost as acute as Storm’s. This sense paid off when she suddenly bade them dodge off the side of the root. Dangling from a loop of Giant-strong cord rapidly knotted about a protrusion, they hid just in time as a column of army ants came racing along the root, the foot-long ants rushing along it like a living sheath. They hissed with a sound like a breeze passing through treetops and clacked their mandibles as they searched for prey. A few investigated the dangling rope, but Keir – last in line – flicked them off with the point of his ska’etaz. Storm snapped one up and spat it out. Far too disgusting for draconic consumption. Unusual, that. 
 
    Back on the right root – ha ha, Keir chuckled as much as his companions groaned at his inadvertent pun – they hiked along for an hour along just one root, passing many other roots arching or diving away into the darkness. The tangle was immense. In places, they passed steaming fumaroles, a glowing pink mud pit, which would be extremely unwise to investigate, one felt, and even a small volcano pouring sludgy red lava down its sides. At last, they came to a glowing white track. 
 
    The Giantess gave a crow of delight. “There!” 
 
    A white, slimy track. 
 
    Hmm. A very wide, very slimy, well-used track that started somewhere to their right and vanished away into the gloom to their left. The Wurm run must have been carved out over many anna. In places where the great loops of woody roots arched over it or the run in turn travelled over the boles, the wood had been worn away as if great, semi-circular bites had been removed. The Giantess gleefully rappelled down to take a sample. 
 
    “Strongly alkaline,” she pronounced. “Cover up yer skin territory. Ye dinnae want too much of this on yer skin for long, or it’ll burn ye just like acid.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Keir asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, we wait for a Dracowurm to wander along here, stop it and ask for a ride as far to the East as it will go,” Bara’ûnzi pronounced. 
 
    “And when it scrapes us off?” he inquired. 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed eagerly. Perhaps the Dracowurms were segmented or had other indentations in their carapaces in which small cargo could hide? Were they fast-moving or slow? Perhaps they ought to examine one as it passed by before making a decision? Meantime, they should cover up their bare feet, hands and arms, and fashion coverings for their faces in case of splatter from that lovely-looking slime. 
 
    Bara’ûnzi clapped her hands loudly. “Excellent. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can rustle up for facial coverings,” Rhyl said. “I have some spare clothing here.” 
 
    “What about Storm?” Keir asked. 
 
    “Let’s get her to test it by standing in the slime,” Bara’ûnzi suggested. “I’ve a feeling her scales will be just fine. So, once a Dracowurm comes along, ye four should be ready to jump aboard – maybe from that root up there – and I will try to harness it as I suggested.” 
 
    For a while, all was intense preparations. Then, they waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Perhaps this was not the most-used thoroughfare in the jungles? 
 
    Four hours later, Keir had just finished feeding Storm her fifth breakfast when the world trembled. He stared at his newly booted feet. The constriction felt so odd after spending weeks barefoot in the jungles. Brrrooaam! Light approached from what he understood to be the northwest. Moving fast! 
 
    As per instructions, Keir and his company jogged up to the top of a root arch to wait for the Dracowurm to pass beneath. Storm hissed at them to claw on. Excellent idea. Because that thing shook the muck off their root now as it charged forward. Here came his first sight – oh, holy Santazathiar – of a mighty, round white furnace of a maw ringed by seven concentric layers of fangs. The size of the creature was staggering; one hundred and fifty feet in diameter and over a quarter-mile long, and they had not even seen its tail end as yet. The mighty beast slithered smoothly around and between the roots, its huge rounded segments tracking along that white trail with an oily ease that screamed, ‘predator!’ He had wondered how it hunted; now he noticed belatedly that several types of beetles seemed to have been attracted to the trail and become stuck or paralysed at the edge. 
 
    Bara’ûnzi thundered away in Giantish, but he had an icky, stomach-clenching feeling about this enterprise. This Dracowurm was stopping for nothing and nobody. In fact, they stood atop this root exactly like prey. As it rounded the next-nearest bend, the head first curved aside to scoop up a petrified stag beetle, before it rose to home in on the four morsels waiting dead ahead. Its thundering approach seemed to mesmerise Storm but not her skittish Guardian. 
 
    “Get away!” he screamed, shoving his companions aside. 
 
    The mouthparts shot forward. It was as if the Dracowurm everted its whole mouth, or … he did not stop to inquire about the precise details. A cone of white, gummy flesh lined with fangs hurtled forward, spinning about its axis as it bit into the root with a howl of tortured wood. In scarcely the time it took them to zip down the remainder of the root like a child’s fun-slide, it had drilled its way right through and the glowing white Dracowurm continued on its majestic way, segment after thundering segment. They plopped down into a pool of mud that had turned into quicksand due to the incessant shaking. Keir’s legs sucked downward beneath the unstable mud. 
 
    The Giantess stepped forward. 
 
    “Nae! Throw a rope!” He mimed the action. 
 
    With her huge weight, Bara’ûnzi had already sunk up to her thighs before she realised the danger. Her eyes bulged in shock. 
 
    Storm, the – go, darling! She flitted over to the Giantess, sensing his intent before he had time to articulate anything. Rhyl, Zhuzhi … easy, don’t struggle … 
 
    In a moment, Storm returned with a rope. Bara’ûnzi, by a stroke of fortune, must have found solid footing about nine feet beneath the surface, for she shouted that she stood on something hard and immovable. He pushed the girls ahead, already up to his neck in filthy grey-black muck, but the Giantess motioned him to grab on as well. Then, she drew them all forward, taking great care not to overstrain the rope. Smart thinking. It seemed to take Keir forever to suck free of the mud, but he copied Rhyl in making small undulating movements with his body that eased him loose. 
 
    Soon, they all collapsed together on a small root knoll about six feet above the mud level. 
 
    The Dracowurm was gone, leaving several half-eaten carcasses behind. The scavengers gathered in numbers, apparently accustomed to the bounty. 
 
    The Giantess rubbed her neck. “That was bad. Sorry. It seems they are more primitive and less amenable to control than I had calculated. I do have a few ideas for our next –” 
 
    “We nearly got ourselves killed!” Keir growled. 
 
    He was still digging sludge out of his ears. Azuzithyalé had untucked her shirt to let a load of mud slide free. Very manfully, he tried not to think about helping to scoop the mud and slime off her body and failed miserably. He could not have admitted to his own mother what he thought just then. 
 
    “We nearly succeeded.” 
 
    Oh, she was definitely a ‘this lantern is half full of oil’ kind of person. Plus, the oil was scented and the glass, rose-tinted. He found himself shrugging. “As long as our next plan does now’t involve dangling ourselves up there acting as bait, I’m game.” 
 
    ‘Oh, but you make such scrumptious bait,’ Azuzithyalé signed, reaching around behind him to tweak what she was clearly referring to. 
 
    He jumped. “Hands off. I am –” 
 
    “Definitely useful for bait,” Rhyl chortled, pinching his behind in turn. 
 
    Whirling about on his heel, he snorted, “Excuse me – alright! Who was that?” 
 
    Storm chortled, Keee-irr tass-tee. 
 
    “Ladies, this is private property. Out of bounds.” 
 
    Wicked hands and paws! He clutched his behind for protection. No use. Azuzithyalé encircled his waist with her arms and slipped her hands right beneath his, mouthing, ‘But this is my property.’ Since he seemed to possess all the willpower of a pliable grass blade when she approached him like that, Keir decided that the path of dignity was to splutter: 
 
    “Well, I am now’t kissing that mouth until it’s clean, missy. So feel away all ye like.” 
 
    A moment later, she left with a saucy ‘I’m a free girl now so I can do this’ wiggle of her mud-plastered hips and went to work with Bara’ûnzi on the magical formulae they would use for their next attempt. 
 
    Sassy had nothing on that girl. Payback beckoned. 
 
    Hopefully Storm did not try those moves on the first male Dragon she fancied. He might be startled right out of his scales! 
 
    Bara’ûnzi was asking Azuzithyalé about these tactile Elven customs. She could neither fathom the desire to tweak a man’s behind nor understand what was so attractive about his tiny, wiry frame. The Giantess chortled at his girlfriend’s expression as she described a man’s desirable attributes as ‘real meat and brawn.’ Not that Keir was terrible. She would just be afraid to snap him like a brittle twig. Oh to be a fly on the wall for some conversations between women! Then again, he might end up being horribly embarrassed, like right now. So he was not blessed with a backside the size of a Damask Yak and biceps comparable to small trees. How was that supposed to matter? 
 
    He felt unreasonably narked about his shortcomings. 
 
    Two terrifying Dracowurms later, the Giantess managed to slow one, at last. They laid plans to ambush the next. She had worked out how to get through to them; now it was a matter of dropping onto one’s back and hooking on where the segments joined, taking care not to be squashed when the Dracowurm bent its body. They also did not know if they rotated upon their axis while travelling, for the creatures had no apparent organs of sight by which to judge. The segment joins were about four feet deep on the specimens they had observed, leading them to conclude that if they kept their heads tucked in, there should not be too great a danger of being scraped off or instantly turned into pancakes. 
 
    Were they supposed to sleep aboard one of these? 
 
    Never mind. He was growing accustomed to being the one who specialised in concocting master plans that involved some form of lunacy. What was truly amazing was how everyone else chose to go right along. 
 
    Therefore, they said their farewells to Bara’ûnzi before trooping a little ways back along the slimy phosphorescent trail to their chosen location. 
 
    Dracowurm incoming! 
 
    Crouching behind the cover of a root, Keir wondered idly what happened when one of these behemoths caught up with another. Was there an overtaking procedure? Did they pause for a congenial chat? Several hundred yards further along the trail, the Giantess’ booming chanting was drowned out by the thunder of its advent. This one was just as monumental as the last. The segments pouring past stood many, many times Keir’s height. 
 
    Wait, wait … just one more … 
 
    It slowed. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” he roared. 
 
    Only one problem. The slowing action had caused the segments to bunch up, closing those gaps considerably. Tight squeeze. They sloshed out onto the slick white trail. The curve of the massive body was above their heads at this stage. If it rolled sideways, they were done for. Picking Rhyl up by her waist, he pushed her up into a gap. Her bark hooks bit cleanly. Rhyl away! Next, Azuzithyalé. They climbed quickly. Keir took a couple of steps in pursuit before his bad foot gave way beneath him. 
 
    Splat! 
 
    Up! Go! He broke into a sprint as the beast unexpectedly picked up speed. Storm flitted up next to the girls, but he ended up one segment behind. No time. Spying a knoll ahead that the beast lifted to pour over, Keir jumped as high as he could and stabbed the bark hooks in deep. His dratted shoulders were a pain, literally, but he had to keep going. He kicked and reached, kicked and reached, doggedly working his way up the mountainous curve and found himself sweeping past Bara’ûnzi’s position as she raised her hand in parting. 
 
    He raised a hook and waved back. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar, they were actually riding a Dracowurm! This was pure craziness, most certainly a highlight for the Giant histories. 
 
    Great. now for the hard part – staying alive while doing it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Forty feet of smooth white segment back from the others, Keir raised his head to scan his surrounds. No predators? Time for a quick jog over to his girls. Azuzithyalé watched him closely while Rhyl hunkered down, rooting in her pack for something. He judged the beast’s speed and vibration. So broad was its white chitinous back and so flowing its movement, the traverse would be no issue for an agile half Elf, even one with a dodgy foot. Second area check. No visible problems. 
 
    Keir vaulted up onto the surface and discovered that the jolly thing was a great deal harder and more slippery than he had imagined. Not soft like the gaps at all. This stuff was armour. Dragon armour. It was like a winter ice skating rink covered in the extra-slippery white slime this thing extruded. 
 
    He did a little skating dance, seeing Azuzithyalé waving at him from the corner of his eye. Aye, elegant, wasn’t he? Slipping forward like a deer trying to cross an icy river, he saw – still waving? Still – what – no! 
 
    He threw himself flat on his stomach as with a vast swoosh, a pair of shadowy wings hurtled past. He felt talons pluck his shirt. Something snagged in his shoulder but tore free; that only because the warrior had left an arrow in its body. She loaded again and fired, beckoning him furiously. Keir scrambled forward and dived headlong, skidding toward the girls in a wild rush. Swoosh! Now he heard the high-pitched cries of hunting bats. Fast and as big as Wyverns, these little beasties – 
 
    “Storm! Where’s Storm?” 
 
    His fingers were far too slow on the straps holding his longbow. Storm came hurtling in, corkscrewing through the air as she ripped into three of the coal-black bats. Arrows plucked two away, but dozens more closed in now! Reaching out his arms, he collected a white missile directly in the sternum. He and Storm collapsed into the segment gap, panting hard as the flight of carnivorous, long-fanged bats flitted out of sight. 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘Alright?’ 
 
    Keir snapped, “Why dinnae ye shout a warning?” 
 
    The words slipped free at the same instant as he realised how idiotic they were. 
 
    She gaped at him. Jabbing a finger toward her throat, she made her utmost scream, a sort of hoarse croak. 
 
    Keir smacked his palm to his forehead. “Santazathiar’s oath, I’m such a moron! Sorry. Sorry, Zhuzhi … I …” 
 
    She pulled away furiously from his hand, but after a moment, turned to vent her feelings in silent Sign. ‘I know I’m dumb! No need to – you know.’ 
 
    Dropping her gaze, she shifted to examine Storm for wounds. The right central wing surface had three rents in it. Paired bite marks decorated her right hind knee and silver blood oozed from three places along her spine. Had he even seen her battling for his life back there? Or had he been too focussed on saving his own stupid hide? 
 
    Keir read fury and disappointment in the stiff set of his girlfriend’s back. Groan. Yank out this tongue with red-hot tongs and feed it to the stupid ravens! Freaking genius he was. 
 
    Rhyl had been working out a way to anchor their backpacks to the trailing inner edge of the segment channel, but she abandoned that task now to hand out herbal poultices for the wounds. She examined Storm’s torn wing surface, her mud-streaked silver head bobbing close to the muck-smeared flame-haired one as the girls worked out how to stitch it back together neatly. 
 
    The healer handed him a needle and thread. “Sewing class, o mighty Dragon Guardian. We read in the medical records that this is what needs to be done for Dragons’ wings in order to start the healing process. If we align the membranes, her natural magic and bodily healing functions will take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Alright.” He shuffled closer to examine the rent surfaces. “Ye align them by matching the patterns, right? Veins, variations in colour …” 
 
    “Correct. After the sewing, the next stage is to cover them with bandages secured by an antiseptic glue. By the time her natural heat burns those off, we should see signs of the membrane and bone – if that’s even what she has – re-binding themselves. Otherwise, we repeat the process.” 
 
    “Ye alright there, Storm?” 
 
    The fledgling purred against his knee. Sstorrm brr-ayvee. Iss sore. 
 
    “Och aye, ye are a brave one,” he said, as the fledgling flinched. “The membranes are highly sensitive. She … ah, I think she’s explaining that’s why she has such fine aerodynamic control. And that she’ll bite my hand off if I do a bad job.” 
 
    Storm gurgled happily. Keee-irr iss too tass-tee. 
 
    “Alright, alright, keep yer scales on at my magnificence, beauty – whilst I wash the taste of my stupid foot out of my mouth.” 
 
    Even that jest failed to change the unwelcoming set of Azuzithyalé’s body, but as he worked his way along the nine-inch rent, pursing his lips in concentration as he tried to make the finest, neatest stitches he knew how despite the inevitable shaking the Dracowurm’s motion introduced to his fine needlework, he saw the golden glint of her eyes as she peeked at him. A slim finger pointed out a spot he had missed. Keir politely indicated the seven inches she still had left to work on, thank you kindly. She made claws of her fingernails and pretended to rake his hand. 
 
    Rhyl shook her head. “How am I supposed to work when ye two are flirting like that? Get a room. And, get me a flat surface to do this stitching on while yer at it.” 
 
    “Is a legendary subdraconic monster of the underworld now’t good enough for ye, yer wee dram o’ healing majesty?” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    Keir had not imagined being a seamstress to count amongst the core skills of a mighty Dragon Guardian, but neither had he expected to be cleaning up the vomit of his father’s boots, right? Wing seamstress, scale polisher, chief cook and talon cleaner, as well as being the occasional draconic punching bag. That sure put the ‘mighty’ into his job description. 
 
    At one point, Rhyl snatched back her hand with a low hiss. It seemed that another droplet of Storm’s silver blood had landed near the swelling of the Seed upon her left wrist. Green, purple, golden and fiery eyes all stared at the spot as silvery patterns curled away to join those already decorating the Seed’s resting place. It all seemed to … shiver, he supposed, before the patterns settled down again. A magical perturbation? 
 
    “Tingling,” Rhyl muttered, biting her lip. “I think … I’m sensing She wants more.” 
 
    She? As in, the Seed? 
 
    ‘Is that safe?’ Azuzithyalé worried. ‘Keir?’ 
 
    “I dinnae ken, dear one. Now’t about this enterprise strikes me as particularly safe.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we feel is right,” the tiny healer said, but her Elven tan face seemed paler than usual. “Let’s recover some of this blood and smear it on the … swelling.” 
 
    Nrrr … the fledgling protested. 
 
    I have to, fires-of-sweetness, Rhyl breathed. You should touch Keir with your magic. His shoulders are still killing him but he’s far too granite-headed to complain. 
 
    Little passed his cousin by, did it? He smiled wryly. 
 
    Using Azuzithyalé’s Shimæ’yali brightswords, they carefully scraped at the runnels of silver draconic blood and then smeared what they collected, about two thimblefuls in total, onto the egg-sized swelling. It seemed to leach away into the skin, before the intricate silver whorls suddenly writhed again and began to spread before their eyes. Rhyl gasped and clutched her wrist. There seemed to be no way to arrest the flow of the magic, which spread over the back of her hand, down her fingers and curled delicately up toward her elbow at the same time, much as if a magical plant grew beneath her skin. 
 
    In a small voice, Rhyl reported that the sensation only tingled. It did not feel invasive or damaging, but she was left with a hand and arm decorated with a fantastical silver filigree pattern. 
 
    She held up her right hand, testing the left by flexing her fingers. “Enough, I think. I hope.” 
 
    ‘Pretty,’ his girlfriend signed. 
 
    “Aye. Silly as it sounds, that idea actually helps,” Rhyl admitted. 
 
    Azuzithyalé stroked the patterns with her fingertips, making the other girl shiver. No loss of sensation, clearly. The greens and golds of the other two Sacred Trees were still present, but the patterns they had created slowly modulated, as if impelled by some interaction between the magic of these different sources. His cousin shook her head slowly, probably wishing she knew what was going on. So did he. Someone called Keir still felt horribly responsible for all this. 
 
    Storm curved her head back to lick pensively at her wounds, but her eyes rested upon Rhyl. 
 
    Keir said, “Darling Dragoness, the Mother Tree will take what She needs. I dinnae believe She intends our Rhyl any harm by it. We need to trust Her … easy to say when it’s now’t my hand, of course, but … ye ken.” 
 
    “Right,” Rhyl agreed, making to kiss him upon the cheek, before clearly deciding he was far too disgusting for that. “Let’s use a little water to wash our skin where it’s been exposed to the white slime. Keir, yer bleeding on the back of yer shoulder. Shirt off, Mister Too Scrawny for a Giantess.” 
 
    He flexed his upper body as best he could. “Come on, girls. Give a man some credit.” 
 
    Fingers flickered. ‘Reeds in the wind.’ 
 
    “Oh, thank ye kindly for the moral support there, o golden one!” 
 
    But when he had worked his backpack off and removed his shirt, she did a fair job of pretending a maidenly swoon – indeed, one swoon for each of his biceps, another for his sharply defined pectorals, now fanning her face … aye, he knew when his leg was being pulled, or indeed, when someone was practically pulling his leg off. 
 
    He held his shirt to his chest. “Dinnae ye look. I’m shy.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Nice gouge back here,” Rhyl said meantime. “Nicked the bone of the shoulder blade. Storm, I’ll clean it first and then I’ll need ye to give the wound a lick, alright?” 
 
    Riril bossss-ladeee. 
 
    Chuckling at that sally fetched him a deserved clout. 
 
    After patching one another up, the foursome took stock of their situation and decided that life could indeed be worse. They sailed grandly through the murky underworld of the jungle upon a glowing monster wurm that every so often vented a mournful, thundering cry, or angled its mouthparts to scoop up a tasty morsel waiting in petrified silence upon its glowing slime trail. What a life. At least nothing too ghastly was sucking the marrow out of their bones for the time being, Keir quipped. They had a free ride in the bargain. The girls assured him they were heading in an easterly direction. Storm decided to catch forty winks. 
 
    Nothing to do but enjoy the journey. 
 
    Or in his case, sleep for eighteen hours straight. Finally, his body had decided that sleep was necessary. Perhaps he had been too stressed or keyed up before? 
 
    At some point approaching midnight, the Dracowurm plunged through a lake of scalding mud, giving them all a blistering shower of the most unwelcome sort. Everything that made it to the base of the jungle was organic, rotting and altogether delightful. Shortly thereafter, they passed through a thundering waterfall which did a great job of cleansing them even as it tried to wash them clean off the beast’s back. Only his quick reactions kept Rhyl onboard. The spectacular dousing unfortunately wrecked some of their supplies – soggy Elven trail bread, anyone? Storm tidied up, unfussy as usual about what filled up her ever-capacious gullet. Growing? Without a doubt. 
 
    He snapped awake toward the morn, snorting, “Fangs away from my boots, young lady!” 
 
    “Nightmare?” Rhyl inquired humorously. She had been keeping watch. 
 
    “Och nae, what time is it?” 
 
    “A quarter past slime.” 
 
    “Honestly? Alright, I’m awake now. I need to – ye ken. Why dinnae ye get some sleep, cousin? I’ll tuck ye in if ye’d like.” 
 
    She eyed him balefully. “If that royal rotter ever turns up again, that’s Zyran’s job.” 
 
    “Ooh, what kind of tucking in were ye imagining, cousin?” 
 
    With a half-hearted swat at his arm, she grumbled, “Ye read minds too?” 
 
    “Now’t so much. But I am sure that if that Prince has any other ideas, I will personally bring him down here and introduce him to my pet Dracowurm. Stake him out on the trail, slap an invitation on his chest –” 
 
    “Keir … ye ken the pressure he’s been under. The Queen has ideas that have now’t to do with small Elfmaidens from unremarkable Elven families. There’s a queue of pretty young things from suitable Human noble bloodlines around those western oceanic Kingdoms all lining up to bat their eyelashes at the Prince of the Frozen Peaks. What chance do I have?” 
 
    “Every chance, ye nitwit. Have ye seen the way he looks at ye?” 
 
    “Well, I … but Keir, that’s just …” 
 
    “Och aye. I ken. Duty, or love?” 
 
    “It just stinks that ye have it so easy with her!” Rhyl burst out, then bit her lip. “Ugh. Can I take that back? I meant, oh, Mauve above, I ken exactly what I meant. How d’ye deal with stupid, ugly jealousies like this, Keir? I need some sleep.” 
 
    He did tuck her in, wrapping her travel cloak about her diminutive body. They each carried one; the Elven cloth was water-resistant and warm enough to double as a blanket. 
 
    At length, he whispered into her pointy ear, “We all have those feelings, cousin-most-beloved. Yer now’t but Human.” 
 
    “Elven.” 
 
    “Close enough. I guess … I guess I just try to face them down, to own and school and bind them, and then I resolve to be better than some of the swill that passes through my head sometimes. If I were perfect, I guess nae bad thought would even pass through my head. That’ll be the day I rejoin the heavens. Until then, I’ve better things to do than beat myself up over the treachery of my heart.” 
 
    “Forgive me?” Her eyelids drew down as if weighted with sand. 
 
    “Of course.” He kissed her forehead. “Sleep ye well and dream of Dragons.” 
 
    “Keir, ye being silly again?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    As she drifted off, he watched the way ahead and told himself that aye, once they managed to find their way back to the Kingdom of Amarinthe together with a Giant army and a Dragoness, if his best friend had changed his mind in the slightest, he would indeed feed him to the Dracowurms. 
 
    He had better not dare break Rhyl’s heart. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: Easterly 
 
      
 
    FOR THREE DAYS AND three nights further, the Dracowurm kept generally to a course slightly south of due easterly, weaving now and again as the terrain demanded, such as when they passed by an under-jungles volcano actively spitting pumice out of its smoking cone. For miles about, the air was filled with choking gases. They rode with wet cloths pressed to their mouths and noses, even Storm. In other places, they passed over open cracks in the dryer areas of the jungle floor, where the great weight of the Dracowurm tipped broad plates of rock set upon reddish, cooling beds of lava. Keir did not understand how trees even grew in this molten environment. Surely their roots must long since have burned away? Yet they did not. 
 
    He slept sixteen hours three nights running, along with Storm. 
 
    Healing at last. 
 
    That third day aboard, they pressed for some hours along a winding ravine in the jungle floor before the terrain began to change rapidly. The massive roots no longer curved above the Dracowurm run, but speared down like multiple fingers from straight-trunked trees that were not even buried in the jungle floor. The main trunk started a few hundred feet above the surface, much like mangroves. Their conveyance slid past enormous nests of army ants and through swarms of biting, stinging insects similar to wasps, but again, these breathed fire. Azuzithyalé suggested they hide beneath their cloaks and packs. Thus, they were spared the worst aggressions. 
 
    What monsters and troubles might they have been spared by travelling beneath the jungles? 
 
    It was an eerie, gloomy ride, lit by the glow of the Dracowurm, some of the insects and creatures of this deep jungle realm and the bioluminescent fungi and mushrooms that reminded him rather too clearly of Polypontax, the three-minded Mushroom Pixie. He had neglected to tell anyone in detail about that incident. Would Chimrael know enough? Maybe he should message his parents as soon as he could. Faerie and Pixies. More bad news for the Northern Pentate. How far did their meddling influence reach? So many powers, they jostled for pre-eminence in the fight for Tyanbran. 
 
    Storm and he spent some time explaining to their companions what they thought Polypontax had been hired to do to them – or, what he had taken upon himself? The way he had been able to attack minds, it was entirely possible that the Pixies had an agenda all of their own, one which did not involve seeking the good of any other race. 
 
    Frightening how even the high-minded Elvenkind could be controlled and duped, Rhyl pointed out soberly. 
 
    Too true. 
 
    When the end of their ride came, it caught them off-guard. Without warning, the Dracowurm suddenly burrowed down into a tunnel that led them into a vast underground cavern, perhaps an old magma chamber which had long since cooled. Here, beneath some rather fetching cave formations, they counted seven more of its kind, variously entwined in what Keir took to be some kind of greeting ritual. Or mating. Not wanting to think too much about that possibility, he was on the verge of yelling something about abandoning their ride, when the Dracowurm roared an almighty bellow of greeting to its fellows, who all paused their – activities, one might say – to thunder back, on and on and on. Since no-one could hear anything anyway, the small riders exchanged signs quickly. 
 
    Get out of here as fast as possible, was the consensus – before they were crushed to death. 
 
    Backpacks on, weapons, bark hooks at the ready, the fearsome foursome scrambled down the flank of the Dracowurm as it slowed, thundering another round of greetings. Keir was surprised the ceiling did not cave in at the cacophony. 
 
    Looking around, he gasped, “Dracowurm eggs!” 
 
    Rhyl snapped, “Eggs? Now? Move yer skinny Elf butt, genius! Move!” 
 
    That was because their ride was curving its body and rolling toward the side they were climbing down, whilst still sliding forward. He saw at once that trying to stay in the segment gap would be far too risky. Azuzithyalé pointed at a rocky outcropping in the side of the cave wall just ahead, liberally smeared with the white slime. Go for that? Aye! 
 
    Several tense seconds later, they all jumped. Keir landed with only a small wobble, his hand snapping out to arrest what could have been a nasty fall for Azuzithyalé. Storm flapped her wings to gain her balance, besides that she had four paws with which to find her grip, while Rhyl skidded on with a screech of metal foot spikes upon rock but deftly regained her balance. She thrust out both arms to save herself what could have been a firm face plant against the rock of the cavern wall. The place smelled strange. Spicy and musky. 
 
    He lifted Azuzithyalé back to her feet. ‘Thanks,’ she signed. 
 
    Keir said, “We should get out of here. All sorts of unmentionably gross wormy things going on in this cavern that I really did now’t need to ken.” 
 
    Storm nodded eagerly. Nassty wurrr-mss. 
 
    “Well, it’s just a normal biological process,” his cousin opined, shaking some of the white slime off her sleeve. “Some Dracowurms lay the eggs and then others slither along and fertilise them. What’s so disgusting about that?” 
 
    “Ye do realise what we could be standing in?” 
 
    It took a long moment for that to sink in. Then, Rhyl yelled, “Ew, Keir, that is – yuck!” 
 
    The cavern stilled as her cry echoed in the huge space. Despite all the roaring and carrying on, it did seem that these creatures had uncanny senses, perhaps hearing or smell, by which they detected their prey. Several of the huge mouths began to swing toward the not terribly impressive protection the rocky outcropping provided. 
 
    They all froze. 
 
    Keir said in a small voice, “How’s about we start running? Now?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the end, with a decent head start and bucketloads of motivation, they made it out of the tunnel a few tens of feet ahead of the pursuing Dracowurm. The beasts could slither faster than a person could run, but turning about to get back into the entry tunnel was a laborious process. The foursome burst out ahead of a rotating, heatwave-producing set of mouthparts and dived headfirst into the nearest mud pool off the side of the trail, whereupon the beast thundered past in search of prey that was not willing to be found. They sneaked off and regrouped under cover of a root cluster. 
 
    Chastened. 
 
    That word being a combination of chased and hastened, Keir joked tiredly. He could no longer run his fingers through his hair because the mud and slime appeared to have glued it all together into some sort of repugnant sculptural art form. 
 
    Rhyl punched his arm. “Did ye have to?” 
 
    “Did I have to what?” 
 
    “The reference to Dracowurm … stuff! Disgusting little boy.” 
 
    “Squeamish little girl.” 
 
    “Ye’d also be squeamish if ye were standing up to yer ankles in the stuff.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, Cousin Wurmcaller.” 
 
    “Wurmcaller?” 
 
    “Congratulations on yer new nickname.” 
 
    She gave him a baleful look that promised pain. Much pain. 
 
    “Och aye, I cannae wait to find some fresh water and break out the soap. Definitely a memorable experience in all the wrong ways – Rhyl Silverhand.” 
 
    His cousin punched him again. 
 
    “Ouch! Women, honestly. Why d’ye all have to hit exactly the same spot? Besides, is yer hand now’t silver? I’m now’t imagining it, am I?” 
 
    Azuzithyalé grinned, signing, ‘That was a token of appreciation for your entertainment value.’ 
 
    “Just wait until I start naming ye.” 
 
    She hit the same spot. 
 
    Keir rubbed his arm vigorously. “Do I have a target painted here, I ask ye? Dinnae answer that. Back. Back, I’m warning ye!” 
 
    Time to make a plan. Everyone was in favour of getting off the jungle floor as soon as possible. Too many exotic nasties wandering about eagerly sniffing for their blood. Plus, the mud pools appeared to be infested with carnivorous plant life, Rhyl noted, pointing out a set of green pincer-like leaves slowly retreating beneath the surface nearby, leaving only a small trail of bubbles. Many such bubbles nearby – all over the mud pools, in fact – betrayed a veritable field of jaws lying in wait. That they had not leaped right into one was a miracle. 
 
    Anytime something was not trying to eat them alive this week seemed to qualify for miracle status. 
 
    “We’re going to be late for General Ja’axu,” he remembered gloomily. “Does anyone ken the date? It must be, uh …” 
 
    Azuzithyalé asked him what the arrangement was. He recounted the conversation with the General where she had promised to meet them secretly at the Gæoté-tay-Vænar at high summer. Rhyl counted meantime on her fingers. 
 
    “It’s the eighteenth today,” she announced. 
 
    Keir groaned. “Three days? We cannae do that. We’re stuck in the thick of the Synaxa –” 
 
    “Midsummer is the twenty-third of Dejune Month this annum. It changes. Were ye now’t listening in class again, cousin?” 
 
    “Model student,” he fibbed royally. 
 
    “Smack him, Azuzithyalé.” The other girl made a questioning gesture. “That’s Keir’s lying face. Ye ken, the one where he acts all innocent. So, high summer, eh? The thing is, I reckon we’ve come a lot more easterly than ye might think, because the jungle here feels younger and thinner somehow. Have we gained altitude? Plus, that Dracowurm was travelling fast, night and day.” 
 
    “How fast?” he queried. 
 
    They discussed the matter and decided, relative to their top sprinting speed, that an estimate of ten miles per hour could not be too far off the mark, which equated to a staggering two hundred and forty miles per twenty-four hour period. They could have crossed almost the entire breadth of the Elven Jungles in three and a half days! The last hundred and eighty, the Synaxa, were easily the most dangerous, however. Keir would have given a few of Santazathiar’s gold coins to know exactly how far they had penetrated these perilous wilds. One way to find out. Stick one’s neck out and hope to survive the experience. 
 
    Dracowurm travel was clearly both stylish and practical, if terrifying. This had to be some sort of record – if they returned to tell the tale. 
 
    He smacked his fist into his palm. “Bring on the Synaxa! Where’s our nearest route to the canopy? Ha ha. Come on, ladies, we’re almost there!” 
 
    Azuzithyalé gestured to the nearest root. ‘Ready for a fight, then?’ 
 
    Keir’s eyes widened. “Oh.” 
 
    Not one root in the vicinity did not appear to be used as a thoroughfare for hairy grey spiders of not inconsiderable dimensions – Storm’s size or thereabouts. She was definitely longer than he was tall, nowadays, but still had that teenage leanness about her frame, a promise of filling out later. The spiders scurried busily down to the mud pits, collected a load of scum in their front legs and returned to the heights. A couple of the less wary fell prey to the carnivorous plants as they watched. 
 
    Rhyl shivered. “I hate spiders.” 
 
    “I hear ye, cousin! Let’s hope they’re purely vegetarian,” Keir chuckled. Nobody seemed terribly amused by his excellent joke. 
 
    Azuzithyalé gripped his shoulder. ‘Can ye feel the Sacred Tree yet, Keir?’ 
 
    Headshake. “Nae. But –” 
 
    She whipped out her pair of brightswords. ‘Follow me.’ Rhyl raised an eyebrow, which drew an impassioned, ‘This is my part. I can do this. Let’s go!’ 
 
    Rope. Spikes and bark hooks. Weapons. Keir cautioned that they should try to save their arrows at this stage. The footing appeared to be slick and generally unsafe, a combination of layers of rotting bark and damp, moss-slick khaki green heartwood. The healer suggested that they move in a tight echelon so that if Azuzithyalé needed both hands for fighting, she could be supported from behind and there need be no fear of falling. 
 
    To their surprise, they very soon discovered that the spider colony must be organised similarly to ants. These grey ones were passive workers which seemed far more concerned with their work than with piercing, paralysing or noosing these delicacies climbing laboriously up toward them, but the larger, much more aggressive hairless black spiders with a bright red splash of colour on the underside of the thorax clearly acted as guards and herders. These attacked without fail. Not only were the mandibles wickedly sharp, but they stabbed with the tips of their forelegs, the first pair of four. Rhyl guessed that the tips must be poisonous. 
 
    Azuzithyalé worked out a method of dealing with the warrior spiders in tandem with Storm. Lop off the legs while avoiding the head and the spider would soon fall, or could be knocked off the root. She was soon covered up to her biceps in bright green spider ichor. Her blades were unrecognisable. Storm kept herself busy snipping off legs or distracting the spiders, making the Elfmaiden’s task easier. Her hide was tough enough to stop most of the bites or jabs. 
 
    Step by step, the team of four kicked and hooked in, climbing steadily up through the never-ending gloom. A forest of sloping, slimy roots surrounded them, black on the top and khaki where the underlying wood showed. The roots were forty to seventy feet thick, a highway in jungle terms, but noticeably thinner than what they had seen below Faifarathi Elvenholme. Each was infested by the incessantly busy spiders. They were soon all splattered with rotting bits of bark and drops of spider ichor. Storm kept spitting bits of spiders aside, Uck-uck-uck. When she became more irritable, she experimented with zapping them with smaller bolts of her natural electricity, as she and Keir had discussed. She could do with learning control. Not every target needed to be vaporised in a brilliant flash. Impressive as the overkill was, it was also wasteful of her resources. 
 
    At length, they ascended into grey twilight. Seen through the forest of vertical trunks, there now appeared to be a whitish-grey layer of cloud above, like an overcast which was unlikely to yield rain. Vegetation? Aye, but it was old growth, dead vegetation wrapped up in lashings of spider silk so old and dusty, it was hardly sticky anymore. Miles and miles and miles of dense, impenetrable-looking spiderweb. Guess what the dominant life form of this region might be? 
 
    The mangrove-like jungle giants led right up into a tangled mess, which started about half a mile off the forest floor, changing colour from the slick grey to an even more slick silver-white bark. At least the footing was easier here. Azuzithyalé powered upward, leading them like flies ascending a vast pipe into the spiders’ lair above. 
 
    Keir tried to shake that allusion loose from his mind. Flies, Dragons, spiders. Not good. 
 
    If anything wanted to bind up his Dragoness and suck her blood, he would carve them up with his ska’etaz first! He only realised that his bloodthirsty visions of heroically carving up enemies had communicated to her when Storm glanced back over her shoulder with that droll grin. Alright. Dragons had a different view of ferocity. The grin only widened as his mind catalogued her razor fangs, whipcord muscles and bared talons gripping the vertical surface of this tree. 
 
    Apparently his appreciation was a most draconic response – he was learning to see her in new ways, she was thinking! 
 
    Then, without any warning whatsoever, a huge body came ripping down through the spiderwebs, clearing a great swathe of branches as it came. With a final crack, the still-writhing body snapped through the branches about a hundred feet overhead, shaking their trunk violently, and plunged away into the depths. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    That commotion would summon every scavenger within miles. 
 
    “What was that?” Rhyl asked, as the sound faded. 
 
    Keir stared upward through the great rent it had made in the spiderweb canopy. “Some kind of subdraconic centipede, I think. I saw green feelers and a couple of feet –” 
 
    ‘Half a centipede,’ Azuzithyalé gestured. 
 
    “Right ye are,” he noted. “Anyone care to guess what could have …” 
 
    A question better left unvoiced, perhaps. The four of them had barely begun to crane their necks, staring upward into a great latticework of spiderwebs, ranging from silken anchoring strands to delicate webs and intricate tunnels, all overrun with the grey spiders frantically rushing about making repairs, to try to figure out what could have snapped that massive a creature in half, when a great shadow moved overhead. A great, eight legged, arachnid sort of shadow. 
 
    Rhyl’s gasp sounded suspiciously close to a sob as a single leg emerged over the edge of what appeared to be a rampart or nest made of grey mud from the jungle floor. Poisonous, brilliant yellow. Tipped with many claw-like appendages. It tapped on a few threads as if to give some sort of signal, before the rest of the spider poured into view. Easily as big as King Daryan’s castle, the densely furred yellow behemoth scurried down toward them. Keir touched his companions, whispering at them to keep still. Utterly still. Many eyes scanned its surrounds as it descended through the rent, before the great head turned to fix upon Auroral Storm Diamond as if the fledgling had a brilliant target painted upon her back. 
 
    Pausing at the edge of the webbed branches a hundred feet above, the monster stared at them with many beady black eyes, the mandibles around its mouthparts waving as if to scent or taste this creature that dared invade its domain. 
 
    ‘Ready to run?’ Azuzithyalé signed. 
 
    The creature made a spitting sound. Dsss-rraaa-gonnss! 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond inclined her head with that appearance of dignity she often had and made a respectful gesture with her right wing. Not a bow, but an acknowledgement. 
 
    An awful silence ensued. 
 
    He was sure his cousin’s grip on his arm would pulverise his bones. 
 
    Sss-feee-dddsss! 
 
    With that horrible hiss, the yellow queen spider hurried down into the depths, spinning a strand of silvery silk as thick as a hawser as she pursued her fallen meal. 
 
    Rhyl shuddered in relief. “Let’s now’t do that again, shall we? Thanks, Storm. Whatever ye did …” 
 
    Riril safe. Riril good? 
 
    She reached out a trembling hand. “I’ll feel safe when we get out of here, darling Storm. Now’t before. I hate spiders! Which way, Azuzithyalé?” 
 
    She pointed upward. They would have to skirt this newly torn gap and keep pushing East. Maybe higher up was safer? They could not readily tell, but the first priority, her increasingly eloquent fingers told them, was to leave the realm of spiders behind. That meant finding their way into the spiders’ tunnels and seeing if those could take them in the right direction, but they would need to try to move lightly so as not to disturb the webs. Spiders hunted by sensing the vibrations of their prey. 
 
    Promised to be an interesting day. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir hated to be right, but he was. Once they set foot in the silken tunnels, they discovered that the inhabitants of the spider colony readily sensed their smallest movements. The answer seemed to be to move quickly. That prevented the spiders from cutting them off ahead, but meant the rearguard needed to be constantly on the alert for pursuit from behind. Soon, they learned to set a steady jog-trot pace. The oval tunnels were as smooth and perfect as the inside of a moth’s cocoon and around six feet tall, which meant easy running for his companions and caused him to develop a monster back ache. 
 
    They moved quickly, but it was tricky to keep to an exact heading as the tunnels kept dividing or curving back around on themselves. In numerous places, they broke out into the old webs and had to traverse the silken hawsers at a light, well-balanced run over unknowable black depths or climb the old webs like spiders themselves. Keir kept his longsword in hand. It was best for skewering the ever-present black warrior spiders. Several times they heard or felt the vibration of larger spiders, perhaps the sickly-yellow queens, passing by overhead, but by sticking to the smaller, lower tunnels, they remained largely unmolested. 
 
    The grey tunnels seemed unrelenting. As the hazy light faded into nightfall, Keir called a halt. 
 
    We’re all exhausted. Let’s try to cut ourselves a place to bivouac for the night. My idea is that if we cut a flap out of a tunnel side somewhere, we could replace it and hopefully the spiders wouldn’t notice, as long as we keep quiet and still. 
 
    Rhyl wiped her brow. I’d prefer to be away from here entirely. 
 
    ‘Maybe tomorrow?’ Azuzithyalé suggested. 
 
    The first two attempts were unsuccessful, for they cut directly through from one tunnel through to the next, but the third gained them a suitable space atop a nest of branches. They stamped down the old dry leaves and even made something of a bivouac. Rhyl carefully replaced the flap of spider silk they had cut. With a low chuckle, she pulled out a needle and thread to stitch it into place. While the four companions ate a light meal, almost the last of their travel stocks, they discussed their situation in low voices and Sign by the light of Auroral Storm Diamond’s gleam. Every so often they heard spiders skittering by outside, but perhaps the six or seven inches of solid silk which separated them from the tunnel muffled the sound or masked their scent enough that the patrols did not appear to detect them. 
 
    Wrapped in their cloaks, they slept uneasily – Rhyl had to be silenced when she screamed in the grip of a nightmare – and woke at first light. Everyone was keen to move on quickly. Less spiders being more, so to speak. 
 
    Keir felt sore, sticky, gunky and altogether like a girl would never want to touch him in the next hundred anna, but Azuzithyalé taught him the proper sign for ‘kiss,’ telling him that his mother had been of the roguish opinion that he would want to learn this one very well indeed. Much repetition would lead to perfection. Exchanging signs would have to pass for a good morning kiss, because neither of them wanted to kiss faces liberally encrusted with khaki spider ichor, grey-brown swamp gunge and Dracowurm gunk. Last night, they had checked their water gourds and agreed to conserve every drop until they could find a clean supply. 
 
    The day was more of the same. Endless tunnels. Aching back. A foot that seemed undecided as to whether it wanted to be throbbing in pain or pretend to be numb, creating a halfway sensation which was intensely uncomfortable. Upon his eighth declaration that he was just fine and would soldier on, this after he had dealt with a black spider which had come perilously close to backstabbing him in a moment’s inattention, Rhyl told him exactly what she thought of stubborn, die-hard males who just had to be macho idiots and ignore pain when it could be readily treated. She gave him some bitter herbs to chew on, which he then was forced to admit helped – somewhat resentfully, it had to be said. 
 
    “Tired and sore,” he apologised a little later. 
 
    Even Storm dragged visibly. 
 
    She smiled wanly. “Imagine if Zyran saw me like this?” 
 
    “I think he’d flee for the hills in a bleating panic,” Keir averred. “Swamp monster! Zhuzhi, yer bleeding –” 
 
    ‘Like you aren’t?’ she signed back. ‘Here, here, here … and here and here …’ 
 
    “Right. Well, yer blood has a golden sheen to it, have ye noticed?” 
 
    They were busy noticing when two spiders ambushed Storm from around a bend in the tunnel ahead. The fledgling rolled into a fierce but brief fight. Dragon scale armour, four sets of talons and her ridiculously sharp fangs meant that spiders of this size did not stand much of a chance. 
 
    Plus, ten minutes later, she was spotless again. 
 
    Thoroughly annoying. 
 
    The three people shook their heads and said that Dragons were incredible creatures of magic and mystery, which pleased Storm mightily. She did her little strut and raked the air with her claws. Grr … 
 
    After one more night in the spider tunnels, Keir began to feel a familiar prickling at the back of his mind. He wondered aloud if this might not be the Gæoté-tay-Vænar; if so, then not only was the more masculine presence surprisingly muted, but he was also located more to a southerly bearing than they had been following through this strangely dry jungle. 
 
    Dry and jungles just did not go together. Very odd. 
 
    Finally, at around mid-afternoon, they broke free of the last of the webs and found themselves in the Synaxa proper. It was as curious as anyone had imagined. The great mangrove-like trees supported lush, waxy green vegetation, but everything was dry and slightly brittle-seeming, even the lianas, which hung in limp brown loops as if generally weary of life. Still, judging by the bird and animal sounds, plenty of creatures inhabited the foliage – however, all of them sounded irritable with one another, even the bright birds. Quarrelling. Squabbling. Squawking raucously. Mobbing each other with flapping wings and stabbing beaks. 
 
    Keir chuckled, “Pleasant spot.” 
 
    Especially the arboreal teal-ribbed Wyvern that swooped by not fifty feet from their position. Storm bared her fangs and hissed. 
 
    “Darling, that beast’s six times yer size – whoa!” She clacked her fangs toward his fingers a second time. “Och aye, we all ken ye’d gnaw on his ribs for breakfast, but let’s now’t fight any battles we dinnae need to win, alright?” 
 
    Grrr. Keee-irr bad Guard-een. Trrr-usst Storrrr-mm! 
 
    He rubbed her neck fondly. “Listen to me, ye feisty rascal. I trust ye with my life. This is just about being wise.” 
 
    Storrrr-mm wi-eeze! Storrrr-mm brrr-ave. 
 
    “Keep yer scales on, lass. We all ken what ye are. Ye just want to blood yer fangs in battle, I reckon. Soon enough. We will strike those Certanshi like lightning from a clear sky, rend their craven, stinking guts and fling their bloody entrails all over the stones of Amarinthe!” 
 
    The girls stared at him. 
 
    Keir rubbed his head. “Dragon feelings … I think? Just pretend I dinnae say that.” 
 
    His heart felt strangely swollen, as if whatever had just popped out of his mouth stemmed from an uncontainable desire to safeguard his own, his treasured ones, the people of his kingdom. He had never felt this instinct so keenly before. He tasted fiery fury at the injustice. When the Certanshi poured forth in their great battalions with Ogres and River Trolls in the vanguard, lusting after blood, the slaughter of innocents and the utter destruction of the Human and Elven Kingdoms, then this feeling would be his lodestone. This pure, righteous rage. This drumbeat of war thundering in his ears. This cleansing FIRE!! 
 
    “Keir,” Rhyl touched his arm. 
 
    ‘Keir the Dragon,’ his girlfriend signed, making him shiver. Her eyes were agleam with magic, with a golden gleam that mirrored the unfamiliar fires burning in his breast. 
 
    He sucked in a deep, deep breath. War was coming. He had the battle bones. They needed to be ready. 
 
    Grating of voice, he said, “Let’s move out.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12: Wyldefey 
 
    23rd of Dejune Month 
 
    High Summer 
 
      
 
    ONE MINUTE, THEY WERE alone. The next, the dusty branches shook and Wyldefey came pouring out in numbers, surrounding the travellers in a menacing congregation. 
 
    Keir touched Storm’s neck. Easy. We knew they were about. It was only a matter of time. Remember, our fight is not with these. 
 
    These people were all recognisably Elves, yet they were fey. Light green of skin and green of hair rather than Elven tan, most showed some signs of transformation toward the sylvan element of the Elven soul, but had not transformed so completely, nor as grotesquely, as their brethren of the northwest. The women appeared to have live flowers growing in their hair. Many clutched bows or spears. Although he had thought them primitive at first glance, Keir noted signs of intelligence everywhere, from the complex wooden bead jewellery they wore upon their wrists and ankles, to the rapid, birdlike trills of Elven speech they exchanged as they assessed the visitors with an air of ascertaining their suitability for the communal pot. 
 
    Cheerful notion. 
 
    Although, he wondered if their rather disastrously filthy appearances did not set these Wyldefey Elves at ease somewhat, for they looked less strange this way in their clothing. The Wyldefey had not a stitch upon their bodies. Some wore bits of jewellery providing limited strategic coverage. A bit more of an eyeful than he had bargained for! 
 
    Azuzithyalé averted her eyes, clearly embarrassed, which caused several of the Elves to point out her reaction in clear amusement. Rhyl took a professional interest in what he took to be darker patches of a fungal infection on some of their skins. Nudity was no taboo for her, unlike her fiancé, who would be having quite the Elven education at some point, Keir considered with a wicked pang of anticipation. Funny how cultures could be so different. How had his Dad done it? 
 
    An elderly chap scampered forward on the branch upon which the four had paused, brandishing his spear haphazardly. 
 
    Vile invaders! Brutal barbarians! Unnatural sores upon the jungle’s juxtaposed jilæ’torm! he screeched, in that quick but intelligible Eastern Jungles accent. Keir winced at the archaic, extremely crude reference to one’s nether parts. Why break our peace – wielding weapons of metal – bearing metals torn from the weeping earth – thou walking magical pods … huh? What say you? 
 
    He bowed. We greet you, father-most-honoured –  
 
    Foul speech! Twisted words! Take it away! It hurts my ears, it does! 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond hissed angrily as the spears and bows surrounding them lifted in a single susurration of movement. 
 
    Dancing back and forth on the branch, the elder howled a strange song, before muttering fiercely, Why should we listen? We are Wyldefey, Elves of the sacred heart, Elves of the jungle soul – 
 
    We are children of the Elhoimê-Olynn-tay-Vænar, Jungavaliorn Elves like you! Keir called back. 
 
    The spear stabbed toward them. That you are. And that! What is this, whose magic burns so strange, who gleams beneath the painting of jungle fair? 
 
    She is an Illumiytha Elf, a child of the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar, he said. 
 
    Elf? Elf? Elf it is not! 
 
    Storm came within a hair of helping herself to the elder’s spear point as he stabbed carelessly toward her muzzle. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    A daughter of Santazathiar, Keir said, keeping his manner relaxed and his voice calm. 
 
    The fledgling fluted confidently, Iyee am Drrr-agonn! 
 
    Well. That clearly impressed them. 
 
    A cunning look entered the elder’s eyes. We hear all whispers in the jungles. You seek the Gæoté-tay-Vænar. Why should Wyldefey allow this trespass, this intrusion, this sacrilege toward him who sleeps in the heights? Where is the sign? Strange companions and stranger times are no sign! 
 
    Keir glanced at his companions, who appeared to be as baffled as he. The Wyldefey elder seemed a trifle mad, but he was lucid enough when he wanted to be. Was this all an act? 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘Walking magical pods?’ 
 
    Rhyl gasped as if this made perfect sense. Honestly. Women were completely baffling at times but, as she pushed up the sleeve of her cloak, Keir realised what she meant. 
 
    She called, I carry a Sign of the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar in my flesh. See my sylvan magic, my heritage and my homage to the Great Mother Tree of all Trees! 
 
    Before she had even finished speaking, the entire assembly of Wyldefey fell upon their faces with a great groaning and beating their breasts, began to cry out in worship! 
 
    To say that his cousin was nonplussed was an understatement. The diminutive healer stood on the dry branch with her arm upraised, staring wide-eyed around her as the worship turned to wild chanting, the chanting to weeping and tearing of hair; then with terrible, grievous cries they fell upon her, hoisted her aloft and made to carry her off into the jungles! 
 
    Keir’s hand leaped to his ska’etaz. He shouted, Don’t you dare – 
 
    Azuzithyalé grabbed his arm. She fluidly indicated a smiling young woman who stood before him, utterly unabashed by her nudity, hand outstretched. Follow me, strangers. Your companion is in no danger. 
 
    Uh … alright? 
 
    She dimpled prettily. Fear not, we consume no flesh, unlike this daughter of Santazathiar. We would have other ideas regarding your flesh, o handsome foreign Elf. That we surely would. 
 
    Fighting a fierce heat in his cheeks, he tried to make it clear that he was with Azuzithyalé. Far from being on the verge of committing murder, his girlfriend reacted as if she were entertained by his skin’s best attempt to imitate her hair colour. The wild Elfmaiden also acted unconcerned. Perhaps flirtatious importunities were normal in her culture? Keir decided he would be wise not to investigate the matter further. That way would surely lead to a much less nuanced response from his normally stunning companion, who just now resembled a well-proportioned mud statue. He could barely make out her hair colour. When Azuzithyalé wound her fingers purposefully into his, however, he felt gratified. Possessive? So was he! Several of the men had been eyeing her up in a way that made him want to gouge out their eyeballs with his talons and rend their – 
 
    Oh! He glared at Storm. 
 
    She purred contentedly. 
 
    Wow. Was that what Dragons imagined doing to their enemies? Second time in just a few days. Was this another unexpected manifestation of their developing Dragon-Guardian bond? 
 
    Off they went, farther and deeper into the jungles. Hour upon hour. Keir was hard-pressed to keep up with the nimble Wyldefey, but their nude guide seemed keen to ensure he did not get lost. He also had the impression she was just as keen that he lose his trousers, but he detected some kind of feminine respect interaction going on between her and Azuzithyalé that he had never appreciated quite as much as at this moment. Quite a relief. 
 
    Through the tall, relatively slender jungle trees they glissaded, ran and hand-handed across unfamiliar forms of secondary and tertiary growth. Many pungent flowers and blossoms enclosed them in a delightful floral display, clinging to the spreading, intertwined white branches, but still, he detected no sign of water. Now and again, he caught glimpses of cousin Rhyllaryssill between the leaves, still being carried along. She appeared resigned to and even a little disgruntled by her royal treatment. 
 
    Was the jungle thinning? Oddly for this time of the day, the westering sun appeared to have slipped behind what he first took for a cloud, but soon realised was something that shadowed this area of the jungle more completely than a cloud could justify. Was he hearing a waterfall? At last! He had never wanted a bath so much in his life. Big waterfall, however. Huge. The Wyldefey had been leading them higher and higher into the jungle canopy, but the many layers of thick, waxy oval leaves had completely obscured the skies until just now, when he caught his first peek of mauve. He had not seen the sun in days. Keir’s eyes widened in wonder. Rocky mountain slopes rose and rose to the distant purple and white peaks. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar, they must be right at the edge of the Synaxa Jungles – having travelled right under the jungle! Simple. 
 
    He chuckled dryly. 
 
    Storm bounded excitedly along the branches, flitting from one bough to another as she squealed, Wirrit, Keee-irr? Wirrit? Wirrit! And then her trilling changed into a piercing squeal of wonder. Keee-irr! 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    He rubbed his pointy ears, but that was only an excuse. Skip. Peer ahead through the foliage. Skip again! Her infectious excitement made his scalp crawl. 
 
    At last, he saw opening before him, the prettiest of bays in a great sweep of mountains. Here, in a deeply-cleft ravine that emerged from among achingly high, snow-crowned peaks, gushed forth a river in many channels, frolicking and foaming and thundering over many, many natural stone steps. The water was an extraordinary shade of montane blue, as piercing as the bluest of eyes. It swirled around the roots of a tree that he realised consisted of hundreds of conjoined dark brown trunks that clambered high up the waterfalls. This tree of many trees had leaves of a rich cherry red and table-sized bunches of pure white blossoms. This single tree had to be several miles long and high. 
 
    Keir caught his breath. 
 
    The girl leading them threw over her shoulder, This is the Gæoté-tay-Vænar. 
 
    His hair stood on end – well, more on end than usual. 
 
    Of course. Here, in the high boughs of the jungle facing the waterfalls and the Sacred Tree, was the Elves’ village. The gap seemed almost small enough to leap over, but Keir realised it was probably many tens of feet wide. Not far enough to keep a fine mist from cooling his face. How did these Wyldefey keep from going deaf? What a magical location! A great staircase of waterfalls descended from the heavens to almost, but not quite, fall upon this village; instead, the waterfalls took a final leap of no less than eleven plumes that he could count into the depths far, far below. It might not even strike the forest floor, but turn to mist long before. 
 
    The air smelled so fresh! So awash with opportunities! 
 
    Storm pranced about excitedly as they climbed up to the village, just a sweet cluster of simple shelters fashioned to nestle in the clefts of the white branches. The purple-hearted orange blossoms of a creeper swamped many of their huts, while the drifting moisture encouraged lush secondary and tertiary growth that made this region different to anything of the Synaxa they had seen so far. Naked Elven children swung fearlessly over the edge of mile-high drops and played wild games of tag or catch in the sumptuous boughs, but at the sight of visitors, a ripple of anticipation whispered through the very treetops. Wyldefey came pouring out of huts and roof access and branch holes to goggle and exclaim. 
 
    Keir said dryly to Azuzithyalé, “Well, we appear to be considerably overdressed for the occasion.” 
 
    She winked at him, plucked his trousers and indicated that he could gladly go first. 
 
    “Nae, thank ye kindly. Or at the very least, I shall gird my loins as the Elves of yore.” A little wrinkle of the nose told him that she appreciated his wry use of old humour. “Ye dinnae see a Giantess anywhere up there, d’ye? Eight feet tall, mountains for muscles?” 
 
    Nope. No sign. He should not be disappointed. Ja’axu would have had to walk around the hard way, following the edge of the jungles, if she had made it at all. They could afford to wait a few days. 
 
    A wash could not wait. 
 
    Frigid as those pools would be, he desperately wanted to swan dive over that gap and investigate a few of the lazier rocky pools, soap in hand. Maybe tomorrow when the sky fired its warmth across the pools and he could find a nice flat rock upon which to soak up the sun like a lizard … or a Dragoness. There she went. Whizzing over to the waterfalls to a combined ‘ooh’ from all the Elven children, Auroral Storm Diamond dived into a pool like a slim white arrow and then broached the surface, shaking herself like a hound. Brr! The water must be frigid; she steamed despite the warmth of the early evening air. If anything, the jungle was hotter and drier here in the East. The air had a pleasant spiciness quite unlike the Arabaxa Jungles. 
 
    Heaven. After all they had been through, this place was a sliver of paradise. 
 
    Gratefulness thawed his heart. 
 
    By Santazathiar’s own name, they had reached the edge of the jungles. They still had most of their body parts intact. Fabulous result! 
 
    He squeezed Azuzithyalé’s fingers and capered around her in a little dance that had her giggling at his antics. Of course, that drew the children like a lodestone to true north. All were breathless to see what this tall, peculiar-looking stranger might do next. 
 
    Shrugging off his pack, Keir passed his things to Azuzithyalé. If you don’t mind? 
 
    No, she did not mind slipping into the background. 
 
    He rubbed his hands briskly. So, who wants to hear the story of how I found a Dragoness’ egg – well, how it found me? 
 
    Apparently, crossing over seven hundred miles of Elven jungles did not qualify one for much of anything at all, but a good story was all that was needed to seal his status as somewhere between hero and demigod. How Keir loved making them jump and squeal in surprise or squirm at his descriptions of supposedly barbaric Human customs! Between his impressions of big, lumbering Humans with fleas in their beards and Storm’s mimicking him in the background, he had them howling up such a gale of laughter a few of the old-timers began to complain querulously about the commotion. 
 
    After that came a shared meal around a communal fire bowl set high up in the boughs – did they not fear fire, he wondered? When he spied several large wooden vessels full of water waiting nearby, he realised that his impressions about Wyldefey Elves might be entirely wrong. These folk were neither crazy nor feral, nor so far passed into some state of flora or fauna that they were unrecognisable. They had not lost their grip on common morality or principles. Yet he knew that these simple, carefree Elves would never have been made welcome in Faifarathi Elvenholme – at least, what it had been before. Perhaps he should write a personal message to the Lady Zanurryssill Janallati regarding this issue? 
 
    He might not be able to change everything in the jungles, but maybe his status could be put to good use. Rhyl, Azuzithyalé and Storm might give him some valuable input. Later. 
 
    Right now, he had the problem of balancing three children and a carved wooden bowl upon his lap. 
 
    It was so different here. Rhyl had told him that the way to deal with their effects, which many people were naturally curious about, was to place them in a heap in the open. The Elder, who went by the name of Alarthanyal, then instructed everyone to leave them alone. That was that. 
 
    No-one seemed to think twice about potential theft. 
 
    They did not desire things. Clothing to them was a curiosity, wholly unnecessary. They were unselfconscious about their bodies and bodily functions. The children were bright-eyed and curious and full of penetrating questions. The hospitality was unstinting. They had little, yet wanted for little. The jungle provided all of their needs. 
 
    Here was a priceless lesson for those who had much or desired much. 
 
    After the meal, Rhyl vanished into a hut and came out wearing her storytelling and dance outfit, the dress of light amber silk worn over burned-orange leggings and a long-sleeved top of the same deeper colour. She danced a classic, famous Elven dance for them first, the tale of the creation of the jungles. Despite her lack of recent practice and the rigours of the journey, she was excellent, but they were all surprised to see Auroral Storm Diamond start to join in, to imitate her lithe, evocative movements in her own way. After that, Rhyl plied her skyuê mar-ny Taobioríor-í art for them in answering the community’s questions of how and why these strangers had come among them to speak with a Sacred Tree. 
 
    He had never seen so many rapt faces – not even when she tried to set the boughs above them alight with her efforts. 
 
    The Wyldefey Elves gathered around them to deliver a kind of communal thanks and blessing for their visitors’ gifts to them. Humbling. After that, despite that the hour was early, it was bedtime. A family moved out of their hut in order that they could have the best. 
 
    It was their way. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The morn of midsummer dawned rosy and purple. When Mauve crested the high flat plateaux to the East, where the Giant Darûz lay hidden, Keir had already been up for over an hour, sitting on a handy bough with Auroral Storm Diamond, watching the waterfall and the Sacred Tree. First by starlight, then by the first glimmering of dawn and now, at last, burnished to a brilliance that snatched one’s breath away. He and Storm experienced times like this, when their sleep patterns or lack thereof, matched with eerie yet understandable perfection. They had not spoken a single word to one another. Presence was enough. Being. Living in the moment, as one. 
 
    He wondered if Azuzithyalé might become jealous of their relationship. She did not seem to be the type. If anything, her growing contentment and self-confidence were a joy to behold. Maybe this meant she would outgrow him one day, a voice whined in his head, but Keir told it to go jump into the gap between the village and the waterfall. Grief, his scalp itched. What he would not give for – 
 
    The bough trembled. Turning, he saw Azuzithyalé approaching together with Rhyl, hand in hand. 
 
    Instant heart-to-mush. 
 
    Rhyl said, Santazathiar’s breath warm your morning, Dragon Guardian and Dragoness both. 
 
    Keir opened his mouth and snapped it shut again. Eh? 
 
    Wirrit? Storm exclaimed. 
 
    ‘That’s an old Dragon Guardian greeting we found in the lore,’ Azuzithyalé explained. ‘Apparently, dawn is the time that the community goes to fetch water and to bathe. They have invited us to join them, if our customs allow.’ 
 
    “Er, wearing what … exactly? Love the greeting, by the way.” 
 
    “Something we are comfortable in,” Rhyl said. 
 
    ‘Something not metal,’ the other Elfmaiden added, touching her chest. ‘They really dislike the metal we carried here.’ 
 
    “Ooh, are ye unlocking them at last?” Keir grinned, before two identical female snorts informed him just how inappropriate that comment was. He opted for a rakish grin. “By which I meant to say –” 
 
    “Put a sock in it, ye,” Rhyl interrupted pertly. 
 
    “That would just make them –” 
 
    He began to indicate curves, but Azuzithyalé punched his arm. Same spot. Absolutely unerring. 
 
    “Well, what’s the problem? I happen to like curvy things.” 
 
    He had to jump fast or Rhyl would have clipped him one, too. How was it that girls did not want to know his every cheeky thought? Honestly. Hard to fathom, was it not? Especially when his girlfriend came so fabulously curvilinear – 
 
    Storm’s talon pricked his behind. “Ouch!” 
 
    Keee-irr naww-tee. 
 
    “Aye, that I am, girl. May I beg that I have excellent reason? Temptation incarnate, so to speak …” 
 
    She threatened him with two talons. 
 
    “I see how it is. I shall attempt to obey.” 
 
    Now she dared to show him four paws worth of lethal draconic cutlery? Keir laughed and went to see if he could dig out his bathing trunks. Mom was not a big fan of the simple loincloth and neither was he, to be frank. Too much potential for disaster. Total nudity was too much for his Human half’s sensibilities to handle, but these shorts caused several of the Wyldefey menfolk to chortle and wonder openly if he actually had anything much to cover up. Great. 
 
    Mauve above, he was filthy! He could not wait to wash all this – and his clothing. Desperate times for the outfit he had been wearing. 
 
    He and Storm joined a growing group of Wyldefey as they loosened the ropes holding their wooden bridge and slowly swung it out over the gap, employing an uncomplicated set of pulleys and ropes. A man jogged over and secured the far side to the base of a walnut tree. 
 
    Why the swing-bridge? Keir asked curiously. 
 
    Safety from animals that come down from the mountains, Elder Alarthanyal said, aping a Snow Ogre accurately. 
 
    How curious it was to see snow and jungle in such close proximity. The huge, many-pillared Sacred Tree seemed to span the climates between tropical and alpine with ease. It was odd that he had not so far felt the same sense of immediacy, of presence, around this Sacred Tree. Nor did Rhyl. He sincerely hoped it was still alive – well, the Tree itself was clearly alive, but the presence that should have filled it with evocative, ancient life seemed absent or, at least, severely muted. 
 
    Time enough to investigate the matter in due course. 
 
    Charging over the bridge together with the other men, he plunged into the first pool together with them, whooping and hollering with delight. The chilly water shocked him into wakefulness. Storm joined them with a shrill cry of joy, diving into the water before swirling about and whipping his feet out from beneath him with a cunning paw. He chased her about the pool threatening all sorts of carnage and doom upon possessors of wicked paws. Next, the ladies come streaming over the bridge, mostly clad in nothing but the beauty of their skins, save for two. Rhyl and Azuzithyalé wore modern Elven bathing attire in the ehliarin style, two-piece swimsuits that in Human circles would have done far more than raise eyebrows. They were skimpier than anything that passed for Human underwear or sleepwear. Bare midriffs? Uncovered shoulders? Scandal beyond compare! 
 
    Rhyl wore shimmering silver and Azuzithyalé a sleek design of deep umber and gold. Had Mom arranged to have these unique pieces designed especially for the girls? Wow! 
 
    He had just opened his mouth to tell his girlfriend how stunning she looked, when the pair of rascals dive-bombed him in a clearly planned move. Swamped! After that came a great deal of silliness interspersed with the application of a much-needed scrap of herbal soap. Especially the hair. Keir was busy cursing the impossible state of his birds’ nest, never mind the girls who had far more to contend with, when his still-nude and still coquettish guide of the previous evening popped over to put him out of his misery. 
 
    Muttering something in Elven, she put her hands upon his head. Kerpoof! 
 
    Dirt rained down about him. 
 
    Eh? he spluttered, with his usual excess of eloquence. 
 
    The girls were chortling at his reaction when, with a few more Kerpoofs! his hair was assaulted into cleanliness. Tingling scalp. Burning ears. The girl mussed up his hair fairly much how he liked it, then tried to smooth it down with a giggle. None of that. Even wet, his hair had never learned to behave. Today was no exception. 
 
    Miss Giggles was now having a good feel of his left bicep, bruised where certain people seemed overly fond of punching it. Far too frisky, this one. He encouraged her over to Azuzithyalé to perform the hair-kerpoofing service for her since if looks could slay, hers would have dropped him dead several times already. Maybe she was a touch jealous after all? They did not have teenage boys – not so. On that note, the younger men of the village had now caught sight of her unique red hair and clustered about her, jabbering away in amazement. He headed over before he succumbed to the temptation of punching one of them in the jaw, which was rapidly becoming an issue. 
 
    Really! Why did Elves have to be so … touchy? 
 
    He glowered at his feelings. Away! Behave! Nothing to see here. 
 
    Five girls intercepted him before he managed to reach Azuzithyalé. Ooh, Dragon Guardian. Is your hair really white? You’re so tall! What’s hiding under here? 
 
    Or, he could just flee for his life before these impish Wyldefey girls hunted him down! 
 
    With no apparent hurry in the offing, the remote Elven village slowly settled into its usual morning routine, which seemed to involve washing with herbal soaps, grooming one another’s hair, playing on the rocks and in the waterfalls higher up the mountain slope or just lying about like little green Dryads, enjoying the sunshine baking on the flat rock slabs. He did notice, however, that several of the warriors kept a watch on the dark forests. 
 
    As if a line had been drawn not far up the mountain slopes above the jungle, the growth changed to coniferous trees, hardier mountain breeds. Such a stark contrast of biomes, his old schoolteacher would have lectured him. Like where they had first entered the Arabaxa Jungles, the cliffs here dropped sheer into the hot bed of the jungle a mile or more below this level and the heat and moisture rose in shimmering waves to condense as it met the colder air coming down from the mountains. Clouds would soon be building in the sky. 
 
    He sent Storm to go rescue Azuzithyalé from two particularly persistent boys who just wanted to stroke her arms. Wicked fledgling! She yanked them beneath the water and when they came up spluttering and laughing, heaved water at them with her outspread wings. 
 
    The redhead came to join him on his warm rock. She settled down with a sigh, lying facing him with her cheek on her palm. She mouthed, ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    “It’s so lovely here.” 
 
    One magical eye gleamed at him, golden with happiness. 
 
    His eyes crinkled in return. “Well, lassie, we made it this far. Ye look amazing, by the way. Just saying.” Her slow smile curved wider. Stroking her back, he said, “Could never have made it without ye, Miss Spider Assassin and Rider of the Mighty Dracowurm.” 
 
    ‘Now you’re just being silly. I don’t need nicknames.’ 
 
    “Unlike other people around here?” 
 
    She signed, ‘Can’t complain about you either. I like seeing you with your shirt off.’ 
 
    “Love at first abdominal for ye, eh?” 
 
    Her broken laughter gurgled like the waters burbling all around them. 
 
    In the pool below the level of this one, Rhyl was showing the Elven children how to sneak up on a silver river trout and tickle its tummy. Odd how fish had made it into this mountain river. Where had they come from? When they had ‘captured’ one, they let it go straight away. None of them had the heart to tell these vegetarians how delicious trout smoked over slow fire could be – but he did spy Storm bellying up behind the healer to snaffle one of her catches mid-air and abscond with it. She faced Rhyl’s telling off with a show of meekness, ignoring the fish’s tail fin flapping madly around her nose. Then, she slurped the rest down whole. 
 
    Never short on personality, that one! 
 
    “Did ye ever work out what this picture of the Dragon on yer back could mean?” Headshake. Her eyes might be closed, but she was listening. “I mean, it sounds super silly, Azuzithyalé, but d’ye think it could be that ye have some magical connection with that particular Dragon? Dashing chap, as I recall. I’m not sure I’d trust that one as far as I could throw him, if ye ken what I mean.” 
 
    She winked at him. As rascally as someone she knew, perchance? 
 
    After a moment, she signed, ‘I did wonder. You have Storm. I have you. Could it be that there’s a Dragon for me, too, somewhere out there? Do you think that on the gilded world, they ride Dragons like we used to here? I … I wonder about a lot of things.’ 
 
    “Och aye, me too. Like whether golden skin is immune to sunburn, or –” 
 
    Suddenly, Storm stood beside him, tapping his shoulder eagerly. Keee-irr. Comm-eening. Sssomm-one. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13: Midsummer’s Reunion 
 
      
 
    KEIR HAD A SECOND to regret leaving all his weapons back in the village. Only a few of these Elves bore arms – those warriors whose task it seemed to be to watch the slopes and the forests. Standing, he rubbed his eyes. He saw no-one up there in the direction that Storm was looking – even his sharp Elven eyesight found not a grass blade or a river pebble out of place. The Wyldefey warriors seemed wholly at ease. He shaded his eyes. Dazzling light reflected back off the many waterfalls and rivulets playing between the trunks and rock-wrapping roots of the Gæoté-tay-Vænar. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond made a tiny crooning noise in her throat that he recognised from her earliest days. 
 
    Disbelieving joy detonated in his throat, while his scalp crawled. It couldn’t be! He scanned the watercourse a second time, far more eagerly than before. Was that – aye! A stealthy shadow shifted behind the thin veil of a waterfall. She had come, slap bang on the date she had promised. 
 
    He remembered how quiet General Ja’axu was on her feet. It was how she moved. The quarter Giantess picked her way steadily downriver, but three waterfalls higher up now. Had she been planning to sneak up on the Wyldefey Elves or was this just coincidence, the noise of their play drowned out by the voices of many waterfalls? 
 
    Either way, he knew what they had to do. 
 
    Leaving Azuzithyalé asleep in the sun, he tickled Storm beneath the chin. Ambush? 
 
    She grinned hugely. Keee-irr big miss-chuff! Iss ffunn! 
 
    They climbed up the slippery rocks to the next level quickly. Keir drew a warrior’s attention to the arrival, making sure that he signalled they were friends. Good thing he had explained that they were expecting company. He made a hushing motion. Ja’axu had vanished again into the natural slopes of the steps. In a moment, she would crest this section and surely see that she had chanced upon an entire community of Wyldefey Elves. 
 
    They crossed the next pool at a dash and snuck beneath the lip of the next waterfall, waiting for the large shadow to arrive – here she was – perhaps smiling at the sight that greeted her travel-weary gaze – Keir leaped out, yelling, “Surprise!” 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond trilled, ’Axu! ’Axu! 
 
    Zyran toppled backward into the water. 
 
    Who was more surprised, him or his friend? Keir froze in utter shock. The joke was most surely on him! He was just starting to rub his eyes in disbelief when Ja’axu wrapped him up in a massive, rib-bending hug, whooping in delight as she ruffled his hair, “Ye rascal! Here ye are. Oh, what joy!” All he could do was stare over her shoulder at the Prince, sitting in the water, looking … well, surprised and sheepish and altogether on the verge of exploding with delight. 
 
    “Keir! Ye wicked – ye dunked me on purpose?” 
 
    “Zyran, I – how? What? What are you doing out here? Am I dreaming or …” 
 
    “Dragonet – whoa, look at ye! Big girl!” 
 
    How was Storm chary of them? Did she not expect or know how to react to their obvious delight? 
 
    Ja’axu put him down, gripping his biceps in the Giant way. “Keir!” Her eyes were moist. “And ye – would ye look at this wee little egg I held in my own hands? Look at ye – come here, ye beauty, ye breath of Santazathiar’s very soul!” 
 
    Kneeling, the quarter Giantess opened her arms and Storm willingly leaped into them, almost knocking Ja’axu over as she whined, wriggled and giggled in an absolute frenzy of joy. Her tail lashed about like a whip. Ja’axu laughed ever so gently, stroking her scales over and over as if she could not quite believe what she held, muttering to herself in Giantish in the excess of her emotion. Storm gurgled with pleasure, licking her hands and arms nineteen to the dozen and chirruping her name every few seconds. 
 
    They’d be of a size soon, he realised – Storm and Ja’axu. He really must measure her properly when he had the chance. 
 
    Keir gripped Zyran’s forearm and pulled him close, out of the shallows. “Ye royal sneak! Ye wicked – ye never told me!” They clapped each other upon the back, guffawing heartily. 
 
    “It was now’t certain, now’t even close … Keir! Holy Santazathiar, whatever have ye been eating in these jungles?” 
 
    “Bamboo.” 
 
    The Prince looked him up and down, rubbing his eyes in disbelief. He was inches taller than his best friend now. Zyran spluttered, “Well, I kicked a boy out of my kingdom and ye go off and become a man, ye scoundrel! What ye been up to?” 
 
    “This and that. Mischief, mostly.” 
 
    He shook his head in despair. “Hanging out with a bunch of naked Wyldefey, my friend? Cannae take ye anywhere in Tyanbran, I swear. I despair. I give up. Clearly, ye have clean forgotten everything I ever taught ye. Apart from remembering how to give me a wet backside. Thanks.” 
 
    Zyran also looked older. Weathered. Tougher and brawnier around the shoulders. Tiny laughter lines were scored into his sun-bronzed skin, especially around the eyes. His Ogre-hide boots had clearly seen much use and his brown leather trousers and tough Amarinthe mountain plaid shirt were stained from long months of travel. He wore his soul-blade crosswise behind his shoulders. Two curved daggers sat ready at his left hip. 
 
    One Prince of the mountains – rough, unshaven and ready. This was a man fresh from hiking nearly eight hundred miles across some of the most rugged terrain in Tyanbran. All for whom? 
 
    Keir clapped him upon the arm. “In the noo, when are ye planning to ask the big question?” 
 
    “Ask what?” he said slyly. 
 
    “Ask about whom, d’ye mean?” 
 
    A royal eyebrow waggled in a brief dance. “Whoever might ye be referring to, my friend?” 
 
    “Ye might be able to surprise her if ye move careful-like. She’s a couple of pools down, playing with the children.” 
 
    “Me, Mister Clod-Footed Human Prince? Surprise an Elfmaiden?” 
 
    “Och aye. In other news, I do believe Mauve is made of mouldy green cheese. Let’s give it our best shot. I cannae believe ye – plotted something like this! I’m … over the sun, the moon and both satellites. Really, Zyran? I’m really seeing ye in the noo?” 
 
    “Ye’ve always had a lively imagination, I’ll warrant.” 
 
    “That he has, lad.” Ja’axu clapped him upon the shoulder, making Keir wince at the blow. Aye, just like the good and occasionally painful old times. “At last I have my wrestling partner back. It’s been a long wait. Though ye’ve clearly been starving yerself in the jungles, ye poor waif – dinnae ye feed the poor lad, my sweet little diamond?” 
 
    “Her name’s Auroral Storm Diamond,” said Keir. 
 
    “I ken well and proper. Yer Dad wrote a few details which we received a few days before we left. It’s been months – how is all the family?” 
 
    “All good,” he said, leading the way. “Quite the story. Dad’s rustling up an Elven army as we speak, I hope. Mom’s at home with the twins. She’s pregnant again.” 
 
    Zyran nearly fell into the next pool. “What? Keir, that’s …” 
 
    “Impossible,” Ja’axu finished for him. 
 
    “Och aye, could now’t agree more, except that it happened. More’s the miracle, she’s expecting twins, Santazathiar be praised.” 
 
    Ja’axu threw back her great head and laughed softly at the sky, which woke Azuzithyalé with a start. 
 
    The Prince stiffened. In a squeaky voice, he cried, “Eyes right, Keir. Eyes right! Mother of Santazathiar, is that a living bar of gold or … who’s she? What is she?” 
 
    “My girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yer what and how much? Nae …” 
 
    “Girlfriend.” 
 
    “Keir, be serious. Obviously, she’s far too expensive for yer ilk. I mean, like she’s … made of pure gold? Or what? Since when did ye get yerself a girlfriend? Keir, ye great thumping scoundrel! That’s now’t allowed without my royal seal of approval. Ye ken the rules.” 
 
    “Oops.” He beckoned, signing and saying, “Azuzithyalé, I’ve a person I’d like ye to meet. Two people.” 
 
    Zyran’s eyes widened as she stood lithely and stretched. “I see why ye like it around these parts. While we’ve been spending blood, sweat and tears hiking through the toughest mountains in all Tyanbran, ye’ve been playing here with all these nearly naked girls.” 
 
    Keir punched him lightly upon the shoulder. “We’ll have ye stripped down to yer undies in a wink.” 
 
    “Nae chance, brother.” 
 
    He introduced them, very pleased when Prince Zyran demonstrated a respectable command of Sign language. What a well-trained Prince he was. Ja’axu took one look into Azuzithyalé’s eyes and declared that she saw a true warrior inside. Typically blunt Giantess. The former slave acted overawed by meeting royalty. Having a live-and-kicking Prince bow over her hand in greeting evidently far exceeded her bounds of comfort. Perhaps it was just meeting someone whom he had spoken so much about, who knew him so well, which had triggered her nervousness? She was not often so flustered anymore. 
 
    Keir made a private signal that he would like her to keep close. As in, be his shadow, the better to observe the impending mischief. 
 
    He moved them on to the next pool down, having to make hushing noises in all directions as the Elven children reacted to the presence of the quarter Giantess, not with the craziness he anticipated, but with something approaching expectation. 
 
    Eh? Something odd going on here – but, enormous, Bulwark-conquering, Mauve-outshining surprises first! 
 
    Not every day he got to do something like this to Rhyl. 
 
    His cousin was wholly focussed on hunting what must be a trout lurking just below the waterline, with two Elven children looking on. She had her back turned to them, the skin almost wholly covered by the distinctive rich silver coils of her hair. Glancing up at his friend, Keir watched his handsome face soften, crumple, a great big lump swallowed away as his eyes welled up. That was how he knew. He knew for certain plus spare change that the Prince remained true. He sought and found Azuzithyalé’s waist to draw her to him as Zyran waded blindly into the cool water, careless of his boots or clothing or any of the nude audience looking on. 
 
    His hand reached out. Hesitated. That forefinger now wore a thick signet ring with the royal seal of Amarinthe thereon, he noticed absently. 
 
    A soft word murmured over the water’s babbling. 
 
    Rhyllaryssill made to answer, but no-one could mistake the tremor of realisation that conversely froze her in place. Then, she rose and swivelled in one convulsive movement, incredulity written all over her features. Zyran? Oh, my Zyran! You – you … how? Am I dreaming? 
 
    Aye, so his heart wobbled about like an unsteady toddler, too. 
 
    Never could resist a soppy moment. 
 
    The Prince croaked, I … did. For you, I … o Rhyllaryssill-dearest-love, how I missed … 
 
    She leaped into his ready arms; the Prince of Amarinthe slipped on the stones underfoot and they both went over with a huge splash. The Elves roared with laughter and clapped wildly. Naturally, since this silliness involved Prince Zyran, they came up kissing and laughing and crying all at once. Storm, gurgling high spirits at all the merriment, zipped beneath the water to upset them one more time for good measure. 
 
    The Prince waded out of the pool, carrying Rhyl in his arms and pouring water out of his backpack and boots and shirt. She clung to his neck. Zyran, you came! Oh … but how? When? 
 
    Well, just a minute ago, he said. 
 
    His Elven had improved hugely, Keir noticed. Motivation, eh? 
 
    That was about when his best friend noticed exactly how little his fiancé was wearing. To be accurate, his hands first did a bit of noticing and then his eyes, before he tried to draw back with a scandalised cry. That simply would not do. 
 
    “My Lord Prince,” Keir said, stepping in with a hand pressed to his friend’s back to prevent any escape, “I fear ye may be lacking certain basics of education in Elven culture.” 
 
    “As in?” Zyran spluttered, apparently in desperate straits. 
 
    Rhyl did the decent thing. She clung to him like bark to a tree. Most pleasing behaviour, Keir decided, feeling he had judged the mood well. One extremely pink Prince; nothing to do with the sunburn. Not by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    He said, “One, ye are overly clothed and Rhyl is Elven-decent in this context. Two, this is nae way to treat yer beloved in public. Why, the whole village is watching! Shame on ye, o Prince of Amarinthe. For shame.” 
 
    “Keir, what do I do?” the Prince almost howled. 
 
    “Hands, please.” Taking his friend’s hands in his, he moved them downward and placed them firmly upon Rhyl’s buttocks. Zyran gave a strangled yelp of horror. “Ye hold down here and ye kiss up here. This is yer duty, my Lord Prince. I suggest ye perform it manfully and well.” 
 
    They might not have followed the exchange in Human, but his actions communicated perfectly. The entire Wyldefey village dissolved into laughter. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ja’axu wandered about, exchanging hand slaps with the children and greeting people by name. She had also stripped down and hurled herself into the water wearing her Dragonmas Day best, which was to say, Keir now knew a few things about the General that he had not known before nor, quite frankly, had he needed to know. 
 
    That left Prince Zyran, who was being stubborn. 
 
    “Keir, best friend or now’t, I swear I’m going to kill ye if ye dinnae stop this instant! Keir, are ye even listening to me?” 
 
    That kind of stubborn. 
 
    “Who’s going to ken?” 
 
    “Me! And her!” 
 
    “When in the jungle, do as the Elves do.” 
 
    “I’m fresh to the jungle! Besides, the jungle’s over there and we’re over here, beside the jungle.” 
 
    “Technicality.” 
 
    “Fact.” 
 
    “Fact is, yer outnumbered and outvoted, my Prince.” 
 
    “I might be more amenable if ye were now’t being so blasted smug about all this!” 
 
    “The kiss was horrible?” 
 
    “Aye! Nae! Shove off, ye bleeding wart on an Ogre’s backside!” 
 
    Ah, the essential substance of friendship. 
 
    “Very well.” Putting his fingers to his mouth, Keir whistled sharply. Lovely Wyldefey ladies, I need some help over here, please. Over here! Listen up, I need your able assistance with this reluctant, shy, sweet Prince of Amarinthe. 
 
    Many of the girls glanced at the Prince with, one might say, predatory interest. He was far from unhandsome. 
 
    “Keir …” 
 
    This royal son-most-honoured very badly needs a bath but he flatly refuses to take his clothing off first. 
 
    “Keir! Dinnae ye dare!” 
 
    Now, who would like to help my friend? Please leave his undershorts on. He’s very shy. The rest … he made a ripping gesture. Off with it all! 
 
    A dozen girls surged to their feet with glad cries. Actually, he would have been somewhat terrified of all these wild creatures at this juncture. A game! A game! 
 
    “Keir! Nae – what? Ye are dead! So dead!” 
 
    “My Prince, I suggest ye save yer breath for running.” 
 
    Zyran bolted and promptly fell flat on his face in the water with a huge splash. 
 
    Keir retracted his foot. “Oops.” 
 
    It did not work quite as well as planned. He had to rescue his friend’s undershorts from three screeching girls who were fighting over them, while Zyran sat in water up to his neck, glaring daggers at someone. And laughing. Now hooting. That was because the Wyldefey girls, having lost out on the Prince’s undies, promptly decided that Keir could do without his as well and ambushed him from behind. Many girls competed in the resulting scramble but to his amazement, it was none other than Azuzithyalé who came away with the prize! 
 
    Was it possible a person could adapt too well to freedom? 
 
    Well, his girlfriend now knew a few things about him she might have forgotten in the months separating his first embarrassment from this one. Wholly inevitable, he supposed, amused and scandalised as his amoral mind howled at his imagining a scenario where he dared to reciprocate this behaviour. 
 
    Wearing nothing but his birthday best, he relaxed with his friend in the cool water. They swapped a few stories before Ja’axu, Rhyl, Storm and Azuzithyalé came to join them. The General and Zyran related how they had waited for several months before separately giving Queen Myriali’s stooges the slip and travelling out of Amarinthe via little-known trails that avoided the well-trodden main route to the lowlands. From there, it was a simple matter of a very, very long hike. Plenty of adventures of course, the inevitable run-ins with Ogres and wolves and all the assorted nastiness of mountains weather. 
 
    Ja’axu knew the trail, having travelled it three times before in different directions, but things did change – new ravines cut by meltwater, for example, or the action of glaciers slowly grinding forth from the permanent ice shelf that covered parts of the mountain massif. It was brutal terrain, much of it covered during the late spring and early summer melt period when the rivers were surging at their highest. 
 
    King Daryan had been hugely grateful for a find of gold near Drakabis Abyss. Amazing good fortune, Keir observed ironically. His additional defensive fortifications had been given a massive shot in the arm. Paid troops from the Kingdom of Lahryne were due to join up any day now. These developments had quelled some of the nerves in his Council. 
 
    In far more troubling news, up on the ice shelf, Ja’axu and Zyran had discovered the remains of several of the creatures Keir immediately identified as Reavers, by their description, which must have been trying to cross the mountains. They had been attacked by something which had blasted holes in their massive metal carapaces and exploded upon landing, according to the evidence they had found. Attacked by something. Hmm. Intriguing! It seemed there might be an unknown creature or force about Tyanbran which was too shy to reveal its presence – or could the squid creatures they had encountered before be enemies of these metal beasts? 
 
    Mæ’iêti the soul blade was in fine fettle. He had proven more than useful along the way, Zyran admitted. They had come to something of an understanding. The Prince took excellent care of him and Mæ’iêti had saved his life on numerous occasions. He was even becoming chatty upon occasion. 
 
    Perhaps they should not tell him Keir was back. 
 
    The august, ancient and priceless blade still had not gotten over being threatened with being left behind to rust in Santaclaws’ toe jam. Not a certain Elf’s shrewdest moment. 
 
    After that, Rhyl, Azuzithyalé and he took over telling their story, with enthusiastic interjections from Storm every few sentences. They growled at Valox’s treachery, especially Ja’axu, but she acted subdued at the news of his passing and afterward, at the message he had entrusted to Keir. Odd reaction. They hissed furiously at his description of Azuzithyalé’s enslaved state and roared with laughter as he described the awful fate he had been forced to endure, chained to her for hours every day. How he had suffered!  
 
    The Giantess kept rubbing Storm behind the ears or patting her flanks, telling her how brave and wonderful and enchanting a creature she was. Ja’axu was most intrigued by their interactions with the Giants at Faifarathi Elvenholme. 
 
    “Can I see the speaking stones, please?” 
 
    Keir – restored to the dignity of wearing shorts – jogged over to the village to fetch them from his belt pouch. 
 
    “We might stand a chance with this, ye ken?” she said at length. “Ye did well. As a quarter Giantess, my voice is now’t the loudest among my people.” 
 
    “The To’olîng are loud?” Rhyl teased. 
 
    “Stones are stony?” Keir put in, merely for the pleasure of hearing Ja’axu laugh. 
 
    A while later, she said, “I forgot to mention that although the Certanshi had now’t marched by the time we both left, but we did receive further, clearer reports detailing their disposition and numbers. Those appear to bear out what we suspected: firstly, there has been massive infighting among the Certanshi; secondly, there’s the possibility of an overwhelming assault on the Human cities later, even in the autumn, once they stop slaughtering one another; and thirdly, the news I shall carry to my Darûz: three Certanshi tribes march against the Giants.” 
 
    “What?” Rhyl and Keir gasped together. 
 
    ‘Against the Giants?’ Azuzithyalé asked. ‘Isn’t that madness?’ 
 
    “Och aye, that it is, lass. Ironically, these are the precise tidings that might at last unite my people, if we can reach them in time. Giants seldom like to move quickly for any reason. They had better be prepared to move quickly this time.” 
 
    The General stared out over the jungles, brooding. 
 
    Keir realised that they would not be staying still for long. So much for a break from travelling. 
 
    They talked through until the late afternoon, bathing or sunning themselves – charily, in Zyran’s case, given the propensity of Human skin for burning, whereas Elven skin could stand much more exposure. For Storm and Azuzithyalé, it seemed they could not get enough sunshine. It did wonders for their health and general … well, lustre. They basked for every second they could. This also did wonders for his sense of distraction. Admit it, Keir. Eyes on stalks and all that. 
 
    It was Rhyl who finally said, “We should see about the Sacred Tree tomorrow, Keir. I’m concerned that we have had nae response from Him.” 
 
    “Aye, tomorrow.” 
 
    Zyran said, “D’ye think the Wyldefey Elves will think us totally barbaric if we camp here and fry up a few of these trout? They look fabulous. Plus, they’re practically swimming into my arms. I’ve never seen trout so tame.” 
 
    “They already think we’re barbaric, my friend,” Keir assured him, “but I do think it best if we avoid any offence. They’ve been very kind to us so far.” 
 
    “I am stuffing ten of these beauties into my pack when we leave.” 
 
    “And I will now’t come near ye for a month after that, if everything ye have stinks of fish,” Rhyl told him primly. “Plus, ye should trim that bush ye call a beard. I have nae mind to –” 
 
    “Develop a facial rash?” Keir chuckled. “Too late.” 
 
    Rhyl threw a live trout at him. 
 
    “Fish abuse!” he cried. “Ye wicked little barbarian!” 
 
    Zyran pushed him off his rock into the water. “Insult my fiancé, will ye?” 
 
    Keir came up yelling, “Water fight!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That High Summertide Day’s turning, it was General Ja’axu’s turn to tell tales. She related several Giant legends about Dragons and distributed small bracelets she had brought for every member of the tribe, made from beads of Amarinthian onyx stone. She had kept these hidden in the bottom of her backpack, even from Zyran. The Wyldefey Elves valued the stone highly for its mystic properties, saying it protected them from evil spirits. 
 
    Keir recalled the Reavers with a bone-deep chill. Those definitely counted. 
 
    Could Ja’axu be lonely? 
 
    How contented he felt to be back together with these friends. Storm, weary after the day’s antics and stuffed full of trout, lay beside him as they gathered around the fire that evening. He used her as a backrest. She did not seem to mind in the slightest. Many was the night he woke up with her not merely snuggled up to him, but lying partly on top of him. Surely not for warmth? It seemed a more tactile gesture, perhaps signifying comfort or companionship? She dreamed often, like now, her left wing flicking restively and her hind foot twitching – he wondered what Dragons of pure lightning got up to in the skies of her dreams. 
 
    She was not the only one glowing this evening. Rhyl did a good job of matching her taller assistant as Azuzithyalé helped her examine the fungal patches on four or five willing Elves. Miss Golden-Glow took notes, while Miss Princely-Glow examined the infections using a healer’s magnifying loupe which Bara’ûnzi had sourced for her in Faifarathi Elvenholme and taught her how to use. It was adjustable up to thirty times magnification and apparently worked very well by firelight, or the natural sunlight glow of an Illumiytha Elf. Handy having one of those around in a dark room. 
 
    Evil laughter. 
 
    Shortly, the girls heated water on the fire and pulled out powders, tinctures and herbs. Nothing metallic. The heads drew together in deep discussion, hands flying. The Wyldefey had been appalled by the idea of a soul blade, but once Prince Zyran awkwardly explained the history and how he honoured the bound soul, they were somewhat mollified. Over to his left, the Prince was deep in discussion with the tribal elders, flexing his flourishing command of the Elven language. Ja’axu helped a nursing mother by dandling one babe whilst she fed the other twin. 
 
    Twins, eh? He had hoped he could be there for the birth of his new siblings, but realistically … sigh. Being away so often for so long due to the unending war was one of his father’s greatest regrets. Would he have to experience the same? 
 
    What a glorious night. A sky afire with stars. Stretching out his toes toward the fire, Keir settled his head back and thought about girls. Oh. Well, girls with hair that, as best he could tell, absorbed sunlight or firelight into itself. If the diamond fledgling had an electroreceptive sense and even bodily organs that must surely develop and store sufficient power within her to generate a lightning bolt, then what about a photoreceptive capability? Azuzithyalé definitely reacted to exposure to sunlight. Just look at her hair radiating light, her skin, the outline of her body – definitely not drooling over here – visible through the material of the light blue sleeveless tunic top she wore this evening, due to her bright lustre. 
 
    What did an Illumiytha Elf do with all that pent-up power? 
 
    If not use it … 
 
    Idly, he watched her hands stirring the herbal poultice being prepared for the patients. Could brightswords be an Illumiytha weapon, perhaps activated by their innate magic? Could she, as Rhyl did, learn to sing her magic into a mixture – not with sung words, in her case, but in another way? So much knowledge lay locked up inside of her. Why should it be limited to martial arts, familiarity with language, or to those foreign gestures he had sometimes seen her make unconsciously? Might there be a situation in which – 
 
    Keee-irr, Riril sspeak, Storm murmured behind him. 
 
    The girls stared at him across the fire. Azuzithyalé indicated her eyes and pointed to him. Oh! He was doing the Dragon-thing. And being the weird guy who ogled his girlfriend in an eerie way with no apparent reason. Ouch. 
 
    Sorry – I was far away – thinking about something important, he apologised, leaping to his feet. 
 
    Actually, he leaped right over the fire. 
 
    Keir stumbled upon landing, rigid with shock. What the … Storm, did you just … 
 
    Fiery orbs lidded across the dancing flames, souls touching. His limbs tingled. His body buzzed, alive with unfamiliar and overwhelming sensation, with yearning, with the knowledge that something had happened inside of him all those months ago as he carried an egg about and treasured a piece of sky-diamond, in whom lived all the auroral colours of life. He stooped to kiss Azuzithyalé upon her upturned forehead. 
 
    This was not Storm. It was a draconic link to her, but this something was his magic. He did not know how or why he knew this; like the ability to speak to Sacred Trees, it simply was. 
 
    Don’t overthink, Keir. Just do it. 
 
    Striding across to the pile of their belongings sat alongside one of the pretty huts, he found the brightswords and whipped them out of their scabbards. The zing of metal made the Wyldefey Elves shrink back in fear. 
 
    He said, Keep clear. Stay back. I need to try something, but I’m not quite sure what will happen. 
 
    Settling into a ready pose, he summoned up what he knew of the ska’etaz training sequences and what Azuzithyalé had taught him from her very different style since. He hurtled through the first exercise that came to mind, swooping and dancing, cutting and twirling for several minutes. Nothing happened. 
 
    Back to the resting posture. Thinking. 
 
    Thrust the inevitable disappointment away! Nothing worthwhile arrived like a gift from the sky gods. Er, apart from a diamond egg. Or some of Santazathiar’s gifts. Nay, as his father would say, nothing worthwhile was mastered in a single breath. It was earned in sweat and toil, refinement and repetition. He sensed something burning within which he might harness, but he did not know how. 
 
    His gaze tripped to Auroral Storm Diamond, who had perked up, her eyes never brighter, never more draconic, never more thrilling. She knew. Her nod was grave, acknowledging that he could do it. 
 
    And if she knew, he could, too. He could dive deeper into her and find … without taking his eyes off his fledgling, Keir launched into a much more complex sequence, one he had tried before but never yet managed to complete flawlessly. Bright sparked the blades in the starlight. Brighter still. Starlight, like lightning, was at once pure and beautiful and deadly, a release of elemental forces that sparked along his arms now as he whirled faster and faster, executing a high spinning seven-talons-strike technique that caused the blades to flare into bright, gushing light … 
 
    Freak! he yelled, throwing the blades from him as if he had been burned. 
 
    He glared at his fingers. No, not burned. The – whatever that was – had winked out the instant he thought about it. 
 
    Fearfully, his gaze rose to meet Azuzithyalé’s. Her eyes waxed golden with an astonishing, powerful emblem of magic. The girl nodded solemnly as if to say, ‘I expected as much.’ She indicated the blades with a fluid gesture. Again. 
 
    Stoop. Pause. His heart thrashed like a crazed fowl inside his chest. Why this visceral fear? 
 
    When Keir curled his fingers about the finely-tooled grips, the universe did not explode at his touch. Nor did he think he would ever feel anything in the same way, ever again. He felt numb yet tingling, terrified to be trapped in a force of destiny he did not understand, alone in this place where fear and doubt must be forced away and courage win the day – but he was only a Keir, a person for whom peace did not always come easily. Stepping lightly as if in a dream, he bowed to Storm, to the girls, to Ja’axu and Zyran, looking on, their expressions unreadable. 
 
    Swaying with the supple grace of a reed, he curved the brightswords above his head and then whipped through in a defensive-to-offensive sequence, the blades hurtling about his body. He remembered they had been touched by Storm’s blood when they added her inimitable gift to the Mother Tree’s seed. The edges spun about him in a blur of silver, faster than thought. When he found a place that was emptiness, he found it was not a void. From within, an uncontainable awareness of connection with his magic ambuscaded him, a lethal legacy that somehow rose and ignited the blades in sheaths of living white-lightning that blazed beneath the stars, taking their light into themselves and through into his soul … and he was afraid, he might be a freak, a changeling … 
 
    No! He dropped the blades. No, no, no … What was he now? 
 
    Was he losing himself? First Storm, now this? 
 
    Circling, seeing the eyes of many reflecting the firelight, the sparks too much, seeming to sear into his very soul … he bolted. Legs unleashed, he sprinted through the small village to the place where the bridge had rested that day. Consumed in the unstoppable rush of the moment, Keir sprang into the night. Blurring across the stars. Splash! he crashed through a waterfall into deep water, churning about in search of the pool’s edge for a moment before he surged back into the cool night air. 
 
    The firelight and the village stood on the far side of an impossible gap. Flickering, blurring in his uncertain vision. Aye, impossible. None of this was real! None of it! 
 
    He was a freak! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14: Awakening 
 
      
 
    HE DID SLEEP, EVENTUALLY. Keir curled up in the roots of the Gæoté-tay-Vænar and dreamed a host of weird dreams that ranged from flying across the stars in a leaky boat to being clouted repeatedly over the earhole by a very grumpy tree. As if he needed any further proof of his weirdness. 
 
    Keir awoke feeling muzzy-headed and, if he were honest, more than a little silly. 
 
    Mighty Dragon Guardians did not throw a few sparks off swords and then run away screaming like a baby. In front of his girlfriend, friends he loved and an entire Elven village. Gaah. What a revolting weakling. 
 
    But darn it, his head did hurt. He patted the root nearest his aching head and muttered, Hope You didn’t wake up feeling like me. Sorry if I disturbed –  
 
    Disturbed? You might call it that, said a surly voice. Foolish boy. 
 
    Oh, don’t You start with me. I feel like I was being kicked by a tree all night, he growled back. What happened to You? 
 
    Oh, some petulant, weepy waif woke me up. Have you ever been woken up from a five-hundred anna sleep by some snivelling little brat? Santazathiar’s sake, grow a spine yesterday already. And, would you learn to shut up? Thoughts, thoughts, thoughts all night long. You’re worse than this incessantly babbling river! 
 
    Uh … Keir sat up and thumped his head on a root. Ouch. 
 
    Aye, beat your idiot skull a few more times down there while you’re at it. Not that it’ll make any impression on the likes of you. I’ve never seen a more underwhelming specimen of a Dragon Guardian in all my days. 
 
    You’ve been asleep. What would You know? 
 
    The Sacred Tree snarled something rude. I am the Gæoté-tay-Vænar! Who is to be venerated! And who might you be, you snotty-nosed ragamuffin? 
 
    Keirthynal of Amarinthe, Dragon Guardian to Auroral Storm Diamond, he replied, trying to gather some common sense back into his head. This was no way to speak to a Sacred Tree, but right now, neither his tongue nor his thoughts were behaving themselves. 
 
    His good sense had evaporated like a morning mist. He felt quite good about that. Which was dangerous. But fun. 
 
    Oh, call yourself a Dragon Guardian, do you? That’s rich. They must be scraping the bottom of the barrel these days. Actually, they’re scraping the gunge off the underside of a rotten barrel, in your case. Where are the rest of your infinitely more illustrious kin, I ask you? And what under the good heavens is ‘Auroral Storm Diamond’ for a Dragon’s name? I’ll tell you what. Can I speak to someone with actual courage or integrity? Not a self-pitying adolescent with self-esteem issues. Run along now and fetch a responsible adult. Go on. Be off with you. 
 
    I am the only Dragon Guardian. 
 
    The Tree repeated the rude word. Keir still had no clue what it meant, but it sounded highly offensive. Perfectly in keeping with his own foul mood. He was not quite a morning person, was He? Some people woke up grumpy after one night’s sleep. This entity had been storing up his mood for centuries. It was a stinker, to say the very least. 
 
    Mutinously, he said, When You’re comatose for, what has it been, five hundred anna or so, my friend, history tends to change a little while You’re not paying attention. Aye, I am the last and only Dragon Guardian in all of Tyanbran. A very good morn to you, Gæoté. How are Your august branches? 
 
    Apparently all the illustrious Tree could manage was to spit curse words into a perfect dawn. He knew a lot of them. 
 
    Eventually, a root disentangled itself from between the rocks and prodded him in the butt. Well then, if I must: up with you! Let Me take a look at what we’re working with here. 
 
    Keir scrambled to his feet. Contrary to his suspicions, someone had come to watch over him last night. Ja’axu and Storm lay curled up on a rock not too far away. Fast asleep. Still, he appreciated the thought. 
 
    Huh, said the Gæoté. The words ‘has potential’ spring to mind, perhaps? Uneasily. Come on. Santazathiar must have seen something in you, boy. Stand up straight. Mauve’s sakes, shoulders back and chin high! The root poked him painfully in the ribs. There. Now we look like something. What, I am not quite sure of as yet, but its’ definitely something. Wipe your eyes, wash that disgusting mucus off your face and tell me about your Dragoness. No. First, tell me why you woke me up. There had better be a very good reason. I am not an easy Tree, I tell you. 
 
    Aye. Compared to Your sisters, You’re an absolute delight. 
 
    Branches lashed angrily overhead, sprinkling him with white blossoms. Scary stuff. 
 
    Alright, pipsqueak, you have My attention. You have … met My sisters? Which ones? 
 
    The Mariân-Tyrime and the Elhoimê-Olynn. They are very nice. Awesome in majesty and crushingly beautiful … you know, all that stuff. Everything You are evidently not. 
 
    Holy Santazathiar! He bit his tongue hard enough to taste blood. 
 
    Branches lashed and trunks swayed all the way up the waterfall, sounding as if a storm were brewing. The Gæoté had to be furious. He was. 
 
    Keir said, Look, I had a really bad night and my head is pounding something awful. Can we just start over with the bit where I greet You respectfully as one of the Seven Sacred Trees? 
 
    Before I summarily stomp you from existence, tell me: why this intrusion? 
 
    He clutched his head in agony as the Gæoté walloped him across the psychic earhole, so to speak. Please! We brought Your Mother’s Seed to you, alright? She was destroyed in an unnatural storm but we managed to rescue Her Seed. That is why we woke You! We need Your help. 
 
    The Sacred Tree went very, very still indeed. 
 
    Deathly still. 
 
    After the longest time, He said, This sleep has stolen much from Me. The branches above and around Keir, having been poised to do a dint of the walloping and stomping He had threatened, retreated in a rustling mass. I … I never imagined … you know My Mother Tree? You … knew Her? 
 
    Regrettably little, but aye. I once swung in Her branches. She was … indescribable, the Lailan-Sarémia-tay-Vænar. Turning, Keir pressed his forehead against the nearest trunk. I am grieved to bear this news, o Gæoté. 
 
    We have been fools; even We, the Sacred Trees. Where is Santazathiar in all this? 
 
    Perhaps dead, perhaps only sleeping, Keir said tightly. He felt as if the entire waterfall had just quivered in shock, perhaps a visceral clenching of roots? Eighty-four anna ago, all of the Dragon Guardians disappeared from Tyanbran, overnight. I have seen him, o Gæoté, but I neither know if he lives, nor even if it was he who stole all the Dragons away – for what purpose? I have so little solid information to work with. But a diamond Dragon’s egg came to me out of a storm such as I have never seen and ever since, I have set myself on a course to right whatever injustice was done to the Dragonkind and their Guardian Riders. I might be … rough clay, as You say, but I will tell You this: I am the right clay. I am the one that was chosen. If You cannot believe in me, believe in her. Have You ever seen a Dragoness to compare? 
 
    You love her. 
 
    Aye, I do. Have You ever felt unworthy, Gæoté? I suppose a Sacred Tree doesn’t know of such – 
 
    Feelings? All too well, he whispered. I am – how would you say it? The black Yak in my family. The one who has caused so, so much pain. That is why I withdrew. I … why am I telling you this? You, an itinerant Elf who just happens to wander about the realms speaking to Sacred Trees? Who under the heavens are you, boy? 
 
    Wrong person to ask. Keir startled as several branches swooped and gathered him up into this crusty Tree’s fragrant boughs. But he did have a sense now, just an inkling, of one reason why it might have been necessary for him and Rhyl to come to this remote corner of the jungles. A reason that had sort of kicked him in the backside this magnificent dawn, which was also quite possibly the only way he would have woken up to this fate, in truth. 
 
    In true and inimitable Keir style, it had just taken him a while to catch on to what he was meant to be doing here. 
 
    The Mariân said to tell You – he drew a deep breath, hoping he wasn’t about to take a beating about the earholes – She misses You sorely. So did the Elhoimê; admittedly, not in so many words. She was attacked. She was hurt – 
 
    WHAT? WHO DARED? 
 
    He swallowed. Ouch. As if he didn’t have a thumping headache already! 
 
    Keir said, Shall I catch You up on some recent history? 
 
    Aye, please. But do me a favour. Shut the yapping gob-trap and open your mind. It is so much easier and quicker to communicate by thought, despite that it involves dipping into that cesspit of teenage emotions lumped upon your shoulders. 
 
    He chuckled softly. How’s this? 
 
    Huh, said the Gæoté. Funny fact about Dragon Guardians. I’ve always been of the opinion – and I am nothing if not an opinionated creature – that the Guardian suits the Dragon and the Dragon, the Guardian. Hand and glove, branch and leaf, and all that. So, tell me about this diamond of storm born. Tell me of your friends and companions. Thereby, I shall understand something of your character. 
 
    Uh … Wow. Judged by the company he kept? 
 
    Actually, he might therefore stand a chance with this Sacred Tree, after all. 
 
    And now when I tell you to start talking, you stop? Rebellious sprite! Or have you now grown afraid of a crusty old Tree? Where’s that spunk from earlier? You know, I think I could actually get to like you. I don’t like many Elves, as you can imagine, ha ha, but you are a refreshing one. I prefer insults to platitudes and drivelling worship. 
 
    Alright … 
 
    Good! Keir said heartily. Now, are you sure You’re awake and listening for a change? Because I’m far too cranky to be bothered with repeating myself for the likes of You, Mister Pretty Blossoms. 
 
    The whole Sacred Tree gave a gruff bark of laughter. Speak, thou whinging infidel! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the time Mauve warmed Ja’axu and Auroral Storm Diamond into wakefulness, burning steadily through an early mist that undulated down the waterfall like a secondary river above the first and he saw the bridge rotating upon its pulleys, Keir had discovered something of the power of his mind. 
 
    The Tree chuckled gruffly, giving him a branch backslap that just about thumped the wind out of him. This one can be taught! 
 
    Huh, so can You, although it’s a tough ask. 
 
    So, raised a Diamond Dragoness from the egg by yourself, befriended a Prince and a quarter Giantess … this is the mighty mite, the bearer of the Seed … here, the Illumiytha Elfmaiden you failed to describe with any measure of adequacy whatsoever? Whew, boy, thank the heavens you appear to have a modicum of discernment in that nut-sized brain of yours! If that one were a tree, I’d marry her yesterday. 
 
    Er … thanks? 
 
    Seriously. Foolish smile, dry mouth, pounding heart – you’ve got the bug, haven’t you? Frankly, I’ve been around for thousands of anna and even a Tree can see why. Piece of unsolicited advice? 
 
    Sure, why not? You’d only beat me over the head with a branch if I refused. 
 
    I’m seriously gladdened to discover you’re not as hopeless as I thought at first. The Tree gurgled with laughter. Is she a good kisser? 
 
    Excuse me! I am not telling You that. 
 
    I hereby predict that we shall see in a minute. We Ancient Trees are good with things like omens and predictions. Now, if you have the slightest shred of good sense in your sap, you will not let that one go. Ever. Alright? Got that firmly embedded in the noggin? 
 
    Ouch! Stop bashing me over the head. 
 
    What’s the problem? This is harder than granite. Toughest substance in all Tyanbran. 
 
    Honestly! Fine. If we’re getting into the advice business, how’s about You go make up with Your sisters, Mister grow-a-spine? Not that You can grow a spine, but let’s just run with the metaphor, shall we? The Tree rustled irritably, drawing strange looks from the Elves walking quickly over the bridge now. Start with a genuine apology for the last thousand anna of Your almighty case of the grumps and move on from there. You are all in grave danger, as we discussed earlier. Those girls need their big brother, this entity called Gæoté. Even if He’s a complete pain in the rear end, He’s the only big brother they have. Trust me. I have two little sisters and two more on the way. You are the only one who can put this right. 
 
    Ha. You impudent whelp, daring to giving Me advice! 
 
    But a branch clasped his shoulder, tickling his nose with a trio of those gorgeous, fragrant blossoms. Keir sneezed. 
 
    Ugh! Keep your mucus to yourself, snot-boy. Out of the branches, right now. Shake a leg. Go kiss the girl. 
 
    No pressure, eh? 
 
    Various eyes widened as the boughs summarily deposited a slightly wobbly Keir at the edge of a gorgeous turquoise pool. He ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    The branch nudged his shoulder. Kissy-kissy-kissy. Don’t pretend to be shy now. 
 
    Blasted Tree! How did He know so much about Human and Elven relationships? What must it be like to live as a near-immortal entity worshipped by many, yet feel so desperately lonely? Could he change that? What did Dryads and Druidic Spirits do for company? 
 
    Raising his hand in greeting, he found his feet skipping over the poolside stones on his way to welcome his girls. Prince Zyran was doing his best ‘I’m so not a morning person, what kind of time do you call this?’ impression. As Keir glanced up, Azuzithyalé smiled brilliantly at him. Not upset. Nor unhappy. Outshining the dawn. 
 
    Next he knew, he hit the water with an inelegant smack. Glub. 
 
    Ja’axu fished him out. “What happened? Bad foot playing up?” 
 
    “Nae. She smiled at me. It’s all her fault.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé managed to brighten further still, which really did not help in the slightest. Except that he might be able to dry his clothes by the strength of her shining. A good use of her talent? 
 
    Also a good way to lose a limb, if he knew her at all. 
 
    Catching up to him, the Elfmaiden flung her arms about his neck. He swung her off her feet and set about giving the Gæoté something to chortle over. After all, it was only polite that a true Elf obey the directives given or challenges set by the most sacred icons of his people. Having kissed a most pleasing unsteadiness into her knees, Keir set his girl down gently and offered a firm hand and a smug grin. She smacked his hand and kissed him again. Ooh. This was good. 
 
    ‘Alright, Keir?’ 
 
    “Och aye, rarely better. Ye? I’m sorry. About last night … sorry. That was pretty stupid and imma – mmm.” 
 
    Less talk and more kissing. Admirable qualities in a petulant little boy Elf, the Tree said in his mind. 
 
    Oh, be quiet, You old stick. 
 
    Zyran rubbed his eyes. “Alright, what’s going on around here? Did I just imagine this tree laughing at me?” 
 
    “Och nae, yer fully awake. And aye, He is laughing at ye – and all of us, for that matter. For the one of us who has yet to wake up, this is the Gæoté-tay-Vænar, one of the Seven Sacred Trees of the Elvenkind. He’s sort of a cross between a grumpy old grandfather and an entity of inimitably ancient awesomeness. Shake a branch there if Ye hear me.” 
 
    Gæoté tried to swat him. Keir dodged, only to get caught from the opposite direction for his second dunking of the morning. 
 
    Prince Zyran’s eyes were practically waving on stalks. “Trees dinnae … uh, do that. Do they?” 
 
    What, walk down waterfalls? 
 
    Everyone stared as a few of his trunks picked up their roots and started marching down toward them. Roots pulled up with a groan and found new purchase amongst the rocks. Branches extended at a phenomenal rate. Blossoms shook with a palpable effort. In a second, Zyran found a limb extended toward his right hand. 
 
    Now He was just showing off. 
 
    The Prince of Amarinthe shook it gravely. “Indescribably honoured – sir? Noble Tree?” 
 
    Noble Prince, the honour is mine. I sense in you a man of refinement, principle and loyalty. Quite unlike your best friend. He is truly insufferable, is he not? 
 
    “Uh …” Zyran’s eyes rolled wildly. 
 
    Oh, never mind. We all know the truth. Now, tarry a while beneath My branches. We have much to speak about. First and foremost, o most charming Rhyllaryssill, would you step forward and show Me … My Mother’s Seed? 
 
    She nodded gravely and turned her wrist over. 
 
    The entire Tree groaned, all two miles of Him that extended up beyond the snowline. The new branches above their group swayed and dipped, then seemed to hesitate as they took in the other signs upon her skin, the iridescent green of the Elhoimê and the jagged golden leaves of the Mariân. If He had needed evidence, here it was. 
 
    Reaching up, Rhyl touched His outstretched branch and gently clasped it with her fingers. Don’t be afraid. 
 
    Me, afraid? the Tree groused. Impertinence runs in the family, I see. I am not afraid. It is merely that … that I am not as gifted as My sisters are; that is all. 
 
    Then give what You are able, she responded humbly, yet with boldness that snatched Keir’s breath away. What is of importance here is that we each bring our own gifts, different or the same, large or small. I am but a small vessel compared to a mighty Tree like You. My gift is perhaps the simplest, merely to carry the Seed and to cherish it until something mysterious happens with its sacred magic. 
 
    Merely? Merely? A blossom tickled her cheek. Are you talking about the mere gift of life? You are merely Her sap, girl. Merely Her all! 
 
    That deserved and received a reverential silence. 
 
    Rhyl had to wipe her eyes. 
 
    The Elves streamed over the bridge now, chattering away as they came, but they fell silent as they took in how the Sacred Tree had moved and how the strange group of foreigners sat now among the low-hanging boughs. Keir beckoned them closer despite the Gæoté’s chuntering away in the back of his mind about a dirty clan of Wyldefey Elves daring to approach His sacred branches. He asked the Tree if it was branch and leaf that made him special, or soul. Gæoté grumbled louder. He suggested that the Tree might consider allowing these Elven children to play in His boughs and smell His fragrant blossoms. Gæoté suggested that if Keir carried on in this vein, he might just end up smelling of man-blossom for the rest of his life. 
 
    When he wondered aloud why Gæoté did not have a people to call His own, he received a mental blast, Because I didn’t want one, you prattling thorn in the rear end! Have you not noticed who I am? I am not pleasant company at the best of times! My sisters do the kind, motherly thing. I am crabby, testy and too old for … playtime with a bunch of naïve children! 
 
    Keir grabbed a retreating branch. You don’t have to play. You just have to be accessible. When You hear an Elven child’s laughter in Your leaves – 
 
    Children are pesky, persistent and pernicious. 
 
    Children are Santazathiar’s gift to us all! Keir shouted back, goaded beyond endurance. No wonder You cannot even get on with Your own family! You don’t care about them – but Your Mother never stopped caring for You. 
 
    Don’t you DARE speak to me of my Mother! 
 
    There was a short, intensely uncomfortable silence in which both realised that they had been shouting at one another. The Wyldefey Elves acted … shocked and angry. Hurt. They had reverenced this Tree for generations, perhaps, only to be told exactly what He thought of them. 
 
    His leaves shook. Withdrawing, he muttered, Look at what you made me do. Idiot boy. 
 
    Azuzithyalé charged past him. Leaping, grabbing, missing, stumbling and finally catching up with a retreating trunk, she flung her arms about it and held on for dear life. Keir stared! What was she – of course! Rhyl followed, angling for another trunk. She had to half swim and half scramble up a waterfall to catch herself a part of the Sacred Tree, but she did. Auroral Storm Diamond took to the air, swooping and playing about in His wildly tossing branches. 
 
    He might be slow, but his friends were not. Precious! 
 
    Come on! Keir shouted, waving at the Elves. Follow them! We need to show the Gæoté-tay-Vænar that we will not give up on Him. He needs us. All of us – the whole village! Go back and bring them all! He does not understand what love is; well, we are going to show Him! 
 
    The Gæoté surged in full retreat now, but he was not the quickest mover. It took time to lift his roots and replant them and for the linking branches to change size. The Wyldefey Elves poured up the slopes and bounded nimbly around the many waterfalls, hot in pursuit of a trunk, a horizontal branch, a flailing root. He had navigated only two levels of pools when the Wyldefey Elves caught up. Branches halted and writhed in confusion, roots waved aimlessly, desperate to ensure they did not squash an Elven youngster. His walking trunks paused, shuddering in embraces that He so clearly yearned for, yet could not bring Himself to accept. The bolder Elves swung into His topmost branches, their laughter and chatter rising as they cried out in disbelief at what they were doing. Some wept openly, caressing the twigs and blossoms so hallowed to them. Many of the older generation came tottering over the bridge, wide-eyed and gasping in shock at the scene, the Sacred Tree rippling all the way up the huge ravine, the waterfalls growing and changing as displaced boulders tumbled helter-skelter, while fallen blossoms filled the pools with creamy beauty. 
 
    Elder Alarthanyal gripped Keir’s elbow. What have you done, youngling? 
 
    Awakened a Sacred Tree. I think – I hope – that all will be well now. Keir ran his fingers through his hair, aghast at the Elder’s expression. I also hope I haven’t been Tyanbran’s most colossal fool. 
 
    I wouldn’t be too sure of that, youngling. 
 
    No. Yet love could be the most foolish thing of all. 
 
    He had to trust in that. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15: A Drop of Soul 
 
      
 
    IN THE COOL OF the evening, Keir and Auroral Storm Diamond walked in the shade of the Gæoté-tay-Vænar, who had been silent and unmoving for the rest of the day. He felt … cautiously hopeful on the one hand and on the other, quite terrified. The Gæoté, sounding uncharacteristically hoarse, had asked the Wyldefey Elves to withdraw in order that he might consider the gift they had given him. 
 
    He had not chased them off. 
 
    Should he call this hope he now held unreasonable? 
 
    Keir became much less certain when in the late afternoon, Prince Zyran had unexpectedly risen from where he had been repairing a hole in his backpack to walk out over the bridge. He spoke with the Sacred Tree for a long time and returned with pensive mien. He would not tell anyone what they had spoken about, not even Rhyl – not immediately, he said. When the time was right. That would have driven Keir around the twist, but his cousin was made of different materials, clearly. 
 
    She and Azuzithyalé took him aside to show him the results of his nonsensical behaviour the previous evening. Because he had called the light and the lightning out of himself into the brightswords, Azuzithyalé had been inspired to try to do the same with their potion-making. She could not sing magic in the common Elven way, but the girls had creatively decided that she might try a Sign language dance. Given the right conduit, golden light had flowed from her hands into the medicine … changing it. Rhyl had not worked out exactly how, because it appeared that Illumiytha magic was so different from Jungavaliorn that the healer pretty much had no idea what had happened, only that it was something good. 
 
    Keir did the rounds of their patients with them. All ten of her early patients were keen to show off their results – clear fading and shrinkage of the affected spots. More maladies were being trialled – a cancerous facial growth, a withered arm, a burned leg. The pair had prepared a larger batch of medicine earlier. Keir watched as his girlfriend applied a signature finishing touch. 
 
    Radiant light, thick and liquid and golden, swirled down from her fingers into the bubbling pot as if it wanted to stir matters up of its own accord. The power was so palpable, it made every hair on the back of his neck stand to attention. He remembered seeing this gilded quality in that vision of her home world, these subtle shifting patterns, the golden motes lingering before his wondering eyes. 
 
    Keir shook his head slowly. “I taught ye nae such thing, but I am overjoyed ye found this gift, Azuzithyalé.” 
 
    Rhyl snorted crossly, “Tell him.” 
 
    ‘You were my inspiration,’ she signed. He silently bashed himself over the head for his reaction. ‘The process you went through convinced me that this was real. I realised I could do this, too. I can also ignite the blades. But my way is golden flame. Watch.’ 
 
    She demonstrated wreathing the brightswords in viscous golden flame, almost too brilliant to look at. 
 
    ‘See, my power is of the sun. Yours is of lightning, like Storm’s Dragon powers.’ Yet she staggered as she spoke, putting a hand to her forehead. ‘Oh.’ 
 
    Keir caught her. “Too much? Ye poured a great deal into the mixture.” 
 
    ‘Perhaps I did.’ 
 
    Perhaps? He found her a sweet lorindium fruit and she bit into it hungrily. Watching one another’s hands and mouths, they chatted in silence through the need for replenishment the following day, before Prince Zyran rejoined them. 
 
    “It’s time, ladies. The Tree’s calling.” 
 
    “Ladies?” Keir snorted. 
 
    “What did He threaten ye with, man-blossoms forever after?” 
 
    “Ye appear to have survived the conversation, Highness.” 
 
    “Och aye, with all these months of practice dealing with a character like Mæ’iêti …” He winked knowingly. “Even ye are a breeze.” 
 
    “Thanks, my so-called friend.” 
 
    Where had the day flown? The night was already young, its purples deep and restful. Stars pricked through the tapestry of the heavens, bright and sharp out over the Amarinthian Bulwark and hazy above due to the evening mists gathering over the treetops. 
 
    Storm had flown out with Ja’axu when the Giantess chose to go for a run. She was just on her way back now, a dark speck moving across the landscape with a white fleck flying above. At the speed she ran, she would be with them within minutes. He wondered if she was thinking about Valox. Whatever it was, something had driven her out there and something else brought her back. As he watched, the fledgling rolled several times to the left and then again to the right, patently on command. Training together. That was what he should be doing with her, not dealing with petulant Sacred Trees with deep-seated family issues. 
 
    A gentle pressure on his fingers reminded him of who he was with. 
 
    “Sorry. Far away, contemplating the mysteries of Santazathiar.” 
 
    ‘You often are.’ He was so used to seeing her in tough travelling clothing and body armour, Azuzithyalé’s change into a soft, practical forest-green dress before evening had thrown him for quite the loop. Such a different look! Gorgeous. ‘Look, the Gæoté is on the move.’ 
 
    One of the Wyldefey girls darted past with a giggle, touching his girlfriend’s arm to deliver that kerpoof! which rearranged her hairstyle. Perfect ringlets cascaded down over her right shoulder. 
 
    Azuzithyalé made to call thanks to her, but stopped. Frustrated. 
 
    Keir called, Thanks! 
 
    Eyes back on the toes. He tucked her right hand into his left elbow and clasped it with his own right hand. “This is how we escort a lady in the Kingdom of Amarinthe. If it is a formal occasion, I let the elbow fly a little like this, so we are separated by a small space. If it is a cosy, intimate occasion with a special someone, then I would tuck my elbow close, like this.” 
 
    She threw a querying look his way. 
 
    “Now’t that I … uh, alright. Confession time? I’ve never had a girlfriend before ye. And ye?” 
 
    Her lips quirked upward. ‘Neither girlfriends, nor boyfriends. Rhyl and Storm are my first girlfriends. Barely anybody looked at me before … you. You saw me, Keir. Why?’ 
 
    Bunch of morons, he wanted to yell. 
 
    He considered their feet pacing one another across the wooden bridge. Tan and golden toes. Gæoté had arranged a place for everyone to meet, a semicircle of his interlinked trunks extending to embrace a patch of sward beside the waterfalls. White blossoms and thick branches waxed behind and above, creating a beautiful setting. 
 
    Keir shrugged. “All I can say is that ye are worth seeing, Azuzithyalé. Ye are beautiful, of course –” 
 
    She pointed to her eyes. 
 
    “Nae. I appreciate that I might come across as being as shallow as my terrible jokes or teasing, what I mean is seeing with these eyes.” Touching the place over his heart with two fingers, he transferred the touch to an inch or two below her left clavicle. “That is how I see ye – how I want to see ye, always. I am far from perfect. Sometimes my eyes do stray, but my heart is always, always true to ye.” 
 
    Chuckling soundlessly, she caught his fingers and clasped them over her heart. ‘Me too.’ 
 
    Humorously, she pointed out the height difference between Prince Zyran and Rhyl, walking just ahead of them. Four-seven and six-one. Keir mimed climbing a ladder for a kiss, making her laugh. And on that note, they joined the whole village as they sat or knelt before Gæoté’s roots. 
 
    Without preamble, he said, I have stood in this place, in splendid, self-imposed isolation for over two thousand anna. I have been lonely and bitter, failing even to see the beauty of what exists right here. A village before Me. The tip of a whole jungle. The mountains behind. A war coming to My world. I am a cantankerous, brash, rude old tree. Yet today, you touched Me. Every one of you touched Me. 
 
    I … cannot easily find words to express what this gift means to Me. 
 
    So, I want to give you a gift in return. It is one of My powers to do this. As you have seen, I am able to divide Myself and move around Tyanbran as I used to do when I was a sapling. It takes much to move an old tree, but that is what I plan to do now. First, to my precious Wyldefey Elves. You have been faithful when I was not. I beg your forgiveness. I would like to journey with you to the wellspring of your power, to your heart and soul home as Jungavaliorn Elves – all the way to my sister, the Elhoimê-Olynn-tay-Vænar. On the way, I should like to visit My sister the Mariân-Tyrime-tay-Vænar and My brother the Yggduraldansil-tay-Vænar. 
 
    I divide now of My soul a sapling. Would the Wyldefey take this gift and with it, reunite my family?  
 
    Keir did not entirely understand what he meant. Was it to be planted somewhere? Or merely carried? Either way, he was asking these Wyldefey Elves to leave their village and to undertake a sacred quest to the far side of the jungle, on the eve of war. No small undertaking was this. 
 
    The Wyldefey switched into their dialect to discuss the matter. 
 
    Feeling Storm’s closeness without even needing to look, he lowered his hand to stroke her head. There did not seem to be much to say. Elder Alarthanyal stood and walked slowly up to the waiting trunks. The branches and trunks all bowed to him as one before one bough dipped farther to deposit in his hands a tiny seedling. It already had three tiny trunks and roots that appeared to be moving in search of soil. The Elder’s hands quivered visibly as he received the gift. 
 
    In silence, the Elves stood and bowed. 
 
    The Tree returned the gesture, as did the tiny sapling. 
 
    Now Rhyllaryssill, noble bearer of my Mother’s Seed. Stand forth together with your Prince. 
 
    The couple rose and moved through the fragrant night to stand before the Sacred Tree. Two boughs curved down, creating the symbol of a heart as they came to rest one upon each shoulder. The Gæoté made to shift it a little in search of symmetry and gave up with an audible huff. 
 
    No smiling, Keirthynal-so-sappy, a private snort entered his mind. 
 
    Why wouldn’t I? They make such a cute couple. 
 
    We both know the truth, don’t we? he said. Nonetheless, I have a surprise for you, anon. 
 
    The Tree said, Rhyllaryssill, much have I wept this day for the wonder of what you would undertake upon our behalf, standing as you do for every Elf who was ever and shall ever be born. I have pondered long upon your words to give what I have. And so, I prepared for my Mother Tree a droplet of My own soul. May it nourish Her as it nourishes thee. Raise the Seed, please. 
 
    A blossom delicately touched the swelling upon her wrist, leaving a pearl of sage-green essence upon her skin. It shimmered there for a moment and then began to leach within. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Even the Gæoté shifted restlessly as they waited. Every eye fixed upon the swelling. How could such a priceless gift convey no power at all? 
 
    Suddenly, Auroral Storm Diamond trilled at a high-pitched peak of astonishment, Riril prrr-etty. Look, Keee-irr. Wirrit? Wirrit Riril … fflowerr? 
 
    She was right. Gasps surrounded them as it became apparent that Rhyl’s hair had begun to bud, even to flower, with miniature white blossoms that were an exact replica of the great Sacred Tree behind her. She drew a coil of hair over her shoulder with trembling fingers. 
 
    I … oh! How beautiful! Rhyl squeaked. Look, Zyran, I’m Wyldefey now! 
 
    The Wyldefey cheered rapturously at her artless response. They evidently marked her as one of them. Was that … a good thing? It seemed so, yet he remembered those other angry, twisted, strange Wyldefey and wondered what it all meant. Were some moulded in a wrong image of what Elves – some Elves – were meant to be? Could those forms be a corruption of some greater truth? Or was this all part of the greater expression of what it meant for an Elf to be jungle-born? 
 
    Raising her fingers to his lips, the Prince kissed her knuckles and declared, Wondrous frills! How flowery! 
 
    Alright, his Elven still needed work, but the sense was clear. 
 
    Thank you, o Gæoté … Rhyl rubbed her eyes fiercely. I have no words … but this gift, I know I shall treasure forever. 
 
    You romantic old blighter, Keir told the Gæoté fondly. 
 
    Obviously, you and I are alike in having no clue what we are doing, he sniped. Nonetheless, a blooming marvellous result, if I do say so myself! 
 
    He had not known what the result would be? Keir chortled, One foot in front of another? 
 
    Or root, he said, with a mysterious, discomfiting laugh. 
 
    What are you up to? 
 
    Giving what I can, youngling. Giving what I can. So be silent and listen with both ears for a change. One thousand anna of that and you might just pick up a drop of wisdom. 
 
    Keir patted Storm eagerly. He’s up to something, darling. Something big. 
 
    Wirrit? Trree make miss-chuff, Keee-irr? 
 
    Without a doubt. 
 
    Odd as it was, he was starting to suspect that he and this Sacred Tree shared a few characteristics, such as rebelliousness and a delight in mischief-making. Just, he had not the slightest inkling of what was about to happen and that feeling was uncomfortable – he glanced at Azuzithyalé as she bumped her shoulder against him. She mimed a comical smile. Oh. Wipe away the frown, nitwit. Out with an honest compliment for his cousin, who did indeed look most fetching. Gilding the lily. Plus, he was secretly amused to see Prince Zyran’s stupefaction at his beloved literally growing blossoms in her hair. His friend bent to breathe in her fragrance. Eyes popping, wow! 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    One royal served up, speechless with admiration. Wipe that drool off your lip, Highness! 
 
    The Gæoté said, Lastly, I wish to announce that I will be leaving this place. I do hope to come back here one day, but I feel that my duty and heart lie elsewhere. That is why I plan to pick up my roots and do a little travelling around the Amarinthian Bulwark. 
 
    Hoo! Storm trilled. She knew! 
 
    Keir cocked an eyebrow at her. An utterly smug smile returned his way. One he knew he made often enough. 
 
    This afternoon, Prince Zyran of Amarinthe and I entered into a pact. A kind of brotherly pact, if you would – which is all that Keirthynal’s fault, I must point out. Fifty branches pointed in his direction. 
 
    Me? he squealed in amazement, making everyone laugh. 
 
    Oh dear. Squeaky Keir special. 
 
    You. Few Elves would have the gall to wake a Sacred Tree, but you did – a half Elven, half Human Dragon Guardian with the most annoying propensity for talking people and indeed, Sacred Trees, into things they did not want to do; but when they have decided they should do them, they discover the wafting of the very wind of destiny playing in their boughs. Is that not so, you garrulous ambulatory paradigm of nuisance? 
 
    Keir folded his arms crossly. He was the butt of the joke; he knew exactly why and the only thing he did not know was what the joke actually was. His entire body tingled in anticipation. 
 
    He muttered, Oh come on, out with it now. Nice insult, by the way. Truly crafty. 
 
    You can’t guess where I’m going with this? 
 
    Ah … no. I’m clueless. 
 
    Write that down, someone! the Tree called with perfect comedic timing. Even Storm folded up, clutching her belly with helpless laughter. Keirthynal, you are a most extraordinary being. I wish you safe and speedy travels with your friends, your incomparable ladies and Dragoness, who are without a doubt the very best friends any person – or Tree – could ever be blessed with. 
 
    Wow. Was that an actual compliment? 
 
    His heart crammed into his throat as if it knew something he did not. Clearly, everyone else did. He pulled out a full, formal bow. Likewise, o King amongst Trees. 
 
    The leaves rustled as if in agreement. 
 
    So, in return for the Prince of Amarinthe swearing to protect the bearer of my Mother’s Seed, I agreed that I shall walk over to Royal Amarinthe, the capital city of his Kingdom, in order to pledge my service to King Daryan, called the Good. I have no people of my own. If they will have me, I will become the Sacred Tree to the Humans of Tyanbran. 
 
    Keir’s breath snagged in his throat. 
 
    Azuzithyalé had to thump him on the back. Sweet jungle air, what a triumph! Through the wild cheering, he coughed out, Gæoté, why? 
 
    Because I want to, you insolent whelp! And because I say so, so would you just ruddy stop arguing already? 
 
    Keir chuckled loudly and long, despite that he had to do a touch of dabbing round the eyes. To his father’s people, this was a gift beyond imagination and without price. 
 
    The Tree added, Mostly, because you and your friend the Prince have convinced a being as stubborn and long-lived as a tree that there is abundant reason to nourish the Human race. Perhaps you alone of all peoples are obstinate enough to earn My respect. I’ve always found Elves to be far too flighty for my taste. If your King and your father are anything like what I imagine, we will be a perfect match. 
 
    He could only shake his head, so filled with wonder his scalp prickled and both his feet were numb for a change. Keir hugged Azuzithyalé for sheer joy. She made a wheezing sound at his strength; he apologised immediately. 
 
    ‘Dragon strong,’ she wrote on his palm, making him shiver. 
 
    I’m not sure yet where I shall choose to root Myself. But I fancy marching south toward the lowlands after my meeting with the King. And if I happen to pause and crush a few Certanshi and River Trolls along the way or beat a few Ogres bloody with My branches, are you going to complain? 
 
    Not me. His slow grin faded. But … won’t they kill you? Chop you up for kindling? 
 
    They can try. They’ll find Me hard to destroy. 
 
    What about the snows? The wicked cold of Winterfall? 
 
    Can you not just let me enjoy a moment here? 
 
    Keir clacked his teeth, he shut his mouth so fast. 
 
    Boy, the Prince said you know the mountains. Remember the underground warmth, the fumaroles and the places where the snow never rests? That’s where I plan to find good soil. Just one patch is all I need. Now, did I ask for a nanny or for a formidable Dragon Guardian? 
 
    In Gæoté speak, that must pass for, ‘Thanks for your concern.’ Besides, if He did not make it, His seedling was the backup plan. 
 
    He sincerely hoped it grew up to be just as ill-mannered as its progenitor. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the morning, the Sacred Tree was gone. Vanished. Seen through the open doorway of the hut he had shared with Zyran, the waterfalls stood curiously empty, even naked, without Him. Then, Keir realised that the village was quiet, too. Where was everyone? Unable to shake the feeling that he had slept far too long and woken up in a world destroyed by the Certanshi, he tumbled out of his hammock and dashed around the corner, one arm thrust halfway into his shirt sleeve. 
 
    Relief. The whole village had gathered around Rhyllaryssill, who held the sapling in one hand whilst they blessed her and the Mother’s Seed in song. Frankly, she looked terrified. 
 
    He supposed worship could do that to a person. 
 
    Slowing, he picked out his friends in the crowd. Storm, ever alert to his presence. Ja’axu. Azuzithyalé. Zyran, surrounded by his own adoring retinue of admirers. Holy Santazathiar, the Prince appeared to have lost his shirt and he was comfortable with that? Not that he should complain, for he had packed on muscle from all the hard travel. Most likely, Ja’axu had been keeping him hard at his training. He bore hardly an ounce of spare flesh upon his rugged frame. 
 
    Then, he spied Amarinthian tartan waving from the topmost branch of a very high tree above the village. Huh? 
 
    Arms still folded, the Prince wagged a finger toward Storm. 
 
    Rascal! 
 
    Sidling up to his friend, he whispered, “Lost yer shirt, I see?” 
 
    “Och aye. I wonder why? D’ye want to wring her cheeky little neck or shall I? Or did ye put her up to this stunt?” 
 
    “Alright, Highness, alright. Keep yer trousers on.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “I shall therefore join in solidarity with ye, my friend.” Keir tucked his shirt into the back of his trousers. “Voila. Only half dressed.” 
 
    Across from him, Azuzithyalé’s eyes sparkled. She formed her mouth into an exaggerated ‘O’ of appreciation and pressed her hand to her chest as if the sight had just given her maidenly palpitations. Hardly something she had not seen just yesterday! Keir folded his arms and aped a brooding Prince Zyran stance, flexing his pectorals and biceps for just the right effect. His girlfriend’s colour deepened to a burnished rose-gold as she tried to suppress her laughter. 
 
    Zyran pinched his arm, but the brown eyes sparkled. “Alright, Kestrelfoot, I see ye making eyes at yer lass over there. Enough of the flirting already.” 
 
    Crazy to have his best friend back. Prince Zyran might have just declared himself forever a traitor in his mother’s view, but Keir could have popped for pride and joy. They looked on as the Elven ceremony drew to a close. The Elder reverently lifted the seedling from Rhyl’s grasp. He would be transported in a special clay pot, in a padded pouch which Ja’axu had helped them to prepare. Now, it was time for goodbyes. Kisses upon the cheek for the ladies, clasping the forearm for the men. Poor Zyran did not know where to turn his eyes as nubile teenage Wyldefey girls jostled each other to demand kisses from the bearded Prince. He himself was not spared either, but he approached the task stoically. The things one had to suffer in the name of cultural understanding. 
 
    All these nude jungle girls sneaking back for seconds on kisses from the Prince. Plus, a few extras from him. 
 
    Awful, right? What he endured for the cause. Surely, a trial most onerous. Especially since Azuzithyalé now collected a rash of kisses from admiring Elf youth who in the main stood no taller than her shoulder. He had to suppress an urge to do violence to them all. Heavens! Possessive or what? 
 
    Half an hour later, the village was empty. All that they had, the Wyldefey carried with them. Hammocks, food, weapons and tools. Nothing was left behind, save the empty huts and the bridge. 
 
    The treetops rustled one last time and fell silent. It was as if a dream had passed – a dream that involved artless hospitality, much laughter, a Prince rather parted from his dignity, plenty of fine storytelling and merry feasts around a communal fire, the march of a Sacred Tree to war and perhaps the start of a new chapter in Tyanbran’s Human history. 
 
    Minor things. 
 
    Ja’axu said, “We should cross over and then swing the bridge back. It feels odd to stay here, empty of all but memories that we’ll treasure forever.” 
 
    He felt the same way. 
 
    Zyran said, “I mean, we could just leave Keir’s shirt behind for them to remember us by, dinnae ye think?” 
 
    “Och aye and yers?” 
 
    “I’ve got mine.” The Prince held up his plaid shirt. Raising his head, he shaded his eyes. “Oh, how’d yers get up there, Keir? How very odd. In the noo, who could the culprit be, d’ye think?” 
 
    “Storm!” he yelled. “Get over here, ye impossible prankster!” 
 
    She darted away, gurgling, Wirrit, Keee-irr? Wirrit? 
 
    He gave chase. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16: Dragons’ Teeth Ridge 
 
      
 
    REUNITED, THE COMPANIONS SPENT one more day at the river, mostly because Auroral Storm Diamond and Prince Zyran begged them to do so in the name of engaging in a proper sampling of the local trout. They did have reason to replenish their fruit, nut and vegetable stocks from what the jungle had to offer but, to be honest, to Keir’s way of thinking, nobody truly wanted to stay but no-one wanted to start off again either. 
 
    It was like a long, long inhalation to oxygenate the blood. 
 
    Azuzithyalé inhaled the sunshine for hours. She had been looking wan after all her exertions, but soon showed signs of regaining her healthy glow. 
 
    His eyeballs accordingly developed a bad case of strain. 
 
    Storm inhaled trout. The sleek, one- to two-foot lip-smackers were neither slow nor foolish, so she spent a most enjoyable day sharpening her hunting skills. The pounce from above. The ambush from the cover of a shadow. The sneaky swim from below. The talon-spear. Keir lost count around the thirty mark, which was probably her entire bodyweight in tasty, oily, nutrient-rich fish. Did this one ever plan to stop growing? 
 
    Zyran built a smoking fire and sensibly limited himself to trout for lunch, trout for mid-afternoon snack, a fishy dinner and more of the same for the breakfast following. 
 
    Keir tried a long run with Ja’axu but came back limping to receive an earful from everyone. It was hard to tell if the foot was getting better. Rhyl pointed out that abscesses had developed beneath two of the screw scars. 
 
    “How long will this take?” he groaned. 
 
    “Could be several anna,” the flowering healer informed him. “Needle time. We need to lance the wounds and clean them out well.” 
 
    Keir spat something a touch juvenile beneath his breath. 
 
    Ah, the delight of having his scars reopened, squirting brownish runnels of pus down his leg, after which she syringed out the holes with a herbal antiseptic solution. The experience did earn him sympathy advantages with Azuzithyalé. She tried to see if she could produce her golden fire to help – what, burn off the offending foot, Keir joked – but to everyone’s surprise, she was barely able to summon so much as a spark. Replenishment was clearly a more complex process and slower than they had counted upon. 
 
    Instead, he had Storm thoroughly lick his leg. She gratuitously cleaned his face for him afterward. All part of the service. 
 
    “Get off me, Miss Fishy-Breath!” 
 
    Zyran chortled, “Dare ye to call Azuzithyalé that.” 
 
    “Dare ye to last one round in combat with her.” 
 
    “Too distracting.” 
 
    Rhyl glared at him. Oops. 
 
    “Uh, I’d far rather wrestle with ye, my beloved,” the Prince attempted to smooth over his blunder. 
 
    She kicked his knee and stalked off in a huff. “Men!” 
 
    “Ah, this cursed tongue!” he muttered. “Should just pull it out –” 
 
    Azuzithyalé kicked his other knee. ‘Be grateful you have one that works!’ She steamed off after the healer, making a flat, infuriated gesture that probably translated in much the same way. ‘Men!’ 
 
    Storm snickered. Keir dropped his gaze from Miss Flame-Hair’s departing legs. Distracting was one word. To the fledgling, he thought, If any male Dragon ever looks at you as I just did her, I’m going to beat him black and blue with the biggest freaking stick I can find, alright? Something about the size of a tree will do nicely. 
 
    Keee-irr sso nice, she crooned archly. Rrr-uv oo. 
 
    Sarcasm and truth wrapped up into one neat bundle. Her communication was becoming so nuanced! Keir grinned at her. Love you too, sweet scales. 
 
    Checking and turning his fish, Zyran exclaimed, She really did just say that she loves you? Holy Shimmer-shakes! 
 
    Santazathiar, Keir said, correcting his Elven with exaggerated pronunciation. I think His Majesty, King of Dragons, might be a little startled at your compliment, but knowing Dragons, he’d probably be secretly pleased at the reference to his magnificence. 
 
    “Well, Stormy Lady, what do Dragons look at?” 
 
    “Zyran, she’s too young for this kind of talk!” 
 
    Storm cocked her head at their banter, her tongue lolling out. “Sstormm dinnae … kenn, now’t sssee anna … annotherr Drrr-agonn.” 
 
    In Human! Wow. She got a little stuck on her consonants, particularly the alveolar roll of the ‘R’ and the sibilant ‘S’, but apart from that, she was doing great. Had she switched for Zyran’s sake? Some of her vowels sounded exotic, too, as if her mind wanted to be speaking another language, but was trying to wangle its way around to the five Human or nine Elven vowel sounds without complete success. 
 
    The Prince patted her shoulder enthusiastically. “Ye sly trickster, when did ye learn to speak Human, eh?” 
 
    “Sstormm cleverr. Zzzy-rrann … hand-sssum.” 
 
    “Ooh, I like ye! Did ye hear that, Keir? Straight from the Dragoness’ mouth!” 
 
    “I’ve been teaching her how to lie.” 
 
    Storm jumped on him, pushing him over on the grass. “Keee-irr ssilly.” She licked him until he begged for mercy. Then, her stomach grumbled rather alarmingly. She nipped off to scare up another trout. 
 
    Zyran said, “I cannae believe how yer baby’s grown, Keir. That’s one serious bundle of fun and mischief right there. Hope she dinnae trigger another growth spurt in ye when she moults again. I wonder if that’ll be soon, according to what ye’ve told me?” 
 
    “Ye think?” he asked, spying another trout on its way down that gullet. 
 
    She had a neat, catlike way of eating larger portions, he noticed. Rather than tossing this fish straight down the hatch, she had found a boulder upon which to place her meal. Her muzzle and neck snaked around as she crouched over it – a possessive gesture, as in, ‘disturb me at my meal and I’ll disturb your guts’ – and then she picked the fish up between her paws and devoured it with neat, surgical bites. Bones were no problem. After that, she licked the fish oil off her paws and swam in the pool to clean herself, before re-joining them beside the fire. 
 
    Ja’axu came over to sit with them, carrying her paired Giant axes. Needed sharpening, she said. Azuzithyalé sparred lightly with Rhyl nearby, teaching the healer counter-strikes and self-defence techniques. They practised disarming an assailant with a short stick in place of a dagger or sword from many different angles – thrust, slice, overhead stab. 
 
    The General said, “She’s good.” 
 
    “Och aye, a better warrior than I am,” Keir said. “She’s taught me more than a few things.” 
 
    “Oh, has she?” 
 
    He reddened but still riposted, “Aye, I have to practice daily, ye see. I need plenty of instruction and repetition.” 
 
    Ja’axu waggled an eyebrow. Without preamble, she said, “Did Valoxythal really ask for forgiveness at the end? Ye are now’t just making up a Keir embellishment on a story?” 
 
    She sounded troubled. Thrusting aside his annoyance at her disbelief, he retold what he remembered of the part-Giant’s final minutes. How Narini had helped ease his passing into the afterlife. The exact words the dying man had been able to produce. 
 
    “What was done with the bodies?” 
 
    “He and his half-brother were burned on an unnamed, unhonoured pyre according to the Elven tradition. Some of the household spoke for his spirit, but to be honest, General, I believe most were relieved by his passing on. Azuzithyalé could tell ye more, I suspect, but by all accounts, he was far from an easy Master, dispensing whippings and beatings at a whim. Some slaves were killed without reason during his fits of madness or rage and others … used shamefully.” 
 
    “I dinnae ask for details!” 
 
    Twilight seemed to deepen behind her dark eyes, even as it was gathering all around. Rhyl and Azuzithyalé came back to find shirts to slip over their bathing gear. Keir slipped into his trousers. 
 
    Glancing around at them, the General said, “We were just talking about Valox. It is only in the noo, thinking upon his passing, that I must admit that I did care for him – against my better judgement, I’ll admit. He started out a good man, but he always displayed a darkness, an edge, a leaning toward excess in his behaviour that … well, it both frightened and fascinated me. Some good times we had, but he was never considerate nor easy. Perhaps I was just infatuated with the idea of him being a part-Giant, like me. We are not many. I thought we might have a future together. His idea of a future and mine were diametrically different. He killed a man he accused of desertion and covered up the misdeed. That was the wedge that slowly, surely forced us apart. I could not abide what I saw as casual murder. He called me many things. Not a true Giant, being foremost. As if Giants were animals, driven to helpless amorality by our Giantish passions!” 
 
    Standing abruptly, she turned her back to the fire. “I am ashamed of who I was. Of my weakness. I still am, d’ye ken?” 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, it was Azuzithyalé who went to her. Holding her hands in the light so that everyone could see them, she signed, ‘We all are slaves sometimes to the hopes, fears and passions that drive us, Ja’axu. I am sorry I do not know you well. It is hardly my place to speak, but I do know about being a slave. Our hearts are complex and treacherous, beautiful and callous … I … regret many things from that time, too.’ 
 
    One huge arm arose to clasp the girl’s shoulders in solidarity. Then, the Giantess walked away into the gathering night to be alone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    During the night, a hot, dry south-easterly wind sprang up. Ja’axu said it was plucked straight from the Darûz. Storm scented the tangs in the air repeatedly, wide-eyed. They packed and took a light breakfast together, before cleaning up camp and making sure that everything was as they had found it. Minus a few unlucky trout. Spared the depredations of a ravenous Diamond Dragoness, hopefully the trout stock would replenish itself in time. 
 
    They pushed back the bridge. Storm flitted over to work the return mechanism as they had been instructed, resettling the bridge in its original place alongside and below the abandoned village. She made to ambush the Giantess from behind, but Ja’axu whirled at the last instant to catch her. Thump! They went down together and had a good wrestle and laugh. 
 
    “Yer getting strong!” the Giantess smiled. 
 
    Sstormm ssst-rrrong! Gnarrr! 
 
    Ja’axu eyed them up and down with approval. “Keir, are ye quite aware of all the weaponry yer girlfriend’s toting? Ye starting a weapons shop? Nice one, lass!” 
 
    Azuzithyalé coloured prettily. 
 
    He said, “Och aye, I’m keeping my hands very much to myself, I am.” 
 
    “Hardly likely,” Rhyl chortled. 
 
    Keir reached up to touch the Giantish greatsword slung crosswise upon Ja’axu’s back. “I see yer packing a wee vegetable slicer of yer own?” 
 
    ‘Come over here and I’ll slice you up for …’ Azuzithyalé began to flirt, before she saw that everyone was watching. ‘Keir!’ 
 
    “What did I do?” Clasping his hands behind his back, he leaned in to brush her cheek with his lips. “Look, everyone. No-hands kisses are all the rage nowadays.” 
 
    “Coward,” Zyran snorted impolitely. 
 
    That morning, they skirted the bay in the mountains toward its eastern side, whereupon they set their backs to the jungle and hiked steadily up through towering pine forests toward a toothy grey ridge that lay on the horizon. So strange to leave the ever-busy, bustling jungles behind. The environment felt almost too quiet. A thick bed of dry needles cushioned every footstep. The scents in the air were dry, musky and tingling with resin and pollens. 
 
    Ja’axu started them off on basic Giantish classes. Might come in handy in the Darûz, especially if some Giants decided to pick on a few ‘little folk.’ 
 
    At midday, they paused for a drink from a small spring and ate a handful of nuts each. They walked on until evening, by which time his wretched leg was playing up like nothing else and Keir, miserable as a tired raincloud, had to beg for a break. 
 
    Asking to take a break also earned one a telling off, he discovered. Zyran and Rhyl prepared a brace of hares she had shot earlier, one for the pot and one for Storm. She mewled with hunger and worried at her hide around the base of her tail. Her paws clawed repeatedly at her neck, like a person suffering from a fiery rash. That could not be a pleasant sensation. 
 
    Not a good time for a moulting, he had to say, regretting leaving the trout in peace. 
 
    Ja’axu drew a little map for them with the help of a stick of charcoal and a flat piece of slate stone. “From here, we head up into the Giant Highlands. Directly east of the jungles is not much of anything at all until, it is said, ye arrive at another ocean. I’ve never even heard it named. Everything between is barren, a desert wasteland which is freezing at night and boiling during the day. In the North the ground is just permanently frozen. But if we strike more southerly, traversing that ridge ye see ahead – it’s called the Dragons’ Teeth Ridge, just for fun – we will eventually come to the Meltwater River Canyon. That’s pretty awesome, but not a pinch on the real Darûz.” 
 
    Her hand sketched a wavy line extending from the Amarinthian Bulwark eastward. “The Meltwater is basically what protects this end of the jungles from the Certanshi. All the runoff from hundreds of miles of glaciers comes off the mountains toward us, running through the canyon behind the ridge, and in the Springtide, floods the Darûz with fresh meltwater and nutrients. The Serpentines spawn and things get exciting.” She grinned fiercely at their expressions. “Never mind, we shall be there in a few weeks, when the spawning is done and the Dragonkind become frisky for exercise – ye ken, eating one another for dinner and suchlike.” 
 
    “Cannae wait,” Zyran said wryly. 
 
    “I can,” Rhyl put in. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond touched her knee. Riril feee-irrsss! 
 
    The healer dimpled sweetly. “Thanks, Storm, but really not so fierce at heart. I prefer patching people up.” 
 
    “And kissing Princes,” Keir put in. 
 
    “So, here’s the fun part,” Ja’axu continued, scowling at him. “After we cross the Dragons’ Teeth, we’ll mosey along the northern edge of the Meltwater River Canyon. There is nae proper route and ye will see why I say so, day after tomorrow. Hunting is poor and the Swarm Wyverns, more than plentiful. They’re pint-sized brutes half the size of Storm here, but they like hunting in packs and so we’ll need to keep a weather eye out – literally. This wind is the one that brings them in from the wasteland. They’ll devour everything before them like Certanshi locusts.” 
 
    “Never seen a locust, ma’am,” Keir said politely. 
 
    The Prince said, “Disgusting little insects about four inches long, with an appetite like Storm’s. Put several million of them into a swarm and in a couple of hours, they can strip the land bare as far as the eye can see.” 
 
    The fledgling trilled, “Hunn-grree.” 
 
    “Talking about food, eh?” Keir chortled. “Have a hare.” 
 
    Zyran ruffled his white spikes. “Hair we go. Keir’s spruced up for a formal dinner.” 
 
    Everyone groaned. For good measure, Rhyl slapped his arm. Terrible pun. Almost Keir-worthy. 
 
    They sparred to keep their skills sharp. Ja’axu paired up with Azuzithyalé and Keir with Zyran, while Rhyl pottered around the fire, making Elven tea. She had developed a cough and the sniffles, he noticed. Maybe the change in climate? Storm had discovered a colony of rock hyrax in a clump of boulders nearby and was trying to winkle them out of their burrows with her paw. They kept popping up in different places, behind her back or off to the sides, as if it were some kind of game. Swat me here, I pop up there. Kind of unfortunate if they got it wrong. She was developing a real sense of predatory stillness followed by that explosive, blurring quickness of paw-strike or fangs. 
 
    Wham! Storm pounced on her next tummy-filler. 
 
    “Aargh!” Ja’axu bellowed. 
 
    Keir glanced over, startled. Zyran promptly tossed him into the dirt, pulling up at the last instant to soften what could have been a bruising landing. Ja’axu had taught him a few tricks, but Keir squirmed out from beneath the Prince and slipped him into a cunning chokehold from behind. 
 
    “Purple Prince.” 
 
    Tapping out, Zyran growled, “Almost had ye!” 
 
    “Oh, ye got me first,” he said, rubbing his hip. “If ye had now’t softened the throw, I would now’t be walking tonight.” 
 
    “Three-two to ye,” Ja’axu growled unhappily meantime, swatting Azuzithyalé on the shoulder. 
 
    The girl staggered, but threw the Giantess a proud grin. ‘Good match.’ 
 
    “Just lacks for strength, this one. Speed and technique – ridiculous. I’ve never been wrapped up in so many fancy holds in my life. What was that last one? The shoulder thing?” She rubbed the joint gingerly. “That was a Dragon-smacker, lass, make nae mistake.” 
 
    ‘Reverse twisting shoulder lock submission using the bent leg,’ the Elfmaiden explained. ‘You’re too strong for me to do that with an arm, so I tried my leg. It worked.’ 
 
    Gnarr gnarr-grr, Ja’axu grumbled. “Ye planning to teach me that one?” 
 
    ‘If ye ask nicely,’ she teased, but coloured and examined her toes as if she half-expected to be punished for such temerity. 
 
    HO-HO, ARBU-TA-JÛL!! roared the Giantess, applying a jovial elbow to the girl’s ribs. 
 
    Azuzithyalé folded up wheezing. 
 
    “Darn it, that was … sorry. As Keir would say, my bad.” 
 
    ‘I’m alright … one less rib.’ 
 
    Storm abandoned pursuit of her third dinner to stare at the pair in surprise. She poured down off the rocks to join in the fun as Azuzithyalé volunteered Keir to help her demonstrate how to have one’s shoulder nearly wrenched out of joint. He earned his dinner and the reward of a tender goodnight kiss.  
 
    Well worth having his nose mashed in the dirt by a beastly glowing girl-warrior while groaning in mock agony. Aye. Sweet of her to play along with all his wicked fakery. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following day, the six travellers emerged from the treeline into rocky terrain that grew steadily more broken and trickier to navigate. Ja’axu had described a trail of sorts that was used to ply the limited trade between the Giant realm and the Elven Jungles. Keir saw no trace that it had been used in anna. As they hiked along, he explained in response to Azuzithyalé’s questions that trees generally only grew up to a certain altitude, after that came bushes, then lichens and finally nothing at all. Well, permafrost. 
 
    This was a sign of how high up they had climbed. 
 
    Joining in, the General said, “Charming country, eh? We still have some easterly progress to make before we find the cut-through. It’s a dry ravine that leads up to a saddle. Maybe eight miles yet.” 
 
    Zyran mopped his forehead. “I’m roasting.” 
 
    “Ye are,” Rhyl agreed. “Will ye now’t wear a hat, ye stubborn man?” 
 
    “Will ye now’t remove yer shirt, ye stubborn woman?” 
 
    “This is nae bathing pool, mister!” 
 
    “Social customs are weird, right?” he agreed, rolling his eyes. “Here we all are sweating in clothing and armour, when we could easily be more breezy. Mind ye, this infernal breath from a Dragon’s throat would probably just suck my juices dry and leave me a withered corn husk, blown away …” 
 
    “Fly away, o Prince,” Keir chortled. 
 
    Storm flicked her wings. “Nae. Zzzy-rrann too clumm-see.” 
 
    The Prince scowled, “Traitor.” 
 
    “Zyran is going to have a sunburn second to none,” Ja’axu said firmly. “Thankfully, I have just the thing. Let me show ye what Giants wear when the Darûz become unbearable.” 
 
    “Ye dinnae burn, d’ye?” Keir asked curiously. 
 
    “Nae, skin advantages, unlike our poor little Human sausage,” she agreed. 
 
    ‘What’s a sausage?’ Azuzithyalé signed curiously, while Zyran sniffed and did his best to look miffed about his lot as a pale-skinned Human. 
 
    The Prince explained the joys of the spicy venison or Damask Yak sausage, handing out a free invite to visit his ‘favourite little Kingdom in the mountains’ in passing, while Rhyl smeared a herbal sunscreen paste upon his reddening nose and toasty neck and Ja’axu rooted around in her pack. Shortly, the Giantess found a triangle of cloth and showed him how to tie it upon his head so that the trailing edge protected his neck and shoulders. 
 
    “Ooh,” Rhyl cooed. “My my, o Raffish Prince of Bandits.” 
 
    “I ken what yer trying to do,” he complained. “Trouble is, it’s working.” 
 
    “I ken.” 
 
    “I ken that ye ken, I do.” 
 
    Predictably, kissing punctuated the discussion at this point. 
 
    Had they water to spare, Zyran could have kept cool by wetting his headgear, but this side of the ridge was not hospitable terrain. All of the rain fell on the far side. 
 
    The day turned into a trudgery of drudgery, Keir joked, scrambling over rocks and swinging through scratchy bushes thinly rooted in the poor, sandy soils. On and on they plodded beneath cloudless white-mauve skies. Storm complained that she was hungry at least five hundred times. He told her to graze on some bushes. 
 
    Thankfully, they found a patch of withered but tasty berries and that kept her quiet for about ten minutes. After that it was, Keee-irr hungry, Keee-irr hungry, all day long and copious Dragoness butt-scratching. Marvellous. Definitely a moult coming on, but at least he felt fine this time. 
 
    In the gasping heat of the late afternoon they finally turned south and in a boulder-strewn ravine, found some relief from Mauve’s intolerable glare. Auroral Storm Diamond followed her sensitive snout to a tiny spring hidden beneath a boulder the size of a house, where they paused gratefully to refill their water gourds and slake their thirst. Zyran splashed his face and declared that life was much better with water. After this, ‘and love is like water for the soul’ followed on, complete with sundry soppiness. 
 
    Although, His Highness still needed to work on his technique, Keir ribbed him. 
 
    “Eh?” Zyran snorted. 
 
    “You forgot to clasp her buttocks,” he pointed out. 
 
    The Prince flushed pink as Keir danced out of reach. “Keir, ye!” 
 
    “Two hands, my friend. Two hands for beginners.” 
 
    “I’ll squash ye like a bug, ye scoundrel!” 
 
    Storm licked at the trickle until Keir showed her how to cup her paws to trap enough to drink; she threw some water over her back and wriggled her wings vigorously. Itchy, she whined at him, with huge, melting-fire eyes. This was bad. Recalling how she had eaten last time, Keir kept a beady eye out for food options, but apart from a few lazy lizards that tickled the insides of her gullet, the foraging could only be described as miserable, a pauper’s portion. 
 
    By evening, halfway up the ravine, she had resorted to snacking on bushes and rooting for grubs and worms. Anything to fuel the insatiable furnace. 
 
    Much more to his surprise, the fledgling had changed colour in the morning. Jade green. She showed him where she had found a vein of jade deep in a narrow offshoot of the ravine. “Tasty,” she purred. After tasting a little more, she made a face. “Grr-nough.” 
 
    “Some of those minerals ye need, girl?” 
 
    “Drrr-gonn,” she teased back. “Girr-lee Drrr-gonn. Differrr-ennt.” 
 
    “I ken that, ye wee mischief. I’m just now’t used to seeing ye in a fetching green coat.” 
 
    They retraced their steps and found the others sharing a light breakfast. Rhyl was brewing up tea, no doubt something especially pungent to combat the dry cough which had not stopped bothering her. 
 
    Ja’axu smiled, “Green Dragoness? Who are ye?” 
 
    With a draconic laugh, she was pounced upon and they enjoyed their usual morning wrestling match. He noticed that Storm continued to apply some of the moves they both had learned from Ja’axu and Azuzithyalé. Fighting someone with four dexterous paws rather than two hands … that could become interesting. 
 
    After that, the Giantess said, “How does she do it? She’s bigger and heavier than yesterday. Look. Storm, straighten out.” 
 
    The fledgling stood tall and stretched her neck and tail straight. Ja’axu first took her shoulder measure against her thigh, showing them a mark she had made on her trousers with white chalk the day before. More than an inch difference! Next, she stretched out her arms. She would be wider than the Giant’s wingspan soon. Eight feet and four inches! Keir stared. A few months or even weeks and his baby would no longer be curling up against him. He would be the one curling up against her. 
 
    Draconic body proportions were not like a hound or feline. He had caught himself occasionally thinking that she had the body and tail of a dog and the neck of a snake. Storm’s torso was about three and a half feet in length, with the neck and head being two and the tail a further two and a half feet. Her skeletal structure made her body flatter and sleeker-looking than any hound, while the jointing of her legs created a lower and more fluid stride, like a big cat slinking through long grass in pursuit of prey. He was always surprised how much taller she stood when her legs straightened up fully. 
 
    She scratched her neck briskly. “Itchy. Hungry? More?” 
 
    “Ye’ve already eaten enough that yer scales have changed colour,” Keir pointed out. “It’s like when people eat too many beets, ye ken, and they think they’re bleeding when they go water the bushes.” 
 
    “Some medicines turn it black,” Rhyl said. 
 
    Zyran clutched his manly parts with an overdone groan. “Oh nae, dinnae ye ever feed me any of that, ye wicked Elven enchantress!” 
 
    Hoots of laughter echoed up the ravine. 
 
    “It might shrivel up and drop off altogether!” Ja’axu snorted, making sure to drag the conversational tone down a further notch or two. 
 
    On that discerning note, they continued boulder-hopping up the dry riverbed, aiming for the top of the saddle. Soon, the sun reappeared from behind a lazy, relieving cloud to blaze down with unrelenting fervour. They soldiered on until the hour before noon, when Ja’axu said: 
 
    “Last look behind, Elves. Say goodbye to the jungles.” 
 
    Rhyl and Azuzithyalé halted with an identical, visible start. Keir realised that they must be feeling what he did now, too; a kind of invisible pulling sensation, as if an umbilical cord were being stretched; the babes were about to leave their mother’s embrace. Was it the same for an Illumiytha Elf, one who was not regarded as jungle-born? Her reaction suggested so. 
 
    Slavery in the jungle was all Azuzithyalé had known since her childhood. Almost all. After that, a white-haired Dragon Guardian had come to steal her away to a different destiny, a destiny neither of them could yet put into words. Nought but astounding hints so far. 
 
    Her hand found his as they stared back pensively toward the West and Northwest, over the immense misty expanse of verdant jungles bounded to the south by an endless rampart of snowy mountains and to the North by a hazy purple emptiness as far as the eye could see. What secrets lurked down there? What majesty, what giants and monsters of the animal realms, what a wealth of magic and mystery! 
 
    Keir only realised he had whispered his thoughts aloud when Azuzithyalé touched his shoulder. ‘What do you call this feeling? Scared, excited, lost? All three?’ 
 
    “All three,” he said quietly. 
 
    ‘You too? How –’ 
 
    “Well, I dinnae …” She invited inquiry with a raised eyebrow. “I guess I try to remember that there are people out there who love me and that nae matter what, they always will.” Stealing a hand about her waist, he added, “Plus, what we are doing is important, even when it might seem small. Just a few of us. Two gigantic Certanshi armies. A small Dragoness to keep safe.” 
 
    ‘Tough ask.’ 
 
    “Aye, that’s a truth well spoken. Ye alright, my beloved? Truly?” 
 
    She raised his hand to press her lips to his knuckles. ‘Keep saying that and I will be.’ He smiled down at her with his eyes. ‘It was hard there in the jungle, but it’s also what I know – what I knew. I feel very … exposed out here. Scared … tingling. Tyanbran is bigger than you or I. We learned there are even other whole worlds and perhaps one that I come from. I wish I had known my parents, Keir. I wish I knew why I was abandoned there beside the ocean. The Cyantar is a fearful realm and said to be uninhabitable, but what if my parents are out there somewhere? Could it be?’ 
 
    “I most certainly hope so. We need to find them.” 
 
    ‘Aye. I’m afraid of that, too.’ 
 
    “I’d be the same.” 
 
    After a long, long look, the six tramped up the final stretch of loose scree, stood atop the saddle of Dragons’ Teeth Ridge and gazed down upon a new land. 
 
    Gasps of wonder echoed in the silence. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17: Highlands 
 
      
 
    BEFORE THEM YAWNED A canyon so deep and mighty, the far side was but a purple smudge on the horizon. It bent where they stood, so that it seemed they stood on a promontory below which a torrent foamed and thundered – it must, yet from this height, they could hear nothing but the wind’s wuthering and the faraway cry of an eagle. The base and sides of the west-to-east course of the canyon were deeply carved and scarred, so that one saw both the colourful rock striations of millennia and imagined the action of the Springtide floods carving this geological wonder deeper, ever deeper. 
 
    Leaning closer, the quarter Giantess said, “Even in this season, the river down below is over a mile wide. Uncrossable. Its course is one long series of rapids infested by river serpents. Even Giants fear to tread here.” 
 
    “Where do the Certanshi lands lie?” Keir asked. 
 
    “Directly south over the canyon, through the cracked, jumbled Western Darûz and beyond the final escarpment,” she said, pointing, “but that’s a ticket to a certain death. The way to stay alive is to take this cliff trail to our left hand into the Highlands. It’s a long way around and now’t without its dangers, as I’ve said, but eventually we will come to Vathûyn-bar-Tamûl, the Giant equivalent of a waystation. That’s our gateway into the Darûz proper.” 
 
    “Sounds like a bracing walk,” said he, taking a good, long stretch that his fledgling eyed with interest, perhaps thinking that this was draconic behaviour. He scratched her ears thoughtfully. “We need to keep alert and find food for this beauty. She’ll be insufferable otherwise.” 
 
    Insufferable described the weather. The hot, dry wind varied from blustery to gale force. Poor Rhyl’s cough develop into regular, hacking attacks that would not ease no matter what she tried. Unless they found shelter on the increasingly exposed trail that at times hugged the edge of the cliff with several miles’ drop barely a foot from their warily treading boots, it was impossible to make a cooking fire. The wind just snuffed it out. They walked with damp cloths covering their mouths and noses against all the windblown dust. Storm fell off the cliff three times. Wings came in useful, eh? No other of the companions would have fared as well; the third time, she found a basking cobra and killed and devoured it before thinking of the others. 
 
    The fledgling returned with a contrite apology, but it was more than clear her stomach was so empty it arched upward as if planning to hold a conference about the meaning of emptiness with her backbone. Azuzithyalé managed to shoot a small falcon for her, but that barely touched sides on the way down. Keir knew she was working hard on not complaining, but she was so ferociously hungry that even he was starting to hallucinate about food in response to her mental state. 
 
    She wolfed her way through the scrubby bushes and once a spiky-leafed aloe plant, but the vegetation was not what she required. Meat. Protein. Keir four times pinned small rodents with his throwing daggers. Storm downed them with a desperate, mewling display of savagery. Zyran had been trying to dole out the dried smoked fish in order to keep her going, but she could not stand it; one night, they discovered she had eaten a hole into his backpack and demolished it all. Plus his spare trousers and the last of the nuts. 
 
    Keir snapped furiously at her. Storm came and meekly laid her muzzle upon the sole of his boot. She whimpered, Hungry, Keee-irr. Sssooo hungry! 
 
    I know, girl. I just don’t know what to do. Five days on the trail and we’ve barely found any food at all. Ja’axu says she’s never seen it this bad. 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    Me too. I just can’t magic food out of nothingness. Wish I could. 
 
    He knew his companions were surreptitiously passing her anything they had left, including some of Rhyl’s edible medical supplies. Her distress was too much to bear. 
 
    As they tracked the canyon’s edge, the Dragons’ Teeth Ridge slowly receded and eventually blended into the barren highlands. Nothing out there. Absolutely nothing. They were noticeably higher from the canyon floor than when they had first seen it. Storm flew farther and wider than ever before, desperate for food, but kept returning empty-pawed. She even cleared out several nests of ants, devouring them with lips curled in disgust at the acidic flavour. 
 
    Late one baking afternoon, with Mauve a white-purple speck in the sky and the wind pressing them insistently backward, Storm returned from her hunting with a swollen belly. 
 
    Ja’axu stared at her. “What did ye eat, girl? Boulders?” 
 
    “Eggss.” 
 
    “Eggs! Excellent,” Keir crowed. “Full of protein –” 
 
    “Nae, now’t so good,” the Giantess growled. “What colour were the eggs?” 
 
    “Zhuzhi hairrr.” 
 
    “Red? 
 
    “Rrred, ayeee,” the fledgling agreed. 
 
    She grunted something curt in Giantish. “She’s raided a Swarm Wyvern’s nest. A whole colony’s nest. I should have warned ye – it’s my fault. They’ll be on our trail within the hour. We need to find cover, fast.” 
 
    Prince Zyran shaded his eyes. “It’s as flat out there as my favourite pancakes, General Ja’axu.” 
 
    “Syrupy pancakes, did you have to?” Keir groaned, rubbing his stomach. Everyone was running on empty now. 
 
    “Sorry,” said his friend. 
 
    ‘What’s a pancake?’ Azuzithyalé inquired. 
 
    The Giantess searched the terrain as well. “We need anything – a cave, a clump of boulders, even a tree would work in a pinch. If they can come at us all at once, we’re done for. Have something solid at our backs, however and we might just carve up enough to make the rest flee, besides providing our Dragoness a fine meal of Wyvern meat and bones.” 
 
    Storm licked her chops. 
 
    “Ye’d better be prepared to fight for this meal,” the Giantess warned severely. 
 
    She nodded. “Sstorrm do it. Sstorrm brrrave.” 
 
    “Now’t on yer own! D’ye hear me?” By the glint in her eye, Keir smelled trouble. Ja’axu rapped, “With me! Double time! We might be lucky and find ourselves a crevice out that way, but we’re going to have to run for it.” 
 
    Run they did. 
 
    In considerably less than an hour, Ja’axu checked over her shoulder and hissed, “Here they come!” 
 
    “Why are they running?” Zyran panted. 
 
    He swivelled. The chasing group of crimson Swarm Wyverns bore a resemblance to low red hounds, save for the wide wings and the oddly forward-tilted running posture due to their different body structure – rather than having four paws like Storm, these creatures had forepaws integrated with their wings. One pair of shoulder joints rather than two. It gave them a sleek, low-slung appearance. Alright. Not a bit like hounds. More like quicksilver-fast draconic predators with an eye on all that meat with legs trying to run away from them. 
 
    “Into the wind they prefer to keep low. Now’t the strongest fliers. Keir –” 
 
    “Storm’s signalling! Out there!” 
 
    She had asked what she could do; Keir had ordered her to fly ahead in the hope her perspective and Dragon sight might find them a suitable bolt-hole where none seemed to exist. 
 
    The five swerved. By an unspoken pact, they were all keeping pace with Prince Zyran who, despite the length of his legs, was the slowest of the group after Rhyl. He knew his Human limitations and was less than happy about the situation. 
 
    He panted, “Stupid – ruddy Kestrelfoot – I will run daily – I detest – light-footed Elves! And Giants!” 
 
    Doubling back, Ja’axu lifted his backpack off his shoulders and somehow found the energy to boot him in the backside. “GO! Go, or I swear I will wrestle yer legs into a pretzel! GO, GO, GO!” 
 
    Perhaps having an eight-foot-plus Giantess roaring down the back of one’s neck introduced an element of primal terror. Perhaps it was pride, which Keir knew the Prince possessed in plentiful supply. Either way, he lifted his knees and began to pump his arms faster and faster, giving it one final burst, every scrap of pace and power he possessed – not at all bad for a Human. They thundered neck and neck over the grim, windswept barrenness of rock and sand to where Storm circled above … a gully which ended in a wall of boulders. It must have been left here by a flash flood at some point. Maybe decades before. 
 
    Checking back over his shoulder, Keir estimated the chasing swarm to number over one hundred individuals, their narrow-set yellow eyes ablaze with an unholy fury. Wyverns were protective about their territory, but crazy when it came to their eggs. Maybe this pack was the reason this area was so short on food or prey? A mere seven seconds separated them now. 
 
    Ja’axu yelled, “Perfect! Backs to the wall. Weapons! Bows!” 
 
    Rhyl and Azuzithyalé peeled off to load and fire several times each, their arrows plucking individual Swarm Wyverns out of the mass. Keir ran to the wall with Ja’axu and Zyran, already unslinging his pack and pulling his longbow free of its straps. He had worked out a better arrangement than before. No point in wasting twenty seconds trying to loosen up a weapon. Quiver of arrows. Sighting over Rhyl’s head, he thwacked the first Wyvern that poked its ugly muzzle over the rim of the gulley. 
 
    Load fire, load fire, load fire! 
 
    Had he hoped the covering fire might help? The swarm flowed into the dry gulley with shrill shrieks of rage. Not a millisecond’s pause. Zyran drew the soul blade with a wicked zing. Ja’axu opted for her twin axes, far better suited to close work than a greatsword. Whirling in behind the Giantess, Azuzithyalé loaded and fired two treble-spreads of arrows, smashing through the front rank. The following beasts rolled right over them as if they merely hurdled a few small boulders. 
 
    “Hold firm,” Ja’axu said calmly. “Keir, watch above and behind.” 
 
    With the smooth grace of a single animal, the Swarm Wyverns spread their wings at the very last second and surged for the throats of their quarry. Crimson flashed through the air. Dropping his bow half a second after the arrow left the bowstring, Keir fast-drew his ska’etaz and stepped toward the centre of the five. Forward lunges would leave the backs and heads of his fellows unprotected. Azuzithyalé’s brightswords flared lambent. 
 
    The Swarm Wyverns hit them in a sustained attack. Crimson flashed everywhere. Talons rending. Fangs champing for throats, heads, eyes. The leaders vaulted over the Giantess and flipped into simultaneous somersaults, seeking the overhead attack. His ska’etaz flashed with furious speed. The need to react consumed his mind. Wings buffeted his head. A sharp score burned upon his arm, then two upon his left shoulder. 
 
    Keerack! Storm ambushed the Wyverns from above, driving smack into the middle of the pack. They closed over her like a crimson tide, seeming to implode with the combined power of their numbers. 
 
    “THE DRAGON!” Zyran roared, flailing with his long blade – nay, not mindless flailing. More like a master chef carving up a favourite joint. 
 
    Ja’axu’s axes were a blur, hammering Swarm Wyverns in every direction. Rhyl nipped around her legs to deal with a trio trying to ambush her from beneath. Azuzithyalé sliced into the side of the pack like a dancing golden flame, even as they tried to drag a screeching, brawling Storm away by wing and tail. They knew what they were doing, but the Swarm Wyverns also knew when they were overmatched. Five frenetic seconds later, they began to bark and growl in panic. The survivors fled. 
 
    Just like that. 
 
    Keir wondered if the whole encounter had lasted more than a minute. The brutality, the carnage, shocked him. The Giantess stepped forward, with a soft word putting several of the wounded beasts out of their pain. Crimson bodies lay scattered in the gulley, from the ones and twos farther away, pierced by arrows, to the piles closer by, where they had fallen especially to Zyran’s blade and Ja’axu’s axes. 
 
    Not one of their company did not have several wounds or deep scratches; nothing serious that Keir could see immediately, but a number would need stitching and binding. Who knew how dirty those talons might be? 
 
    Stepping up to Storm, General Ja’axu said, “Everything that we eat has a cost, little one. It costs the earth, sun and rain, and the lives of the beasts or plants we take. For us higher creatures, we need to consider what we consume and what it costs.” 
 
    Wirrit beast? she inquired. 
 
    “Good question. Usually, the rule is that we dinnae eat our own kind. For Dragons, it is more complex. If the other is a rational being capable of speech or higher thought, that is a good clue they are now’t for dinner. Subdraconic beasts such as these Swarm Wyverns are animals. Eat away. Dinnae let the size or the name fool ye, an animal is an animal. We Giants hunt and eat Serpentine Dragons. Storm, ye are now’t an animal. One more thing. This dinner cost yer companions in their blood and sweat, too. Think ye upon that.” 
 
    Storm met the Giantess’ gaze, then nodded gravely, her fiery eyes darkening with shadowing emotions as she considered Ja’axu’s words. 
 
    Lesson heard. 
 
    Keir said, “How’s about we camp on the other side of this boulder pile? There’s a bit of a lip there and I, for one, fancy being out of this wind for a change.” 
 
    And away from the sound of crunching bones. He had no doubt that Storm would work her way through this bounty, given the chance. 
 
    Moulting was sheer craziness. 
 
    He planned to keep an eye on the hemline of his trousers. No surprises like last time! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When Keir checked up on her, he found that Auroral Storm Diamond had gorged herself so relentlessly on Wyvern meat that she could barely waddle out of the gulley. She collapsed beside their meagre campfire, made from bone-dry sticks gleaned from around the boulder blockage and slept heavily. Like a python after swallowing a large meal, Azuzithyalé signed to him. Indeed. 
 
    Miss Tricky Paws had never needed this more. 
 
    Rhyl did her rounds whilst Zyran took a turn at the cooking. None of them had been keen to try Wyvern meat. Too gamey. By now it was too late. Storm had swept up every last morsel. 
 
    Unbelievable! How did she burn through it all? 
 
    One insane metabolism. 
 
    He eyed the fledgling while holding Rhyl’s bowl of antiseptic wash for her as she dealt with several thin but deep cuts on his girlfriend’s arms. Super-sharp talons. Azuzithyalé also had a nasty bite wound on her left calf. It would be his turn next, last of the group. The fledgling’s itchiness had seemed to subside over the last days or so, but no doubt given this fresh infusion of protein, she would be sprouting and scratching in no time again. Storm’s body, wings, limbs and muzzle sported numerous wounds too, but she acted too grouchy for anyone to deal with them. That reminded him, the previous cuts in her wing membranes had healed well. This time she sported a broken left wingtip, from which a splinter of bone protruded. That would need attention. 
 
    No doubt it would be his job to force her to keep still whilst they reset the bone. 
 
    Meantime, here was a pile of arrows that needed checking and re-fletching. A few had snapped, but not many. Some good shooting back there. 
 
    “Dinnertime,” Zyran called. 
 
    “What is it?” Rhyl asked. 
 
    “Trail stew a la Prince,” he said, with a winning grin of royal magnificence. 
 
    “As in, exactly what we had yesterday?” she guessed. 
 
    Zyran sagged visibly. “Pretty much. Look, I was too busy helping Keir pinch food from the castle kitchens to actually learn how to cook it. Picked up a few tricks from the good General while we were out there, blazing a trail across the Amarinthian Bulwark –” 
 
    “Och aye,” the Giantess agreed, “such as how now’t to burn it. That took an entire month of lessons.” 
 
    “Excuse me! It’s a delicate operation, cooking over an open fire.” 
 
    “The trout was respectable,” Keir offered. 
 
    What a friend he was. 
 
    “My Dad taught me how to smoke trout on a camping trip we took,” the Prince elaborated. “Mom was livid. We four boys and Dad snuck out of the castle, went camping in the wilds, scoffed a heck of a lot of trout, got eaten alive by mosquitoes and came back three days later to find the whole Kingdom in an uproar. They must have feared we had been abducted by magical glowing Elves from another planet, or … who could ken?” 
 
    Azuzithyalé glanced up, more than startled. She made a querying motion to Keir behind the Prince’s back, causing him to splutter, “Ah, Zyran, my bestest best friend in all of Tyanbran –” 
 
    “What d’ye want, Kestrelfoot?” 
 
    “There may be a wee little something we neglected to tell ye –” 
 
    His girlfriend elbowed him sharply. ‘You didn’t?’ 
 
    “Nae. Sorry,” he whispered quickly. “I think we forgot in the middle of all that catching up. Did we tell them what we heard from the Sacred Trees? Rhyl?” 
 
    Rhyl’s eyes were huge. “Nae, now’t so much. I guess we missed a few details along the way.” 
 
    The Prince stirred his pot peaceably. He had no idea the carpet was about to be yanked out from beneath his feet, did he? 
 
    Rising, Azuzithyalé walked over to Prince Zyran with her bowl in hand. She signed to him, ‘Say, your Highness, about those magical glowing Elves from another planet?’ 
 
    He frowned. “Eh?” 
 
    ‘What exactly do I look like, to you?’ 
 
    It took Zyran’s jaw ever so long to finally drop open, but when it did, it looked as if something had become permanently unhinged inside there. Seriously. Keir worried that his jaw might need medical attention, fast. 
 
    The Prince said something like, Eep? 
 
    The Elfmaiden smiled contentedly. ‘I’m hungry. Food?’ 
 
    General Ja’axu aimed her spoon at Keir. Why him? Whenever trouble brewed, it seemed everyone expected him to be at the bottom of it. Funny how that worked. 
 
    That spoon demanded answers. 
 
    He shrugged, “What? It’s now’t like I kidnapped her out of a sunbeam or anything. But we do have something to share about Azuzithyalé and Auroral Storm Diamond, for that matter. Zyran, my friend, ye might want to be sitting down for this. Dinnae ye let the food burn, nae matter what ye hear, alright?” 
 
    The Prince’s wild-eyed befuddlement made him swallow a mouthful down the wrong way. Keir managed to inhale and choke on his own food in response. 
 
    Rhyl clapped him between the shoulder blades. “Serves ye right, ye beast!” 
 
    Keir coughed unhappily, wiping his eyes. “I guess …” 
 
    “He’s yanking my chain?” Zyran asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Nae, darling,” said the Elfmaiden. 
 
    “Why’s the Human always the last to ken everything? Please, smack him again. Harder!” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The wind dropped overnight. The dawn was eerily silent. When Mauve rose, it was red rather than a nice, comforting purple. Keir rubbed his eyes and wondered if he had not indeed stepped onto another planet, he felt that dislocated. Or through time. Miss Diamond Scales seemed … fatter. As in, she had bulged out of her scaly raiment overnight and was now a five month-old wearing the hide of a two month-old. Her hide looked overstretched and ridiculously uncomfortable. 
 
    Everyone else looked normal. Ja’axu slept lightly, Rhyl snoozed sweetly immaculate, Azuzithyalé fought some sort of martial arts battle with her cloak and Zyran drooled on his outflung arm. 
 
    After watering a handy rock, Keir wondered why they had not set a watch for the night. That was a little foolish. Since the sun was so weird, he went to wake the quarter Giantess, but she had no clue what it meant either. Nor could she fathom why the wind might have dropped. It was never completely still in this season, she said, rubbing her eyes groggily. Keir shivered and wondered aloud if a cave might not be far more advisable accommodation? Or, somewhere a hundred miles away from whatever was about to strike right here? 
 
    His neck was not just prickling. He felt as if his skin were being pared away with calculated menace by two or three icy, sharp talons. 
 
    Go with the instincts? 
 
    Summoning up his inner Commander Kalar, Keir roared, “Everyone awake, NOW!” 
 
    Well, that got them moving. 
 
    And growling a few naughty words. 
 
    He explained in terse sentences. Last time this kind of instinct had gripped him, they had barely survived a Darkfall storm in the Amarinthian Bulwark. This feeling was no different. If anything, it was sharper. 
 
    His friends were debating the eminently reasonable question, ‘If we’re going to run, then where shall we run to?’ when there came a faraway, strangely metallic crackling of thunder and lightning seemed to spark from clouds he had not even noticed, all around the western horizon and up to the north. Exactly at once. From hand-sized but rapidly swelling grey thunderheads arranged around said horizon in a regular pattern. The massed lightning phenomenon struck a second time. 
 
    Keir opened his mouth. 
 
    Zyran said, “Anyone else have a bad feeling we should be running for our lives?” 
 
    Storm was rigid with terror. 
 
    He had never seen her react like this. Eyes black. Body unresponsive, yet every muscle had locked in place. Immovable. Like a petrified chunk of diamond. He froze, too. What had happened to his Diamond Dragoness? It was as if something of what she was feeling leached through to him, extinguishing his ability to reason. Weakness speared into his knees. Terror consumed his soul. 
 
    His throat worked until he could force out a low rasp, “Hunters.” 
 
    That was the only word he knew. The one word in his head. 
 
    It was Azuzithyalé who smacked them into motion with a flurry of blows and hand signs, ordering Ja’axu to lift the fledgling onto her shoulders while Rhyl and Zyran ran ahead to the edge of the canyon. She had the sense that there must be some place, a cave or a crevice, in which they could take shelter. This exposed gulley was no good. The cliff was their only chance. 
 
    Golden hands pressed golden light into his eyes, bringing clarity to his mind. 
 
    His body jerked into motion. Suddenly his brain was working again; only, it was at the speed of light. Hunters. Dragon hunters. Whatever was out there, he knew that they hunted just one creature of the six here - Auroral Storm Diamond. He and his friends were superfluous. These creatures had power beyond his understanding, power that could brush up against a mind from hundreds of miles away, power that ravaged the kind of life she displayed and turned it to dust. They consumed her manifestation of magic, revelling in the freshness of her draconic life, in the innocence of her life’s experience. 
 
    His boots pounded the ground without feeling, leading the group up to the canyon. The grey thunderheads swept in from the horizon at a frightening speed; what manner of creatures might be hid within, he wondered? His sense was of beings that were not metallic like those strange Reavers, but something altogether different; something older and more … oceanic? Did he have that right? 
 
    For here in his nostrils was a most unexpected salty-fresh tang, one he remembered from a storm that had swept over the Kingdom of Sharim, bringing to a boy’s nostrils a particular scent his father had told him, originated in the Cyantar Ocean. The memory was clear as that tang of salt. 
 
    Had there been a hint of this in the storm which had swept over Drakabis Abyss the night Storm’s egg came to him? A sense of the unholy hunt? 
 
    Just as he wondered why no wind accompanied the moving storms, a fresh, cold breeze plucked at his clothing. The briny scent was distinct now, tickling his flaring nostrils. 
 
    Here came Azuzithyalé loping up beside him, warning him of the edge, the drop-off. They scooted forward with all haste, checking the rocky, weathered edge and even over the edge. The fledgling slumped insensate over Ja’axu’s broad shoulders. For many long minutes, the group ran and searched and searched and ran, finding nothing. No relief. The grey battalions surged closer and ever larger through a sky turned crimson, as if blood must most surely be spilled this day. Massed lightning rent the flat, featureless Highlands for miles and miles and miles. Hundreds of strikes. Thousands. Like a vast dragnet closing in. Anything left outside would be obliterated within seconds. 
 
    The wind picked up, gusting so sharply now it was becoming dangerous to stand too close to the edge. Its wailing had a demented edge similar to that Darkfall he remembered. Yet if she was born of storm, why was this not her element? Why could she not draw power from these creatures or, at least, why was she not immune? 
 
    Suddenly Zyran paused ahead of him, pointing excitedly. A narrow animal trail, perhaps, led down the cliff here. Could that be a cave mouth? Just a gash in the rock. Rhyl darted down to investigate. Forty feet away, she waved urgently. 
 
    Ja’axu cried, “Nae way we’re getting her down there on my shoulders!” 
 
    “Wheelbarrow carry!” he shouted back. 
 
    “Two? Och aye, that’ll do.” 
 
    “Rope!” Zyran held up a cord. “All ye three! And me! Azuzithyalé, get down there first and help Ja’axu – for Santazathiar’s sake, dinnae let her slip!” 
 
    ‘Ok,’ she signed. 
 
    “I’m on this end with Keir,” the Prince added, glancing at the incoming storm. “Let’s move!” 
 
    Tying the rope first to Storm’s waist, they roped themselves together either side of her– Azuzithyalé first, then Ja’axu, the fledgling, Keir and Zyran. They edged charily down the narrow trail, a vertical drop of well over a mile gaping right beside their boots. In places, the footing was less than eight inches wide. The only way the Giantess did not topple over the edge was to twist her shoulders sideways. Azuzithyalé hung onto her belt with one hand while she gripped handholds on the cliff face with the other. Ja’axu shifted her grip on Storm’s neck to one-handed in order to add her grip to the Elfmaiden’s. 
 
    Shuffle, shuffle, grip and strain, shuffle again. 
 
    Inanely, Keir wondered if this was the first time he had ever seen the Giantess appear afraid. 
 
    The wind howled over the barren Highlands above. The thunder was a constant drumroll now, shaking rocks and sand loose of the cliff face. Twisting his neck, he saw two of the thunderheads approaching along the canyon, but they seemed leery of moving right out over the open – as if they could not quite fly, but were perhaps capable of hovering above solid ground? 
 
    “Ten feet more!” Zyran yelled in his ear. 
 
    One way to make his friend nearly leap off the cliff in fright. Azuzithyalé stood right at the narrow gash in the rock. Was it even deep enough to hold all of them? 
 
    Suddenly, an unearthly shriek carried upon the wind. Storm came alive without warning, twisting and screaming as if in mortal pain, struggling blindly against the ropes and fighting the grip upon her neck and paws. Wings thrashed in the narrow space. 
 
    “Hold her!” Keir roared. 
 
    Paws kicked away from the cliff face. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18: Sonic Squid 
 
      
 
    THE SHRIEK SOUNDED A second time as Keir and Ja’axu fought with all their strength to hold the fledgling. It was like an eagle’s piercing cry, hauntingly lovely yet terrifying, only a hundred times louder. Auroral Storm Diamond snapped at the ropes holding her, but the General was faster. Throwing herself atop the distressed fledgling, she wrapped her up in her arms to stop her from escaping. Both toppled over the edge. 
 
    Keir had a millisecond to react. Twisting his upper body, he grabbed for handholds upon the cliff face behind him. A fingertip’s grip. A spire of rock beneath his right hand. Then, a monstrous weight stretched him from the waist. His shoulders creaked like old hinges under the tension. He cried out in despair as Azuzithyalé, trapped by the rope linking her to Ja’axu, was dragged over the edge too. Zyran first steadied himself but then went for the rope, trying to relieve the strain. 
 
    All should have been lost. But the rock held. His right-hand grip held and Keir’s body somehow remembered a way of draconic strength. The rope bucked as the fledgling fought with manic strength, threatening to dislodge his grip. 
 
    Only one thing to do. He yelled down, “Knock her out!” 
 
    Ja’axu cried, “What?” 
 
    “Knock – her – out!” 
 
    Sorry, Storm! That dark fist swung in a brief arc. Done. 
 
    The poor thing in her sack of old hide hung limp from the rope at his waist. 
 
    Freaking brute, he was … but what choice did they have? That or death. No other way. 
 
    Azuzithyalé found herself handholds, face blanched with anxiety but never more determined. Still the one thinking clearly, she reached out from below to guide Ja’axu’s boots to sound footing. Between them, they slowly climbed back out of the void and up to the level of the tiny ledge. All he could do was to hold firm as his companions slowly pulled Storm back up the cliff face. He tried not to think of how great a drop yawned beneath her paws. 
 
    Suddenly, Zyran bellowed, “That … thing! It’s almost overhead! Get us out of here!” 
 
    How had he missed its approach? 
 
    Keir’s hair felt as if it were being pulled out of his scalp by the electrical charge building in the air. He heard and felt the individual lightning strikes now. One of the eerie thunderheads would soon be directly above them. He knew what must come. Without a doubt. Reaching for his belt with his left hand, he drew one ska’etaz and pointed it diagonally aloft at the incoming beast, channelling all his fear and rage into igniting it with lightning. Keerack! 
 
    Lightning smashed into the path on which they stood. Again, closer. The clouds slowly, ever so slowly, began to topple over the edge. Had he actually hit it? Damaged it? 
 
    Responding belatedly to his friends’ cries, he unpeeled his fingers from the rock and followed Ja’axu as she hauled Storm unceremoniously into the cavern. He moved so fast that he almost yanked Zyran off his feet, but his friend had a death grip of his weapons belt and together, they tumbled inside at the last second. 
 
    “What the –” The Giantess swore furiously, kneeling beside Storm. The fledgling lay senseless. “Oh, lass, I dinnae ken what the infernal hells those things were, but yer safe here, in the noo. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    To the tune of one final, despairing shriek, the strange cloud toppled slowly past the jagged cave entrance, the grey mist thinning as if in death. Within, a hooded shape trailing many thick black ropes floated in eerie stillness. It was unmoving or unresponsive, despite the unfolding disaster. Dead centre in the hood stood a single red eye that burned upon them with a hatred as old as time itself. 
 
    Then, it dropped away into the canyon. 
 
    He checked his companions, each one. “Alright? Everyone alright?” 
 
    Wan nods around the circle. Zyran gathered Rhyl into his arms, shaking as he caressed her hair, then her cheek. Azuzithyalé bent to check Ja’axu’s arm, dripping blood from a deep gash upon her elbow. Keir massaged the Elfmaiden’s back as he examined Storm as well. Still breathing? Why was her colour so mottled? Nothing was broken or … well, torn apart? 
 
    Ah, he noticed that Storm had ripped her hide right along the double row of spine spikes. Beneath, a new layer of scales gleamed with that characteristic inner light. Good. He could deal with torn, peeling hide. That must be the reason for her poor colour. 
 
    Carefully, he edged to the entrance to try to look out. If he was not mistaken, the unnatural storm continued to sweep on across the Highlands, having failed to exterminate its quarry by a whisker. 
 
    Keir balled his fists. He wanted to punch something. Hard. 
 
    No words could express the despair and fury that clenched his heart. So close to losing everyone and everything. But together, by a miracle, they had pulled through and the trembling of the ground receded by the moment. What were those things? Not Reavers. Something else … a different class of alien predator entirely. How could he ever keep his loved ones safe against creatures like these? 
 
    Zyran piped up, “So, who’s for breakfast then?” 
 
    Dazed laughter. 
 
    “Since we’ve escaped being on the menu and all,” the Prince added soberly, then cracked a huge grin. “I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, there will be no flash-roasted haunch of Elf served in boiled leather with a side of melted weapons, this morning.” 
 
    Keir groaned. “Stars alive, Zyran, are the bad jokes now’t usually my responsibility?” 
 
    “I’m the caring, sharing sort of Prince – which reminds me, as my subject, it is your sworn duty to laugh at all my jokes, and I dinnae care how terrible or inappropriate they might be.” 
 
    “That’s yer best joke yet,” he suggested slyly. 
 
    Rhyl winked at the Prince. “Can I be yer subject too, Yer Mighty Highness? Please? I’ll be very … dutiful.” 
 
    Oof. Major flirtation in the air! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Quietly, the companions settled around their Dragoness to wait for her to recover. Ja’axu made her comfortable upon a backpack and borrowed Zyran’s travel cloak to lay over her. Rhyl fiddled with her herbs and powders, eventually settling upon a mixture that went into the inevitable small kettle of Elven tea. 
 
    “Last of our coal,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Cold tea from now on for naughty boys,” Zyran said, clasping Keir’s shoulder. “Ye alright there, my friend? Say, might there have been something else ye forgot to tell us all in this tale of other worlds? Diamonds on legs, queen’s treasury on legs, dangly alien rope things with freaky intelligent eyes and a nasty habit of hunting Dragons? Where are they from, these –” 
 
    “Squid,” said Ja’axu. “They appeared to be some kind of squid.” 
 
    “Normal or mutant?” Rhyl asked. 
 
    Keir said, “For the ignorant mountain boys around here, would ye mind telling us what exactly a squid is? Some kind of ocean creature? Which should live in water and never freaking fly over mountains a thousand miles from the nearest ocean hunting Dragons for the pot, Santazathiar’s sake!” 
 
    Azuzithyalé touched his arm and made a ‘simmer down’ gesture. 
 
    “I am bloody calm!” 
 
    Rattling groan, head in hands, apologetic peck on the cheek. 
 
    His girlfriend’s smile seemed undaunted, which fairly much described her emerging personality, in Keir’s wholly unbiased opinion. Dauntless. Incisive. Warm and caring. All-round golden in the very best sense of the word. 
 
    Perhaps he might not forget to mention interfering Faerie peoples like Mushroom Pixies in addition to funky flying squid, Reavers, Certanshi and … he shook his head slowly. One murdering alien race at a time. 
 
    He said, “Alright, help me with one detail at a time, please. Squid are …” 
 
    Taking up a sliver of stone, Ja’axu sketched on the floor between their feet. “An oceangoing creature shaped like this. Slim, tubular mantle – two large eyes for seeing in the dark of the deeps, as I recall – plus these tentacles which have toothy suckers on them for gripping their prey. The one I saw washed up from the Cyantar was measured at thirty-two feet long. Legends have them reaching five times that size. The mouth is similar to a bird’s beak and it hides beneath the rim of the mantle. Any other observations?” 
 
    ‘It’s a lot like that Reaver we saw,’ Azuzithyalé signed, drawing another sketch next to Ja’axu’s. ‘That creature –’ 
 
    “Or machine,” Keir put in. Ouch. Be patient! “Sorry I interrupted.” 
 
    She nodded. ‘You’re right. It had a metal carapace shaped like a bell, but in place of the tentacles, it had eerie draconic rollers that seemed to cut like a million axes and hoover up swathes of the jungle.’ 
 
    Side-by-side? The similarities were remarkable. 
 
    Could that be coincidence, or could these alien creatures be related somehow? 
 
    Thinking aloud, Rhyl said, “The Reaver thing behaved like some kind of automaton. It roared, created its own wind and stank like a blacksmith’s forge run amok. It generated huge amounts of heat and flew ponderously, but under its own power. Remember how it hovered over a large canyon without any trouble? This thing – ye hit it, dinnae ye, Keir?” 
 
    “I think so. I mean, I’m not exactly Storm, ye ken? Gave it everything I had, but it felt as if I was just flicking it with a fingertip.” 
 
    Glancing up, the Giantess said, “Ye took it down. That’s a decent result, lad. The thing was unmistakeably intelligent, I saw in its eye. Definitely some kind of intelligence higher than animal, but also … strange. I’d readily believe this alien is now’t that ever belonged to our Tyanbran.” 
 
    “Could one or both of these creatures be what did old Santaclaws in?” Zyran asked. 
 
    Keir rubbed his neck uncomfortably. “Anyone else felt sort of paralysed when they first turned up, like they cast a spell over yer mind?” 
 
    Everyone agreed except for Azuzithyalé, who made a negating gesture. 
 
    “Really?” Zyran and Keir complained as one. 
 
    She shrugged. Communicating so slowly that the Prince shifted impatiently and Keir stamped on his foot to keep him quiet, she signed, ‘They seemed to have some kind of mastery of sound. Was there not some kind of … sonic attack … that called Storm to them – clearly, right? That screech, that’s what started her fighting. Ye were brilliant, General Ja’axu.’ The Giantess smiled. ‘But before that, I wonder if there might not have been a subsonic soundwave which set us all on edge and paralysed her? I definitely sensed something. Ye were all acting strange. Sorry if I … I mean, I shouldn’t have … should I?’ 
 
    Ja’axu reached out to grip her arm in one massive paw. “If yer about to say, ‘Sorry I kicked yer butts and thereby saved yer lives,’ then aye, that’s what ye did. But I dinnae want to hear the word ‘sorry’ heading up that sentence, ye hear me? Ye took the lead. Ye stood up when it counted most and we’re all alive to thank ye for it. Now’t yer place? Pish and fiddle-faddle, lass. That sounds like a slave speaking and I, to be frank, dinnae see nae slaves in this cave. Only trustworthy companions.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé ducked her head, cheeks glowing. 
 
    “Even Mister Tardy Prince over here has his uses, even if he believes he’s always doomed to be last in everything.” Zyran flinched at her directness. Ja’axu said, not unkindly, “Come on, spit it out, lad. Ye have an idea boiling in that Human noggin of yers. I ken ye well enough.” 
 
    “Uh … alright? If I must. Stone?” 
 
    Rhyl passed him her stone with a caress of the fingertips that seemed to embolden him. 
 
    “So, I ken I harp on something awful about being the mere fourth Prince of a realm and my trail cooking is fresh from the swamps …” 
 
    “We’ll fix ye up yet, my friend,” Keir said stoutly. 
 
    “Thanks, like we’ll ever fix yer hairstyle? Nae? But I was just thinking, which I ken is sort of novel – aye, aye, getting to the point. In the mountains at Dragonmas, we give each other presents wrapped up as Santazathiar’s eggs. This symbolises how Santazathiar gave us Humans new life. Dragonmas is a celebration of the miracle of life.” 
 
    He hummed softly: 
 
    What those paws left beneath the Christmas Tree, 
 
    Was life anew for ye and me, 
 
    Wrenched it was from terror and death, 
 
    Wingéd forth upon holy breath, 
 
    O Dragonmas Day … 
 
    “However, we Humans have another saying. ‘Once ye’ve cracked that egg, there’s nae going back.’ Case in point.” He indicated Auroral Storm Diamond. “So, if ye Elven and Giant hares would kindly follow my Human tortoise logic here, this is how I see the matter.” 
 
    He drew four circles on the ground, considered them with his head askance and for good measure, added a couple more. He started sketching their names in runes. “Here’s Olde Earth, here’s the gilded world … this one, we’ll call Storm’s world. Here’s our – Tyanthriel, right? Maybe a few others over here, who knows? So, a wee tale. Once upon a time, Olde Earth got herself into trouble and tried to tear herself apart. Technology ran amok. Here we have a little arrow with wings; this is Santazathiar and his Dragonmas Dragonwing flying to Olde Earth to rescue the Humans and bring us to a brave new world, one furnished now’t with their old technology, but with magic. And other races. Which must have been quite the eye-opener for all those Humans who thought they were special, the only ones, better than anyone else and alone in the Universe.” 
 
    Rhyl pinched his arm fondly. “Ye are special.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He smiled at her gently deprecating teasing. “Now, Santazathiar flew back and forth from one world to another, through a portal, we think. And ye theorise, Keir, that a portal opened that night that Storm’s egg was fired at yer chest and, in an epic flurry of destiny – seizing cunning disguised as acute idiocy, ye jumped into a mile-deep chasm in pursuit of a dream. Dragons were long gone from Tyanbran. Ye begged to differ. But the point is, something opened up to let her in, right?” 
 
    “Perhaps her parents?” Keir agreed. “Go on.” 
 
    Zyran gazed about at the circle of pensive expressions. “So, we have portals opening between worlds. Dragons flying here and there. For example, the Elvenkind have kin on Yæluthiel, the gilded world. It strikes me that people – and Dragons – used to wander back and forth all the time. Maybe the Dragons and Dragon Guardians vanished through portals to heavens ken where. One problem with portals.” He started drawing more arrows. “Portals let stuff in and keep stuff out. Once ye open them, there’s nae going back – or is there? We suspect that Santazathiar might have tried to close off access to this world, shutting the door behind the Dragons and Guardians. Maybe. Ye see, that Dragon might well be impossible to stuff back into the eggshell.” 
 
    “I’m thinking that maybe these sonic squid came from elsewhere and found our oceans very much to their liking. Maybe these Reavers stole technology from Olde Earth and fused it with draconic … parts. Maybe Storm or others of her kind became trapped here or these squid came hunting them. We dinnae ken. What we do ken is that these portals are somehow opening. Something’s getting through again. Otherwise Storm and ye, Azuzithyalé – forgive my foolish tongue the other night – ye would now’t be here in the noo, making our Keir drool into his cup of tea.” 
 
    “I am so now’t. Just panting gently, with steam rising around my face.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé voiced her rough giggle. 
 
    Ja’axu said, “That’s a convincing argument, Zyran. Well done. Terrifying, but well done.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘I wonder if these sonic squid have no natural predators here? Or if they are oceanic creatures, could they have originated in a world of the ocean-born – my home world? Or have been driven out from elsewhere and taken refuge here?’ 
 
    Feeling infuriated that his girlfriend was somehow attempting to justify the horrors of these creatures, Keir stared at Storm. She shifted, stretching out her paws with a sigh and her eyelids flickered. 
 
    “Coming around,” he said. 
 
    After a moment, she blinked and whispered, Wirrit … Keee-irr? Wirrit! 
 
    They’re gone now, darling. Something attacked us. 
 
    Keee-irr … she touched her jaw in surprise. Wirrit ouchie? Wirrit … sorrr-ee. The fledgling shook her head in confusion and poked at her ears. Was ouchie, Keee-irr. 
 
    She threw an accusatory glance at Ja’axu. 
 
    Kneeling, the Giantess held out her arms. “I’m sorry, lass. They wanted to kill ye. I had to punch yer lights out. Hurt my heart to do that and there’s a truth.” The dragonet purred, trying to pull herself onto Ja’axu’s lap. The great arms drew her close. “There now, lass. There now. We got yer back. Those monsters dinnae touch yer pretty scales. It’s all going to be alright.” 
 
    Storm met each of their eyes, one by one. Then, she sighed hugely and shuttered her eyes. Rrr-uv oo all. 
 
    She slept. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the mad dash for cover, Zyran had forgotten his backpack in the gulley. Keir and Azuzithyalé took a romantic stroll across the blasted, smoking wasteland to check what could be salvaged. They hd run further than he remembered, over four miles. The answer was not a lot, apart from the Prince’s Ogre-hide boots, which had incongruously survived when everything else had been destroyed. He had not even noticed his friend had been running barefoot. 
 
    He had to admit, they both had a very long look before daring to venture out onto the Highlands and kept a weather eye on the horizons throughout. 
 
    The grey clouds had vanished as if they had never been. Would they sweep all the way over to the far ocean and disappear there? Or was this some kind of suicide mission? Mauve had returned to a pleasing shade of actual mauve, despite the drifting veils of smoke that darkened the morning. Little had been spared, just as he suspected. Whatever had not contrived to pull the very rock of Tyanbran over its head for protection, had been obliterated. 
 
    Returning, he found Zyran lying flat on his back, having the soles of his feet examined – or tickled – by his fiancée. A sliver of slate had become deeply embedded in the left sole. He was very ticklish, a point which he felt he should most certainly advise his cousin upon, much to the Prince’s dismay. 
 
    “So, how’s the state of the royal Amarinthian toe fungus?” he teased. 
 
    Rhyl pretended to waft a bad odour away from her nose; Azuzithyalé giggled when she realised they were joking. 
 
    Free person humour still surprised her. 
 
    Zyran said, “I’m just teaching my future wife how I like my feet massaged. She must be disabused of the false opinion that royalty should now’t be pampered and cosseted. It is simply about teaching some Elves their place in the forthcoming order of things, I tell ye –” 
 
    The Elfmaiden put her foot on his stomach and assumed a victorious pose. “And for my latest trophy, I present one handsome runaway Prince of Royal Amarinthe –” 
 
    “Hold on a stinking second here!” 
 
    “Nae, my Zyran. Crawling beneath my sole – was that now’t what ye meant by the forthcoming order of things?” She batted her silver eyelashes extravagantly. “What say ye?” 
 
    He lay back with a hearty laugh, fingers laced behind his head. “Massage away, my sweetheart.” 
 
    “I’m afraid this will be massage with the point of a needle, my dear. This cut needs stitches, and in all seriousness, the soles of the feet are very sensitive. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Wicked torturer, I love ye.” 
 
    “Royal wastrel, I love ye, too.” 
 
    “To the ends of Tyanbran and back.” 
 
    She prodded him with her toe. “So, when shall we discuss yer future as a royal footstool in my kingdom?” 
 
    Zyran made a displeased growl in the back of his throat. “What a wild imagination ye have, dearest.” 
 
    Keir helped Azuzithyalé check her weapons and repair the buckle of one of her vambraces before they took an inventory of the food. Not an extensive inventory was the simple answer. Zyran had taken over carrying some of the dried food from Rhyl. That was lost. Stretching their supplies, they might make another three days, but they had a ravenous fledgling to feed. Ja’axu told them that normally the hunting should have begun to improve as the canyon turned more southerly, but now there might be another day or two’s hiking before they found further signs of life. 
 
    Later, Storm woke and began to consume her own hide. Maybe that would help. 
 
    She looked broken. 
 
    He sat her down and had a serious Guardian-to-Dragoness talk about what had happened and what they had discussed afterward. She acted so dispirited that even her new, emerging hide hardly glowed at all. He wanted to order her and Azuzithyalé go and sunbathe, but Ja’axu suggested instead that they make the most of the afternoon to put a few miles under their belts. It would be good to test out Zyran’s injury and make sure they did not press him too hard in a single, long day’s walking. 
 
    They crept up the cliff trail and emerged warily into the open. 
 
    That was when Keir noticed that his trousers had shortened. Or, he had lengthened. Maybe an inch? Honestly? Calling Azuzithyalé over, he measured his growth by the devious means of testing how far he had to bend his neck to touch his lips to hers. She did not seem too averse to the idea. 
 
    ‘Definitely taller,’ she signed. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ Making a throaty gurgling sound of amusement, she stretched up on tiptoes to kiss him again. ‘What’s to be sorry about?’ 
 
    “Heh, ye rascal. Well, I meant to say – mmm, mmm – I wasn’t trying to, but Storm … mmm, well, it’s better than last time, at least. Mmm. I dinnae want to end up being a Giant.” 
 
    Ja’axu clapped his back. “I’ll make a proper wrestling partner of ye yet. Come on, quit pecking each other like a pair of jungle lovebirds. The sun’s westering whilst ye tarry.” 
 
    He daringly made to pinch his girlfriend’s behind. “What about th – yiee!” 
 
    Sword! 
 
    She grinned, winked at him and sheathed her blade in a blur. ‘Just testing your reactions. And mine.’ 
 
    Santazathiar’s oath, she was quick! 
 
    The afternoon’s hiking was slow but steady. By the following noon, it was becoming clear that the trail was turning more and more southerly. They came to a line demarcated by charred bushes to one hand and green upon the other and realised that the hunting squid must have swept straight on East from here. Berry bushes! The group stopped to strip them almost bare. Keir cautioned them to leave a few fruit, as was right and proper. This led to his having to explain Elven beliefs about preserving the natural order to Storm and Azuzithyalé. Thus they whiled away a long, languid afternoon’s walking through thickening scrub and bush, where a little soil filled the cracks and nourished life. 
 
    Storm snacked constantly. 
 
    As Mauve dallied a handspan over the horizon on its way to stoking up the fieriest of purpling sunsets, Zyran startled a young springer buck into flight. Rhyl missed her bowshot but Storm flew after it and executed an awkward but effective ambush out of the setting sun. She had devoured half of the buck by the time they caught up. 
 
    Ja’axu grinned broadly. “Nice work, lass. This will feed us all well this night and on the morrow.” 
 
    Keir said, “If she dinnae finish –” 
 
    Sstorrmm not … hungry morre? She patted her belly as if it had somehow betrayed her. Wirrit nrrr hungry? 
 
    “Well, ye are looking like a moth-eaten carpet,” Zyran complimented her. “Plenty of –” 
 
    Click! She snapped her jaw beside his leg. 
 
    “But ye are still truly beautiful, o mighty Dragoness,” he gabbled, laughing as he gave her loose neck hide a good scratch. “We’ll have this itchy old nonsense off ye in a day or two, never ye worry.” 
 
    “Zyrrr-an moulting?” she asked. 
 
    He touched his nose. “Och aye, there it goes, peeling again. Human skin does moult, but slowly. We have seven layers of skin, did ye ken?” 
 
    “Peel Zyrrr-an?” 
 
    “Nae! That would now’t end well.” 
 
    “He is very appealing, to some people around here,” Keir teased lightly. 
 
    With a buck to enjoy, along with several tasty tubers Ja’axu had found and a smattering of wild vegetables, they stopped for an impromptu feast. Zyran patiently worked at Storm’s hide with one of Azuzithyalé’s knives, of which she had an endless supply. They ate with the hunger and enthusiasm of carnivores. After dinner, Ja’axu unexpectedly decided she might sing a few Giantish songs for them by way of entertainment and Rhyl decided to twist Keir’s arm into singing a few mountains songs. He refused. Aye, they both remembered his mother dropping him in the soup over his singing voice – when had that been? Ah, that day Narini promised his cousin a miracle! Too true. 
 
    “So, ye will now’t?” Rhyl asked, tapping her foot dangerously. 
 
    “Frog in my throat,” he averred, drawing a squeak of laughter from Azuzithyalé, who had not apparently known this was an expression. 
 
    “Last chance, cousin.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, cousin? What’re ye planning to do to me?” 
 
    “Me? Now’t. But I am calling in the elite troops. Azuzithyalé, ye convince him.” 
 
    “Hold on! That’s totally unfair.” 
 
    “We’re women. Fair dinnae even enter the equation.” 
 
    A golden hand stroked his cheek. With a coy smile, Azuzithyalé snuggled closer with a certain purposeful quirk curving her lips. Battle lost. Alright, he protested a little merely to see how many kisses he could get away with, but in truth, a man ought to know when he was soundly beaten. 
 
    He ended up singing rather a lot. 
 
    Keir even enjoyed himself, especially when Storm joined in and threw him off kilter, off key and then into helpless laughter at her snide interjections and mimicry. 
 
    Narini had been right. He had forgotten the joy of singing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19: Giant Territory 
 
    10th of Julius Month 
 
    Summer’s Richness 
 
      
 
    ONCE STORM HAD SHUCKED and consumed the remnants of her previous hide, completing her second moult, she seemed to stretch out before their eyes once more. Her flanks grew lean and her appetite draconic. She hunted daily. Ja’axu stretched out her arms and showed Keir how she had now reached an estimated eleven feet from nose to tail, when one threw in the length of her ever-twitching tail. If she fully straightened her legs, she now reached Keir’s lower ribcage. Licking his face was no problem at all. She stood eye-to-eye with Rhyl, who measured a diminutive four feet and seven without her boots. 
 
    When they walked side by side, he fell into a habit of resting one hand upon her back. Auroral Storm Diamond seemed to want to renew their connection with one another; three times, she drew him into that imprinting bond in order to share soul space. Keir had the impression she might be taking his measure now as a man. The melding of minds felt easier, less intrusive and more like a deep rapport, where they were growing so close they could read one another’s thoughts and the desires of their hearts. 
 
    Had a friendship ever been this close? 
 
    Moreover, the fledgling grew noticeably more protective of Azuzithyalé. It felt a most natural response to the course of his heart, but he wondered how he might feel if she one day found a boy Dragon of her own. Would he be as non-resentful of their relationship as the Elfmaiden seemed to be? The moments the two clashed, however contrariwise put him at his ease. Conflict was normal or there would be no relationship at all. The real challenge would be how he managed two strong female relationships in his life, each with their own needs, hopes and wishes. Not easy when they came with a colossal pawful of attitude or understated determination – both knew their own minds, but in very different ways. 
 
    Hard not to feel trapped in the middle sometimes. 
 
    They had been nigh two weeks on the trail away from the jungles when at last, in a great serpentine bend of the canyon, they saw the cataract Ja’axu had dubbed ‘the mother of them all.’ Here, the riverbed dropped two miles in the course of nine. The canyon narrowed and the waters passed through five consecutive chutes. Even from four miles above, they could hear the roaring as the pulse of the river quickened; the turquoise waters became white-capped and visibly frisky and on the banks, they occasionally caught sight of green and gold river serpents that were, according to the Giants, little cousins of the Dracowurms. 
 
    Taking a break above the canyon, Ja’axu rolled her shoulders and said, “This rapid is regarded as the start of the Darûz proper, of Giantish territory – although nae single Darûz owns this area. It’s a kind of communal zone for prospecting and hunting, an ungoverned and ungovernable wilderness which attracts a certain type of Giant, if ye follow the drift of my snows.” 
 
    “Wild and woolly?” said Zyran. 
 
    “Rugged outdoors type?” said Rhyl. 
 
    ‘Boisterous and booming?’ Azuzithyalé put in. 
 
    “Social outcasts?” Keir suggested, earning himself both a black look and a nod. 
 
    “All of the above,” said the Giantess. “Right, little folks – of which I shall be doubtless labelled one – let’s work on our greetings one more time. Remember to include gender, respect and time of day. Greetings are important.” 
 
    “Greetings are the most complex aspect of Giantish, but also the most important,” Keir noted, in an accurate impression of her accent. “Master this and ye –” 
 
    Bar-bê-yoldûm! 
 
    He stared at her. “Did ye just call me a cockroach?” 
 
    “Very good, Keir! A white cockroach – bê-yoldûm. If ye dinnae hear that insult during yer first five minutes in a roomful of Giants from different Darûz, I will personally eat my greatsword.” 
 
    “How do I respond?” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Onnê … yar-Jônba na-yoldûm? 
 
    “All Giants are cockroaches?” He winced. “Ow’t but that, lad. Anything under good Mauve but that! Nay, maybe a wee little joke might set them at ease. Actually, I need to think it through. Come on. The Darûz await.” 
 
    Ja’axu forged on with a new spring in her step. 
 
    The cataracts were spectacular enough to attract hours of watching. They saw great white plumes tumbling over a mighty waterfall, a rapid a mile long and a half-mile tall that blasted sprays of white water in every direction like a geyser and even a trio of cataracts that braided together before falling at last into quieter waters, a canyon-bound turquoise lake fringed by white-tipped reeds and immense copper cliffs, a place of extraordinary beauty – and danger, Ja’axu warned. Never trust any water in the Darûz, unless it was a clear puddle or poured from your own gourd. 
 
    They seemed to have vaulted into the heavens, but that was only because they had reached the upper region of the Darûz-anêd-Mykûn, where the distance from summit to water already approached four and a half miles. The greatest canyons reached an almighty six miles in depth, down near where the canyon maze fed out and eventually watered the swamps of the Certanshi lowlands. 
 
    Keir reminded himself that they were still over four hundred miles from Barûd-dûm-Layura, the legendary citadel of the Giant Dragon Guardians which, according to their able guide, was also located slap-bang in the middle of the wildest Darûz in all Giantdom. Apparently, having a moniker ‘the wildest’ in the Giant territories was something pretty special – not a good sort of special for those approaching by any means apart from the air, he had concluded. The citadel was deliberately not made very accessible even for the locals. Since they had no choice in the matter, the plan was to find someone lunatic enough to take them there in the Giant equivalent of a boat, an Amphibi-Motile. 
 
    Sounded like a Keir sort of plan. 
 
    ‘Excited?’ 
 
    He turned to smile at Azuzithyalé, who had just written on his shoulder. He was learning to watch closely for those moments when a smile or a glance might communicate things for which another person would rely upon speech. “Och aye, just a little. How did ye ken?” 
 
    ‘The skip just now.’ 
 
    “I was jumping off a boulder.” 
 
    ‘Like a frisky fledgling.’ Oh, alright. Frowning, however, she touched the necklet that had never been removed from about her neck and said, ‘This started tingling yesterday.’ 
 
    “Eh? Why?” 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’ve no idea what it might mean. I’m apprehensive about going down there and finding out, Keir.’ 
 
    He scratched his head. “Well, please tell me if ye think anything changes or if ye have any further ideas about what might be happening, dear one. Maybe there could be something down there, or even some artefact at Barûd-dûm-Layura, which has triggered the magic of yer necklet?” She made an assenting gesture. “Has it ever –” 
 
    ‘No. No, dear Keir.’ 
 
    Suddenly, she was clinging to him in a most uncharacteristic way. “What is it? Azuzithyalé?” 
 
    ‘I don’t know – but I … I don’t want to lose ye.’ 
 
    “I’m now’t going anywhere,” he said, putting his arms about her shoulders. Alright. Way to freak him right out of his boots! 
 
    Storm stepped around behind her from the other side to nuzzle her hip and arm with her muzzle. Keee-irr and Sstorrm belong Zhuzhi. Zhuzhi safe. Running out of words, she clacked her fangs together and growled at an unseen enemy. Sstorrm eye watch wirrit … be. Sstorrm rrr-uv Zhuzhi! 
 
    The girl patted her with her hand, laughing soundlessly. ‘Storm is wonderful.’ 
 
    Sstorrm know. Ssay iss good. Safe-safe-safe! 
 
    ‘Dear fire-heart, I believe you will always come for me or for Keir, no matter what.’ 
 
    If this was some kind of intuition, he thought with a shudder, he was going to watch that girl like a hawk. Like a Dragoness! He resolved to speak to Storm and to the others about this development. If the magic of her permanently secured necklet was playing up, something must be in the wind. Something unrelated to Reavers, Certanshi or evil Dragon-hunting squid from the depths of the Cyantar Ocean. Was there yet another enemy out there? One that threatened Azuzithyalé specifically? Or conversely, could there be an opportunity to discover what had become of her parents and the reason she had been abandoned on the shores of an uncrossable ocean? 
 
    Why did it seem that everywhere he and Storm turned, their enemies multiplied and answers had never been more scant? For the umpteenth time, he wished Santaclaws and his Dragon Guardians had not covered their tracks so blasted well. One traitor! One minor oversight! Was it too much to ask for? 
 
    Very gently, he raised Azuzithyalé’s chin with his forefinger. Gazing into her green-gold eyes, he said quietly: 
 
    We are one. Come what may, I am yours. If I ever got stolen away or stuck somewhere or lost halfway across the universe – if anything you could imagine should befall – know that I would move the heavens and all Tyanbran to come back for you, Azuzithyalé. I understand it’s difficult to believe, but I cannot put it into a truth plainer than this: you are worth it. And I’d be relying on you to go beat the freaking stuffing out of the Certanshi meantime, alright? 
 
    She laughed soundlessly, pressing herself against him as if she feared any second he would merge with a stray beam of light and vanish forever. 
 
    Useful that he did not plan to, right? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Prince Zyran hummed a Christmas tune as he cheerfully skinned another buck for the pot. Storm was already nosing about with rumbly-tummy intent, joking in her Arami voice she had developed, that she had the ‘hungries.’ No surprises there. 
 
    O little town of Amarinthe, 
 
    How still I see thee lie, 
 
    Above thy brow the Mauve setting sun, 
 
    Doth shine blessings from on high … 
 
    Really. In the blazing sun, just two weeks after midsummer and he was humming Christmas tunes? The Prince was out of whack. 
 
    “Good shot, beloved,” he complimented Rhyl. Storm was acting put out that she had hunted fruitlessly for two hours, while the Elfmaiden had gone to relieve herself and taken down a spotted-diver buck with a reflex shot on the way. “I shall instruct my good man Keir to clean yer arrow and return it forthwith to the quiver from which it was plucked.” 
 
    “We’re in a good mood,” Keir sniped mildly. 
 
    “I like my venison,” he said. “Rump steak for ye as usual, o noble, mighty and indubitably magnificent Dragon Guardian?” 
 
    “Thank ye kindly, Highness.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see a hunting party heading upstream,” Ja’axu commented, standing fearlessly upon a boulder to gaze down into the canyon. 
 
    Keir wandered over to join her. “That’s a good sign, right? Where are they?” 
 
    “Those silver specks. It’s a prospecting party, most likely. First cut of the gemstones and ores that wash downstream during the Springtide rush. No-one knows where they come from, but the pickings in the early season are said to be the best.” 
 
    “Isn’t this quite late already?” he asked. 
 
    “Och aye, but it depends on the water levels and the riverine serpents. Also, it’s a fair journey here from the inhabited Darûz, which is only possible after the floods recede. Some Giants might overwinter here but now’t many. It’s a pretty isolated spot.” She pointed again. “Just behind that promontory we will find the Vathûyn-bar-Tamûl. There’s a main station tucked into the cliff above the meltwater high point, and down below at river level, a moveable pontoon where they anchor the Amphi-Motiles during the season.” 
 
    “Busy is good, right?” 
 
    “Could be. It rather depends on who’s there and which Darûz is fighting whom at the moment. Generally we To’olîngs are non-aggressive, but we do get picked on and the only way among Giants – well,” she sighed, “it’s a bit like dealing with a playground bully. All they understand is force, now’t reason.” 
 
    Noticing Azuzithyalé listening in, Keir beckoned her closer. 
 
    What a fine boyfriend he was. Especially since he could now slip an arm about her trim waist and smell the sweet, almost citrusy scent of her hair, which never seemed to fade. Zyran remained rather taken by Rhyl’s blossoms, but natural fragrance was a pretty impressive recommendation in itself. 
 
    Viewed from the perspective of the Human half of his heritage, some aspects of Elven life were downright peculiar. Highly attractive, mind. But jungle would ever be jungle – rich, exotic and mysterious – and part of the Elven heritage in ways that were difficult for a Human to understand. Like talking to trees. Or growing one’s own hair blossoms. He chuckled to himself. His cousin had been terrified of brushing out her hair ever since. She did not want to damage the Sacred Tree’s gift. Handily, she had discovered that the blossoms grew back within minutes. She had been testing the harvest of petals – the world’s worst case of floral dandruff, he had teased, provoking an alarming exhibition of wrath – for medicinal properties. Typical Rhyl! 
 
    After telling Ja’axu about the premonition, they chatted for a while before the delicious scent of steak being grilled over coals encouraged the wanderers back to camp. The General liked her steak severely charred on the outside and red on the inside, like most Giants. Kill the meat and kill it again, was the motto. Keir could not understand turning good meat into charcoal. A sniff of heat either side, add a few spices and down it went. Storm was entirely unfussy, not even bothered if it was still moving or not. Perhaps movement added to the excitement? 
 
    After that, he and Azuzithyalé decided to avail themselves of a romantic spot overlooking a spectacular mauve and crimson sunset that streamed the length of the mighty canyon, but found that Zyran and Rhyl had already pinched their chosen boulder. Rude. After settling in a little farther along the rim, legs dangling over a gorgeous outlook, Keir heard a subtle but familiar paw-tread nearby and sighed. Apparently, he was not destined to have time alone with his girlfriend this evening. 
 
    She touched his fingers. ‘She’s anxious about the Darûz, too.’ 
 
    Keee-irr, worree! 
 
    As if. That word was spelled ‘jealousy’ or he was a purple-spotted bee-eater. 
 
    Just one more thing he and a growing fledgling needed to talk about. Every now and again he would prefer a little privacy with his girlfriend, thank you kindly. He scowled down into the canyon. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond settled herself very deliberately behind their backs, before curving her muzzle around onto the Elfmaiden’s lap and her long tail alongside Keir’s legs, dangling over the edge. Then, she curled up a touch, drawing them all together. Those half-lidded eyes had never been fierier, never more full of a knowing glint of radiance. Incredible how her fire-in-fire pupils could communicate so much just by their tenor. Tonight they seemed to be more fully golden, reflecting Azuzithyalé’s natural colour, gleaming as the last rich rays of the day highlighted her beautiful skin with a furnace glow. 
 
    She snuggled again, her tail curling around onto Keir’s lap, her nose now almost reaching his legs from the other side. Fiery red hair spiralled along his arm and tickled his cheek. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she murmured, Sstorrm family. 
 
    So that was it. 
 
    Now he felt like the biggest chump in all of Tyanbran. 
 
    Azuzithyalé stroked Storm’s head, her eyes growing moist at the corners. Keir sighed. He missed his family, aye, but at least he knew them. He could picture their faces and send them each a goodnight blessing in Santazathiar’s name. Every night, he remembered them. He was a bit silly about rituals like this, but … well, it mattered. 
 
    Neither of his girls had such a privilege. 
 
    He ached – ah, how he ached for them! Would that he could have changed this fate. 
 
    The fledgling chuckled softly, Rrromm-anntic? 
 
    Oh aye, us three together, Keir whispered back. Very romantic, my darling. 
 
    Azuzithyalé pinched his hand gently. She must sense what he was thinking and meant, ‘go easy on the sarcasm.’ He subsided with an inward mutter. Very much the grumpy ingrate, eh? How very understanding, Keir. How very generous and unselfish. 
 
    The highest peaks of the Amarinthian Bulwark now stood beyond the western horizon. All the flat sweep of the Highlands either side of this natural wonder, carved like an immense axe stroke into the heart of the world, grew purple and hazy as evening drew a shroud of mystery over the land. From their perspective, the sun sank right down into the cleft of the canyon. Mauve-tinged golden light streamed toward them as if a door had been cracked upon the greatest treasury in all Tyanbran, stressing the ruggedness of the terrain, the stillness of the waters below and the height and variegated earthy colours of the great cliff ramparts. 
 
    Very soon, the fledgling’s breathing slowed and deepened. Keir decided that not all was bad. Leaning against a slumbering Dragon was like settling against a warm sofa for two. Besides, this one came with companionship perks. Thereafter, a smidgen of romance might have developed, but he was not telling. 
 
    Not even his Dragon need know. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    His morning started with Prince Zyran throwing up somewhere nearby, out of sight but definitely not out of earshot. Rising, Keir went to check up on his friend. Gastric bug, most likely. Lovely morning to turn one’s stomach inside out, by the sounds of things. 
 
    The Prince groaned piteously and held his stomach. “Thanks, Keir – would ye ask Rhyl – while I – bleeergh!” 
 
    “Easy there, my Prince.” 
 
    “Can ye not – bloooaargghh!” Zyran spluttered, “Nae titles, hear me? Just – holy Santazathiar this – blaaargh!” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “I don’t wish, but this illness … oh no …” 
 
    Ja’axu suggested it was most likely sandfly bite. Easily treated, but he would be feeling bilious for a few days. With Keir’s help, Zyran staggered back into camp and collapsed on his bedroll. Moaning. Complaining. Rhyl winked at Azuzithyalé and murmured something about men and their tender stomachs. Storm snuck off to go investigate what the Prince had just expelled; Keir yelled at her. She hissed in his direction and stalked off in a huff to go chase lizards. She could definitely huff and puff with the moodiest teenager. He wondered what age exactly her current stage of development might equate to. Young teen? 
 
    A fiery thought zinged back into his awareness. Someone was listening. 
 
    Oh, go chase a few lizards, he thought crossly. 
 
    For the first time, a very clear image returned to him – one of Keir chasing someone else’s tail! 
 
    Storm, that is so inappropriate. I do not chase her tail, he snorted. 
 
    Kissy-kissy Keir, she chortled. 
 
    Oh, very well. She was not that far off the mark, after all. That was one mighty fine tail, in his slightly biased opinion. Now, how would they get the Prince back on his feet and walking this morning? 
 
    As it turned out, through sheer stubbornness. Feeling somewhat better after a herbal infusion, Zyran staggered along for a few hours – sweating by the bucketload and repeatedly letting everyone know how miserable he was – and made it to the lift. There should have been a lift down the cliff, but the plinth that controlled the mechanism had two handwritten signs attached to it, scrawled in Giantish. The first said the lift was out of order. The second suggested, in crude anatomical detail, that unwelcome visitors to the Giant realms might prefer to leave quickly and precisely in which way. 
 
    Ja’axu crumpled that one in her fist. “Giants! Probably some stupid joke. Well, it’s the steps for us.” 
 
    Zyran’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    The Giantess said, “I’ll give ye a ride.” 
 
    “This is humiliating.” 
 
    “It’ll pass,” she said bluntly. “Keir, ye want to take my greatsword? And the soul blade? If we redistribute a few things –” 
 
    “Worst day of my life,” the Prince whimpered. 
 
    “Ye must live a charmed life then, lad,” the General snorted. Clearly, the matter of sympathy was not to be pushed very far with her. “Look, ye are now’t doing steps in yer condition. There are four miles of steps to fall down and plenty of toothy critters in that lake that would love to enjoy a wee royal dinner. Want to risk it?” 
 
    He threw Rhyl a pleading glance. She growled, “Nae!” 
 
    Zyran acceded with ill grace. 
 
    Fie, the greasy-fingered kitchen slave! Mæ’iêti snapped the instant Keir touched him. He almost fumbled the blade. Careful, you benighted fool. I am valuable – far more valuable than you, to be certain. 
 
    Sorry, ah – 
 
    Sorry? That barely begins to cut the mustard, you blithering simpleton. I require the very highest standard of care. Why, I’ll have you know, I am the noblest, most magnificent exemplar of my kind all Tyanbran – 
 
    Keir snapped, Santazathiar’s oath, I missed you too, you rusty old windbag. 
 
    Windbag? Windbag? The nerve! Listen here, you pointy-eared, lily-livered excuse for a shrinking violet … 
 
    He shut out the blade’s griping. One slip in concentration and someone would be taking an unwanted, terminal flying lesson. Even Mæ’iêti would not appreciate that. 
 
    Down the steps they went. They were recessed and carved into the sheer cliff face for the most part in a zig-zag pattern that still displayed many of the original chisel marks. One row for Giant-sized legs. Another for rather smaller legs. There was no guardrail, just weathered wooden beams to facilitate the traverse each time the steps turned and jagged down again. Unending. Soon every knee ached and every back throbbed, but they pressed on. Ja’axu seemed indefatigable. Storm hopped into the air from time to time, bored with the walking, practising her takeoffs and landings. Driven by that fledgling urge to try, to learn, to master the physical demands of her environment, she now bellied down the sheer rock face like a vast diamond lizard. 
 
    Once, Keir cried out as she slipped and tumbled free, smacking her flailing wings sharply against the unforgiving granite, but she recovered by dint of running vertically downward before spreading her wings and taking off in that orientation! 
 
    Phew. How was she not absolutely terrified? He patted his heart and grinned up at Azuzithyalé, next in line behind him. 
 
    She shrugged. What was he worried about? 
 
    Nothing important, apparently. Just being Mister Overanxious, as usual. 
 
    Every so often, the steps opened onto the vertical chimney which housed the lift cables. They paused a couple of times to rest. Storm idly chased a few sparrows and high-dwelling birds, but seemed more intent on fun and play than eating them. The teal and red sparrows did not think being chased by an ebullient Dragoness was amusing, fluttering about in twittering droves to deliver a mass scolding every so often. 
 
    Ja’axu said, “Storm, ye’ll need to be more careful deeper into the Darûz. There are many more swarm avians and subdraconic creatures who will mob ye and want to eat ye.” 
 
    The fledgling looked startled. “Eatss Sstorrm? Sstorrm fight!” 
 
    “Five hundred at a time?” 
 
    “Five … hunn-drrr?” She cocked her head. “Math ssilly.” 
 
    “Aye, math, ye rascal! The kind of math that’ll keep yer scaly behind alive!” the Giantess snorted, looking on as she helped Zyran take aim and vomit over the edge. “And they’re all bigger than ye, but never fiercer nor more beautiful, alright? So stuff that draconic pride where it belongs and listen with all four pointy ears for once! I am serious, Storm! This is nae joking matter.” 
 
    The fledgling backed up, wings flared and ears flattened in reaction. She bared her fangs briefly, but as Ja’axu stared her down, she snapped them shut with an audible clack. “Mrrr? Iss mrrr?” 
 
    After that, it was math lessons for the next hour, until someone appreciated what five hundred enemies at once actually meant. 
 
    At long last, burning in the thigh muscles and aching in every bone of their bodies, the travellers spied the unfamiliar conical points of the waystation’s green roof. Minarets, Ja’axu informed them. Each point was capped by a metal wind vane depicting a sigil from one of the Darûz. A fringe of Giantish metalwork friezes, displaying the traditional geometric patterns familiar to the different Giantish peoples, decorated the edges. The station stood upon a tall but narrow promontory that jutted above the canyon floor, about half a mile above the water level. Ja’axu pointed out the stains left by the waterline of different seasons’ flooding. Some were not that far below the building itself, others much lower down. 
 
    Imagining floods of this magnitude was an exercise in stretching one’s mind to embrace the incredible. 
 
    Over the anna, the Giants had delved storage areas and rooms for hire into a cave system behind the building. Keir noted something of the air of a castle in the blocky magenta stonework and narrow slit windows, but it was all rounded and beautifully finished, unlike the more functional, four-square Human versions of castles he had seen. Well, the lowland ones had rounded turrets and curving curtain walls. This definitely had a Giantish air. 
 
    Outside, on a sandy portico area, five Giants clad in dusty leather trousers, massive black boots and sleeveless brown leather shirts played a rowdy game that seemed to involved throwing boulders as close as possible to a white-painted target, also a boulder. If one cracked the opponent’s boulder a great chorus of cheering or groaning rose to the skies. The one who ended up with a whole boulder closest to the target scored the most. At the other end of the portico, he saw a wrestling pit occupied by two sweating, straining monsters – er, Giant women, actually – who were going at it hammer and tongs while a crowd raised tankards the size of small barrels to toast success, argued the finer points of the sport and egged their favourite on or booed the loser. 
 
    He heard the ‘cockroach’ insult at least three times as they approached, but the wrestling crowd appeared to be at the genial stage of inebriation. One of them wore the black leather skullcap their student friends had worn, he noticed with a pang. Would they ever see them again? Courtesy of his developing Giantish, which was not an overly complex language to learn, he also recognised someone saying, ‘Is that the To’olîng lass?’ at least one, ‘Little folk are so cute!’ and ‘By my beard, a Dragon!’ 
 
    This Giant peered into his tankard and rubbed his eyes as if wondering if something had been slipped into his drink which had spawned a wild hallucination. 
 
    He also realised that the Giants they had met at Faifarathi Elvenholme must have been youngsters. Some of these fellows must top eighteen or nineteen feet in height. They were as broad and stout as castle doors. So he felt small now. What of it? 
 
    Ja’axu directed Rhyl and Zyran around to the little folks’ outhouse because the Prince’s disturbed stomach now had other needs; Storm went with them, while the other three clambered up the enormous steps to the front door. Towering a mere twenty-five feet tall, the heavy wooden double doors opened onto what Keir took at first to be an unfortunate bar brawl, but turned out to be only a general reception and social area, well-stocked with extremely loud Giants enjoying a good chinwag over plentiful food and drink. Everything was Giant-sized; he was an ant crawling into a house. Rhyl could not have reached the seats of their brown leather couches. The platters of food came four feet in diameter. Even the scattered green rugs were of such a plush pile, he waded through ankle deep. 
 
    Almost immediately, two Giants leaped up and closed in on Ja’axu. They were each twice her height and probably five times her weight. 
 
    One roared something he did not understand; the other bellowed, BAR-ÛMBA YA-To’olîng!! 
 
    Something equivalent to the Human slang for ‘half-breed scum,’ he thought. He was still pondering the meaning of the phrase in Giantish when, without any warning whatsoever, the Giant to her right side punched the General in the temple with a fist the size of a Yak’s haunch. 
 
    Having clearly not seen the blow coming, she hit the floor like a sack of grain. 
 
    The other Giant raised his huge boot to stamp on her head, crying, YA-To’olîng BA-DU’UXÛM!! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20: Old Flame 
 
      
 
    KEIR WAS STILL TRYING to disentangle himself from all the extra gear and swords he carried when Azuzithyalé blurred into motion. Dive-rolling between the first Giant’s legs, she spun back to her feet and executed a double-punch nerve strike to the inner side of the other Giant’s knee, which in that instant supported all of his weight. As he collapsed to one knee, the agile Elfmaiden did not wait around to be squashed by a falling mountain of Giant flesh. Rebounding off the first fellow’s leg, she swung her own knee into a scything, leaping, high-knee attack, the kind that was usually intended for an opponent’s chin. Since this Giant stood no less than three times her height, his kneeling position placed his manly parts perfectly at the apex of her swing. Her knee struck home as if she were trying split him open like a melon. It even sounded a bit like a melon dropped from a height – a fleshy, nasty smack! 
 
    No single male looked on who did not shout, Oooh! as the impact drove home. 
 
    Every man knew what it was like to be hit there. 
 
    The Giant made a squeal like an arboreal pig as he folded up slowly toward Azuzithyalé, who held her pose just long enough to savour the moment, before somersaulting sideways over Ja’axu’s prone body. Her longbow seemed to leap into her hands, an arrow nocked to the bowstring. 
 
    Unerring aim. Straight at the other Giant’s heart. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    It took him a very long moment to process how his fellow Giant had just been taken down by a girl who stood barely mid-thigh to him. She inclined her head stiffly as if to acknowledge her opponent according to some martial code of conduct, but her arrow did not quiver. 
 
    Since his gleaming girlfriend appeared to have everything under control, Keir decided now might be a good chance to help out. Smashing his fist against his chest, he roared, Arad-sûm Alaabor-î! 
 
    Arad-sûm Alaabor-î!! 
 
    Most of the Giants in the room roared back in greeting, lifting the rafters and threatening to smash out the windows. His own effort? Not so much of a window rattler, more a window whisperer. 
 
    One group over to his left, however, were less impressed. One of them hissed, Bar-bê-yoldûm! 
 
    Right. There it came. Politely but loudly, he responded, Bar-êni yoldûm im-am bam baro’ôti, Keir-nôtu bar-baro’ôti lâm! “Your boots step upon cockroaches, o mighty one, but this-man-Keir sits atop your bootlaces.” 
 
    Approximately. His grammar was far from up to the job, but enough communicated that again, most of the Giants in the room cracked up with laughter, thumping their chests in delight at his sally. 
 
    That was a good sign. 
 
    Less promising was that group of nine bruisers who stood as one, flexing their muscles and puffing out their chests. That was a lot of puffing, while offended scowls creased their dark, bearded faces. They ranged between sixteen and nineteen feet tall and had to measure five to seven feet wide through the beam. He realised from the scarification marks upon their cheeks and bulging biceps that they must all belong to the same Darûz as this other fellow, who leered rather evilly down at Azuzithyalé but did not chance her accuracy with an arrow. Instead, he made a twisting, snapping motion with his massive hands. 
 
    Clear enough. 
 
    Her hands remained rock-steady. Keir could not help but think that for a shy former slave, her composure was more than impressive. Slightly freaky, truth be told. 
 
    Whipping out his ska’etaz, he ignited the blades with white lightning. “This cockroach bites, Giants. Who wants to be the first to die?” 
 
    An ugly growl rose from that group. They were no fools. The old Human adage about the only Giant being an ugly, stupid one was completely false, he realised. Those dark eyes calculated the odds, clearly planning how they would slap down these little folks with terminal prejudice. 
 
    Thumping his chest a second time, he cried, Onnê! Yar-Jônba trô’om. 
 
    A massively gravelly voice above and behind him said in fluent but Giant-accented Elven, Alright, lad. You’ve made your point. I know you are friends of Giants. Sheathe your weapons. 
 
    Turning, Keir took in the Giant who filled the doorway. He was not the tallest, standing perhaps fourteen or fifteen feet in his great boots, but it was his massive, muscular bulk that arrested the eye. He was a Giant who put the barrel into barrel-chested. His strapping arms were as thick as some of these Giants’ thighs. He strolled in with all the menace and presence of a walking avalanche. Muscles on top of muscles. And more muscles around the muscles, plus abundant attitude regarding those muscles. Any self-respecting blacksmith would have been proud of the massive silver chain he wore about his neck. Each link had to be four inches thick. 
 
    Addressing the affronted group in Giantish, he said something like, “If ye want to play with these little folk and this To’olîng, ye’ll have to come through me.” 
 
    They did not appear keen. Several turned back to their drinks and sat down with aggravated-sounding grunts. 
 
    Or had that been, “This To’olîng is mine?” Wow. 
 
    Keir sheathed his ska’etaz with a snap of his wrists and motioned to Azuzithyalé to lower her weapon. Beginning to stomp off, the second Giant who had accosted Ja’axu suddenly made to slap the Elfmaiden with the flat of his hand, like swatting a fly. Swaying almost to the horizontal to avoid the blow by a whisker, she punched in a blur with the arrow, piercing the Giant’s hand right through. 
 
    He did not flinch. 
 
    After glaring at her and drawing his finger across his throat, he thumped off to join his friends, snapping off the arrow with his other hand and drawing out the shaft with no outward sign of pain. 
 
    Black sidelong glances were the order of the day. 
 
    You sure know how to pick your enemies, lad, the muscly Giant rumbled more softly, lowering his hand to Keir’s shoulder. It felt like a vice clamping his bones. The Kîntu’kan Darûz will not forget this day in a hurry, but you handled a difficult situation well. You are the Dragon Guardian? You both are with little Ja’axu here? 
 
    Little Ja’axu? Keir could only nod as the fellow knelt ponderously, touching her left temple with thick, spatulate fingers. Nothing broken, I hope. Maybe just a concussion. 
 
    We have a healer with us. 
 
    The other Elven mite? said he, reaching for Azuzithyalé’s hand as she approached. He shook her hand gravely in the Giant style, but used only the thumb and forefinger. His thumb was as wide as her palm and her eyes about as wide again! And this beauty is? 
 
    Azuzithyalé, he said, signing her name. The Giant did not appear to notice. I am Keirthynal of Amarinthe. And you are – 
 
    A startled hush alerted him. Azuzithyalé’s takedown had created a brief silence in the room, too, but nothing like this – it took something way, way out of the ordinary to quieten a room full of Giants. Passing through a brilliant band of sunlight streaming in through the doorway, Auroral Storm Diamond prowled inside, every inch of her scales gleaming like the chandeliers of a fantastical ballroom as she played to her audience. Flecks of radiance spangled around the room. 
 
    As usual! It always made him cringe inside. She seemed born to the attention, the adulation, the visceral wonder her presence provoked. He just wanted to leap behind one of the sprawling Giant sofas and disappear from sight. Forever. 
 
    One of the Giants raised her foaming tankard in salute and roared, AH-RUMBA DÛM-SUA ZATRIÛN BARÛX!! 
 
    AH-RUMBA! AH-RUMBA! rumbled around the room. 
 
    ZATRIÛN AH-RUMBA DRAGON!! thundered another Giant, smashing his boots upon the floor. His fellows followed suit, creating a crashing, thundering rhythm that shook the building, knocking several ornaments and paintings off the walls and slopping drinks on tables, but no-one seemed to mind. 
 
    Auroral Storm Diamond preened, posed and batted her extraordinary eyes in all directions. Maximal effect. Minimum modesty. 
 
    Then, she poured over to Ja’axu’s prone body and snaked her lowered neck and muzzle over her, snarling viciously in a clear display of protective, possessive fury. Her slit eyes narrowed in on the Kîntu’kan Darûz Giants who were still standing or sitting in hostile postures. Her brilliance increased. Snarling low in her chest, lips peeled back from her fangs, she stalked toward them. 
 
    Storm, Keir warned. 
 
    She paused beside him. He tasted her draconic desire, her fury, her need for some kind of vengeance – and found it overwhelming. With a touch to her neck, he thought, Just don’t kill any. 
 
    Keee-irr! 
 
    Keerack! Her bolt ignited the couch occupied by three of the Giants. Flame exploded beneath their behinds; they leaped into the air with wild yells, trying to throw their tankards upon the flames and upon one Giant’s burning clothing in desperation. 
 
    Storm gave that undignified display a sniff of the uttermost contempt and deliberately turned her back to them. No-one could mistake her meaning – yet was it ever wise to threaten Giants on their home territory? 
 
    The massive Giant gathered Ja’axu into his arms. In fluent, accented Elven, he said, Come with me, little ones. Quickly. 
 
    A certain gentleness in his manner put Keir at ease. Glancing about, he located his friends – Zyran just staggering in now, leaning as much as he dared upon Rhyl’s shoulder; Azuzithyalé still on high alert, Storm stiffly indignant. He gestured, ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    They followed the ambulatory boulder deeper into the Giant building. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Keir felt like a child playing in a Giants’ house. He could barely reach the doorknobs. Rhyl had no chance. The beds were a decent leap off the floor. The room ceilings were twenty-two feet tall and higher in the corridors. 
 
    After taking a few turns in the infrequently lit corridors, the Giant said, This door’s mine. Key’s on my belt. We need to talk somewhere private. 
 
    Standing on his tiptoes, Keir managed to snag the key and fit it to the lock. Three turns; then, a higher reach for the knob. The interior was as dark as a tomb. It smelled of leather, weapons oil and – well, much like a bachelor’s residence. Nothing floral here. Even the pong was loud, brash and masculine. 
 
    Storm wandered in to solve the lighting issue, since she was still visibly furious; Azuzithyalé was also useful as an ambulatory lamp, he told her, and received a gentle slap upon the behind by way of reply. The Giant glanced at this interaction with great curiosity, but meantime deposited Ja’axu carefully upon his long, sturdy bed and then boosted Rhyl up beside her as if she were made of the finest porcelain. That was one fellow who was not much used to having little folk about. He fussed about his cavernous apartment, lighting lamps with a long taper and shifting a footstool so that Zyran could step up and reach the seat of the couch. The Prince flopped down with an unhappy groan. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Azuzithyalé said to Keir, tickling his palm. 
 
    She had spied a shelf full of trophies. Looking closer, he realised that they were wrestling trophies. Figured. This fellow probably wrestled mountains into submission. Those biceps! His trapezius muscles perched like pet anacondas either side of his thick neck. Over in the far corner, he saw a stack of the weightlifting equipment that probably kept all of that muscle in trim. That said, he was also quite the homebody. Zyran was now being swaddled in a blanket that made him made Keir picture a toddler in his parents’ bed. The Giant laid the back of his palm upon the Prince’s forehead. 
 
    “Sandfly bite, eh? Ye always feel terrible for a day or two. Buck up, there’s a good lad. If ye need to hurl, the bathroom’s just through there.” 
 
    His Human accent was not half bad either. 
 
    Meantime, Rhyl said, If someone could just pass my backpack up – 
 
    The Giant pinched it between finger and thumb. This tiny pack, lass? 
 
    Keir quite liked him. Grizzled hair and a salt-and-pepper beard proclaimed him perhaps around his father’s age. He imagined that this fellow and his father would get on famously. His eyes had deep crows’ feet from smiling, which he seemed to do a lot. He was just now chattering about needing to ask the management about what could be rustled up for little folks – spoons that fit in their mouths, for example, and tankards they would not drown in. Storm seemed to have taken a shine to him, too. She stepped into his way to cadge a trial pat and a compliment, which he duly provided. 
 
    Huh, quite the stunner, aren’t you? A girl Dragon, or I mistake my mark? 
 
    Her name is Auroral Storm Diamond, Keir put in. 
 
    Was the Giant delaying? Was the faint noise that carried to his hearing a sign of impending danger? Yet, what could they do with Ja’axu in this state? 
 
    Wonderful lass, he crooned, stroking her beneath the chin in a way that made her tail wriggle madly. Simply wonderful. Like that spot, do you? Where did you spring from to grace Tyanbran’s very soul with the song of your – 
 
    Ja’axu groaned something in Giantish. 
 
    He withdrew his hand as if burned, saying, Arad-sûm Ja’axu Alaabor-î mon-ta ôria – 
 
    “Nâbu Uzaztu’ûka! Cannae say it’s anything approaching a pleasure,” she snarled weakly, switching to Human. 
 
    The Giantess began to struggle off the wad of hard brown leather that seemed to serve as a pillow, but Rhyl held her down without great effort. “Nae. Ye have a concussion. Lie down!” Bakûm! 
 
    Ja’axu’s cheek twitched. “Enough, eh? Seems I have taught ye all too much Giantish.” 
 
    Her speech was slurred enough that Rhyl checked her once again and called Storm over to provide a little more light as she monitored the eye reflexes. She showed the fledgling where to lick and asked if she would be willing to lie down with the Giantess; Storm was more than willing, for she knew they needed Ja’axu on her feet to negotiate their passage into the Darûz. Keir knew that they shared a special bond forged in that moment that Ja’axu had blessed her egg in Giantish. 
 
    Still, one could have cut the atmosphere with a knife. A thousand axes would have made little impression. He realised suddenly that the Giant’s earlier chattering might just have been nerves. What was going on here? What history lay between him and Ja’axu? 
 
    Nâbu said, “So, am I to understand ye are taking this Dragoness to –” 
 
    “Never with ye!” Ja’axu spat. 
 
    “Ja’axu To’olîng, will ye now’t –” 
 
    Bakûm-ba oka! 
 
    Keir, glancing up, saw something flicker through the huge Giant’s eyes. Hurt? Regret? Whatever it was, it seemed that he tried to harden his expression as he gazed down at her. “Ye ken, after the show yer friends put on in yer defence, Ja’axu, that the Kîntu’kan Darûz are going to be lying in wait for ye? And, ye will now’t get another driver for love nor money. Who dares to cross the Kîntu’kan? They have come in force this season.” 
 
    “Show?” she gritted out. Ja’axu looked sick. “What show?” 
 
    Keir explained in pithy phrases, before remembering to introduce his companions to Nâbu. Ja’axu lay like a board upon his huge bed, squeezing her eyes shut. Hurting in more ways than one. Rhyl asked for hot water in order to prepare a restorative; he went to go stoke the fire. The Elfmaiden began to inquire gently about Nâbu, only to be cut off with an expletive. She dug through her bag for a couple of tinctures to drop upon her tongue, then hopped down from the bed to do the same for Prince Zyran, using a different range of preparations. 
 
    Azuzithyalé touched Keir’s hand. ‘Can we do anything? She feels so … crumpled inside and have you seen Storm’s eyes?’ 
 
    From the bed, the Giantess whispered, “Stop that, ye two. I can practically hear ye conspiring over there. We are now’t going with this Giant and that is final. I will swim the Darûz myself if needs be! He … he utterly humiliated me. He is the reason I left home and Darûz and joined the Human army.” 
 
    “Thirty anna ago,” came from beside the fireplace. “I begged yer forgiveness –” 
 
    “Never given!” 
 
    “I am only the fool who loves ye, Ja’axu,” he said tonelessly. 
 
    “Oh, it took such a fool to love a quarter Giantess, did it, Nâbu Uzaztu’ûka? Ye made that point quite clear to all of ruddy Giantdom! And would ye like to tell my friends what happened next?” 
 
    After the longest, most awkward pause in history, he said, “What happened was that I sent her one letter every two weeks for seven anna, begging her forgiveness. But this – oh aye, this is a woman with pride the size of the ruddy Amarinthian Bulwark she made her home! She never replied. One day, she returned every last message unopened. And –” 
 
    “Ye never came for me! Why cannae ye say it?” 
 
    “I did, but yer precious bloody regiment ambushed me at the border in yer name.” 
 
    A ravaged whisper broke from her throat, “What?” 
 
    “I let them beat me – that was what ye wanted, wasn’t it? What ye ordered! They beat me bloody before setting a group of Snowgres on me to finish me off. D’ye want to see my scars? D’ye want to see what they did on yer account, woman?” 
 
    Ja’axu put a hand to her head. To be honest, she looked awful – as pasty as a dark-skinned Giant could be, sweaty and on the point of collapse. He briefly considered trying to halt the argument, but it seemed these two were bent on exchanging verbal fisticuffs. So much pain! 
 
    She groaned, “Nae, oh nae … but I’ve always loved – ah, my head … I cannae …” 
 
    Crouching over the fire, the massive Giant wrestler’s posture was a study in negation, pride and fury. He growled, “Did ye never consider in the depths of yer blockheaded, self-pitying, ridiculously rock-stuffed brain, what might have motivated me to win the all-Giant wrestling championships fifteen anna running? Did ye?” 
 
    She hissed back bitterly, “If ye had the slightest regard for me, as ye seem to be suggesting, ye colossal galumphing moron, why did ye never declare î-Mar-tû yundân? I want for nothing else, wanted nothing more in this life –” 
 
    “Because someone made it abundantly clear that a Giantish capture-declaration leading to marriage was the last thing in all Tyanbran, never mind the Darûz-anêd-Mykûn, that she would consider! Ye even lied to force the To’olîng Darûz Elders to put a price on my head – bakûm! This is a stupid conversation and I have had enough. Go find yer own driver and craft, if yer can. Throw yerself into the Darûz – condemn all yer friends – what do I care? I apologised, I respected ye, I came for ye, I offer to help ye in the noo and this is the thanks I get? D’ye now’t see my heart, ye callous woman, after all these anna –” 
 
    Bakûm! Crying out sharply, Rhyl leaped from the bed onto his back. Bakûm … “Both of ye idiots, enough is enough!” 
 
    Nâbu goggled at his tiny accoster. 
 
    “Neither of ye are listening to one another, so listen to me!” 
 
    Grabbing his hand, Rhyl pulled Nâbu over to the bed. There was something ridiculous and sweet and irresistible about a four-foot-seven Elfmaiden pulling a fourteen-foot-something boulder of a Giant about by the hand, but there it was. Perhaps Rhyl alone could have done it. 
 
    “Right,” she said, tapping her foot as she gazed up at the bedframe. “Put me back up there, please. I cannae see from down here.” 
 
    When matters were arranged to her satisfaction, she said, “So, which of ye was listening to the other the worst, I wonder?” 
 
    Ja’axu muttered, “Him.” 
 
    Nâbu grumbled, “Her.” 
 
    Rhyl said, “I’d smack ye both, but I’ll put that down to ye being concussed and all. Right. Grammar lesson of the day. Who noticed the crucial use of present tense in the previous … discussion, shall I call it?” 
 
    Azuzithyalé raised her hand. Zyran just goggled. Keir shook his head in bemusement. What was his impetuous cousin up to? Whatever did she mean? What was that golden light slowly growing in his girlfriend’s eyes? What did she know that he did not? 
 
    Turning to Nâbu, the tiny healer said, “Let’s review what ye both just said. Quote, ‘I am the fool who loves ye’ – present tense. She replied, ‘I want for nothing else’ – present again. Not ‘I wanted’. Again, ye said, Ja’axu, ‘I’ve always loved’ – well, that’s now’t present but it speaks into the present, right? And finally, he says, ‘D’ye now’t see my heart’ – presently – ‘after all these anna?’ D’ye all see what I am driving at?” 
 
    “Completely lost,” Prince Zyran put in, “but that’s now’t new beneath good Mauve.” 
 
    With rising frustration and waving hands, Rhyl stormed, “Ignore the sick man on the couch. He’s delusional – as ye must both be, or must I smack ye over the heads with the truth neither of ye seem able to voice? He wronged ye. Ye ran away. He apologised. Ja’axu, ye refused to listen. He came for ye. Yer soldiers supposedly helped out by protecting ye. He went back hurt for a reason ye never intended. Something … happened, I guess? He respected what ye told him, that ye dinnae want anything to do with him. And he still loves ye and ye still admit ye want … whatever that cultural thing was – mmm!” 
 
    Bakûm, the Giant whispered, shutting off a developing tirade with one huge finger. “If ye are right, wee lass, and she did now’t hit her head as hard as I think, then I think we might very well be able to come to an agreement.” 
 
    “Agreement? Agreement?” the woman on the bed growled, despite the pain making her eyes water. “Dinnae ye be listening to this deranged madman.” 
 
    He inclined his great, grizzled head. “Hear that shouting out there? Mayhap we should have fled earlier, for that would be our Kîntu’kan Darûz friends working themselves into a killing frenzy. So, here’s the plan. I ken only one way out of here – that’s straight through the front door ye came in. We need to break out, fast, or yer all dead. Trust me.” 
 
    “What plan?” Rhyl said around his finger. 
 
    “Exactly what ye just said. I intend to sound the horn of î-Mar-tû yundân with this fine woman –” 
 
    “Ye would now’t dare!” the Giantess spluttered. 
 
    “– whereupon I shall drag her out through the hall with great ceremony and dancing –” 
 
    “Ye may bake my sun-bleached bones over a fire first!” 
 
    Rhyl winked at Keir and mouthed, ‘Ah, that plan.’ As realisation struck, he coughed into his hand to try to stop a treacherous chortle from escaping. He failed, but neither Ja’axu nor Nâbu appeared to notice. 
 
    “– and the minute we get into the clear –” 
 
    “Nâbu Uzaztu’ûka, ye great unfeeling brute! Are ye listening to one word I say?” 
 
    “Nae. I am old and ugly enough to ken my own mind. We must break through these regrets, so for once in yer life, o treasure of my soul, will ye shut yer mouth and do as I say?” 
 
    Ja’axu howled, “Ye dinnae ken what yer doing! Our Darûz are at war and have been for touching on thirty anna! Ye’ll have to –” 
 
    “Huh,” he snorted. “I think these fine little folk agree that I would only be treating ye as I should have done all those anna ago. Nae, be silent, woman! Bakûm. Ye are injured. I need to pack a few things. Ye all – dinnae ye let that one go anywhere.” His thick finger stabbed at the patient lying on the bed. “I’m relying on ye.” 
 
    “Ye cannae …” 
 
    For the first time, Keir heard a different note in Ja’axu’s voice. Perhaps it was unconscious. Perhaps it was something she refused to recognise, yet for all around her, the lie of this Bulwark was plain. Her dark eyes lingered upon him while the Giant hustled about the place like a massively muscular whirlwind, throwing things into a carryall which could have carried all of them. Weapons. Clothing. One or two personal effects. He briefly considered the trophies lined up on the shelf, gave a great guffaw and dismissed them with a causual wave. Keir was fairly sure he heard him mutter, ‘I just won myself a trophy that outshines all these.’ Fist-pump. He actually … the mind boggled. Alright. Humans would consider this the height of chauvinism – taking advantage of a woman in her injured state. Truly? 
 
    He glanced at his cousin. 
 
    She smiled serenely. “Oh. Best get something useful into Ja’axu double-quick. Zyran, darling, ye ready to run again?” 
 
    He groaned, “Ignoring the horrible pun, aye.” 
 
    Storm grinned at them all. “Miss-chief?” 
 
    “Och aye, ye are usually the chief of mischief,” Keir agreed, “but today, I believe Rhyl deserves the crown.” 
 
    General Ja’axu moaned, “When I wake up, ye will all tell me this was a nightmare, right?” 
 
    Slinging the carryall over his shoulder, Nâbu approached them brandishing a magnificent horn fully four feet long and a foot wide at the end. “Ready?” 
 
    Storm bounced excitedly upon her paws. “Morre miss-chief?” 
 
    Ja’axu stared at him as if she had seen a ghost. “Is that the actual Horn of Uzaztu’ûka? Ye could still change yer mind, Nâbu –” 
 
    He shrugged. “Nae, I am a very traditional Giant. I do as I please, capture women as I please and most certainly, I do now’t listen to their cries for mercy as I whisk them off into the farthest Darûz to face their awful fate.” 
 
    “Ye thumping macho beast, as if I would –” 
 
    Rhyl pushed a gourd against her lips. “Shut it. Drink this. Fast.” 
 
    Zyran rolled his eyes. “Is this what passes for Giantish romance? I need to take notes …” 
 
    The Elfmaiden smiled sweetly at him. “Want to try me, o Prince?” 
 
    “Eep, now’t so much …” 
 
    Very manful response from the Prince. Rhyl’s glance at him was three parts amusement and one part annoyance. Zyran’s throat bobbed, then he waggled an eyebrow at her. Spots of colour leaped into his fiancée’s cheeks. 
 
    Once she had quaffed the brew, Nâbu rolled Ja’axu over and lashed her hands behind her back, not with the most convincing rope work, but tight enough to pass casual inspection. It was definitely sufficient to raise the decibel level of her protests, however. Popping her over one broad shoulder with care not to jolt her tender skull, he patted her wriggling behind with a happy grin. 
 
    “This feels GOOD!” 
 
    The quarter Giantess gave him the rough edge of her tongue in their language. 
 
    Well, when among Giants … Keir threw his own gear over his shoulder and rapped at Rhyl, “Yer pack!” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Nâbu roared, raising the Horn to his lips. “Remember, celebrations are the order of the day, apart from ye, Ja’axu! Look annoyed!” 
 
    His rascally pinch of her upturned behind was more than enough to satisfy that last point. 
 
    Flinging open the door, the Giant sounded the horn in a series of great, ringing blasts. Storm carolled merrily along and Keir found himself just about bursting a lung to help out. He had no idea what was about to happen, but it felt absurd enough to qualify for a plan, in his estimation. Bursting out into the communal area, the monstrous wrestler paused to bellow something in Giantish. He brandished his prize in one hand and the Horn of Uzaztu’ûka in the other, making it more than plain what he was off to do with his one and only beloved, Ja’axu To’olîng. 
 
    With an almighty roar of approbation, the Giants rushed to form a celebratory arch with their hands, while the General did her best to howl the place down. She was also fairly vocal about what she would do to her friends if they allowed Nâbu to treat her in this manner. Ja’axu was nothing if not creative. 
 
    Several windows shattered at the ensuing bedlam. Glancing about as they ducked through, trying to avoid any backslaps that might turn little folk into pancakes, he spied the Kîntu’kan Giants off to their left. Cut off in the rush, they stared at the hullaballoo with comprehension slowly dawning upon their faces. Two of their number actually roared along with the celebration. Giant root beer flew hither and thither and the rafters shook as if responding to a local earthquake as Nâbu led the dash for the door, closely followed by a reeling but determined Zyran. 
 
    Odd how the Human Prince did not want to be last this time. 
 
    Hard to imagine why. 
 
    Breaking out into the open, Nâbu bounded down the steps and paused, apparently waiting for a stampede of ebullient Giants to start jamming their way out of the communal room. Oh! Blocking the exit – perfect strategy. 
 
    Nâbu bent close to whisper hoarsely, “Now, we run like a dozen Serpentine Dragons are chewing on our necks. With me?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21: Into the Darûz 
 
      
 
    SLIPPING JA’AXU INTO THE crook of his mighty arm in order to better cushion her head, Nâbu led the way with huge, pounding strides. Keir could not have imagined seeing the eight-foot-seven General handled as if she were no bigger than a child, but there it was. Welcome to the Darûz, little folk. Things here were … bigger. Colossally bigger. 
 
    Rushing past the platform of an apparently working lift which led down to the pontoon level below, Nâbu gasped, “Take the chains. They’re faster.” 
 
    By that, he meant chains which had been affixed to the cliff to provide alternative access should the lift break like the one above. Meantime, a full-blown brawl had broken out inside the building. The Kîntu’kan were on the warpath; fighters spilled out of the doorway and rolled about on the portico area. He would not be surprised if many of them were fighting just for the fun of it; he did see a couple of Kîntu’kan accidentally tripped up. Then, they swarmed down the chains at top speed. The Elves were quick, but Nâbu did a creditable job of keeping up, even burdened as he was. Chain to chain. Down and down again. Fingers burning with the friction. 
 
    When Zyran tired and slipped, Keir caught his friend by the scruff of the neck. 
 
    In passing, Nâbu grabbed him rather less ceremoniously by the back of his shirt and plonked him upon his other shoulder. “Hold on tight, little man.” 
 
    Keir almost paused to ink that upon a scroll. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    No! This was bad. The lift mechanism had started to roll. The Kîntu’kan were coming in force. 
 
    Keir rappelled downward as rapidly as he was able. He was jealous of Storm, who spiralled down beside them with ease of wing and a smile revealing a wickedly sharp set of fangs. 
 
    One day, my friend, we will fly together. 
 
    Keee-irr fly? 
 
    She appeared so taken back, he chuckled, Upon your back, sweet fires. When you’re bigger, strong enough to carry my weight – 
 
    Together? Together, Keee-irr fly? Oh! Now a somersault for joy! Keee-irr, my Keee-irr – we fly! 
 
    Just now, they had other problems. Nâbu pointed along the pontoon toward the end on the right side, where a battered but sleek-looking metal craft waited in the water. Not bad. He had never seen anything like it, mind, but it struck him as silvery-fast and rugged and right now, this must be good enough. Anything to avoid those infuriated Giants who intended to do a little cockroach stomping. 
 
    Nâbu boomed back at Keir, “Can yer Dragoness damage one of these?” 
 
    “Sure. Which one?” 
 
    “Which other than the black one?” 
 
    Oh. The huge one that looked like it was built to kill. Black as soot, sleek as a dagger and probably twice as fast as Nâbu’s less flashy vessel. Great. 
 
    He peeled off from the group. Storm, with me! 
 
    She gurgled, Want Storm shoot fish thing? 
 
    No … It might be dangerous. He did not know what fuelled these things. Expiring in a fireball was out of the question. That said, I do hope you’re nice and hungry. 
 
    “The helm!” the Giant bellowed, charging down the pontoon. His feet rattled the wooden structure with every step. 
 
    “What’s a helm?” 
 
    “The wheel! After that, the ropes!” 
 
    The ropes? Alright. Leaping onto the decks, Keir discovered that he had to throw away everything that he knew about water-going vessels. What was this? How did they row it? One thing he did recognise was the ropes mooring it to the pontoon and a tall wheel set upon a raised platform near the back. That would be the helm. 
 
    There! Storm, go – the round thing – eat at will! 
 
    He had wanted to puncture a few holes in the craft, but not from the outside. Never trust the water, right? Rushing down below, he ran to the far side of the vessel and started punching as many holes as he could with his ska’etaz. Water poured in as he did his best to imitate a demented seamstress. Good. Up top, Storm ate her way around the wheel thing. Santazathiar’s oath, those diamond jaws were handy in a pinch! The pursuing Giants leaped off the moving lift platform while it was still thirty feet off the ground. Their ugly growls ramped his motivation levels up a few notches. 
 
    Keee-irr, go! 
 
    He sliced through a mooring rope. The vessel lurched at once, swinging outward with a current he had not even noticed. Keir ran to the nose and sliced off the second rope. He leaped over to the pontoon. The gap between the Amphibi-Motile and the dock widened rapidly. 
 
    Enough? No time to consider further sabotage. With a throaty roar, Nâbu’s craft had begun to spurt water from the back. What under Mauve was that thing? What magical power did it have? Auroral Storm Diamond’s eyes bulged in amazement, as if she had unexpectedly heard a Dragon roaring. Neck and neck, they raced toward the silver vessel, where the Giant had just laid Ja’axu down. He spun the helm to back the vessel around, while he directed Azuzithyalé to loosen the front mooring rope. Her hands worked furiously, throwing free loop after loop. At his command, she leaped nimbly aboard. 
 
    Keee-irr! A thrown axe had sliced Storm’s flank, but shallowly. 
 
    He dodged another. Go, girl! Get yourself safe! 
 
    No! 
 
    Bending her neck, she fired a lightning bolt down into the pontoon. Graaboom! They hurtled head over heels. Splinters laced Keir’s legs. Storm recovered from her tumble with a wild mid-air thrashing of her wings, but he felt himself falling toward the white jets. Spray blasted into his face. 
 
    A huge hand plucked him up before he struck the water. “I’ve got ye, lad. Hold on!” 
 
    As if he had a choice. 
 
    Working a lever at his left hand, Nâbu coaxed a deeper growl from the crazy craft. It surged through the water with impossible power. Even as the Giant swung him aboard, he saw a flash in the corner of his eye and punched another axe out of the air that was intended for the centre of the Giant’s back. Amidst a rain of weapons, they roared away into the Darûz. 
 
    Nâbu yelled over his shoulder, Kîntu’kan re-yoldûm! 
 
    Shouts and vile curses drifted over the water. No, Giants definitely did not appreciate being called cockroaches. 
 
    “Huh,” Nâbu grinned. Even his cheeks had defined muscles. Truly. Not intimidating at all, Keir decided. “Probably just started a war, lad.” 
 
    “Och aye,” Ja’axu growled, lolling unhappily on the wooden deck, “and that war’s with me.” 
 
    “Oh be quiet, my captive – ah, how d’ye say that in Human? Wench?” 
 
    Zyran grinned. “Good insult!” 
 
    Rhyl kicked him in the knee, making him howl. “Bad Prince!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With an instruction to Azuzithyalé to ‘aim her down the middle of the canyon and sing out if ye see any large snakelike coils,’ Nâbu disappeared below to make his so-called captive wench comfortable. Rhyl wanted to go see to her injury, but Zyran ordered her not to. His assertive tone started a brief argument that predictably ended with a round of unsociable making up. Meantime, Keir found his girlfriend a short ladder so that she could actually see over the top of the wheel. She did not appreciate his chortling. 
 
    After a few minutes, Nâbu poked his head above decks to scan the water ahead. “Left of the rocks, lass. Then stick more to the left bank. Keep to the darker water, ye hear?” 
 
    She nodded at once, gripping the helm rather grimly, Keir felt. He would be doing the same. He had no idea what this vessel was, but this fast, powerful skimming over the water was definitely more than welcome. Especially since those Kîntu’kan Giants would be on their tails before long, he imagined. Still, Azuzithyalé appeared more at ease with this strange roaring magic or technology than he would have been – it reminded him of nothing more than the machine beasts which had attacked the jungles. 
 
    Rhyl, who hardly seemed able to keep still for a minute, popped up to examine Storm’s wounded flank. A soothing cream appeared out of that apparently bottomless backpack of hers. Noticing Keir’s glance, she told him that she had discovered this particular cream lauded in the medical records as interacting favourably with a Dragon’s natural healing capabilities. Besides, shallow cuts generally needed no stitching or bandaging, unlike cuts to the wings. 
 
    A little while later, Nâbu climbed up to the decks. “She’s asleep. What did ye feed her back there – tahuri root?” 
 
    “Aye, what of it?” 
 
    “Some Giants react more strongly to tahuri than perhaps ye calculated upon,” he said. “She’ll sleep for a day or two, I reckon. Probably for the best, eh? Saves me worrying about being killed for the time being, at least.” As he spoke, he wandered over behind Azuzithyalé, his dark eyes studying the waters with the assurance of long practice. “Nudge her over two spokes to yer left hand, lass. Good. See that lighter water there? Sandbank. Nae need to run over that just yet. Skirt it a few yards off the left of our nose.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Hold the helm a little lighter and keep yer movements smooth and easy. Yer doing great. Want to learn the controls?” 
 
    Smile. 
 
    “Och aye … ye sure are a wee bashful beauty, lass. Where in Elfdom d’ye hail from? Dinnae ye be afraid of us Giants. I mean nae harm to yer little Ja’axu and neither to ye. That’s a true word.” 
 
    Touching her lips, she made a negating gesture. 
 
    “Oh!” he said. “Ye –” 
 
    “Azuzithyalé is mute, Nâbu,” Keir said softly. “But she’s very good with Sign.” 
 
    “And there ye were just politely smiling when I told ye to sing out?” he said gruffly, but his hand briefly covered her back, a sympathetic gesture. “Ye hear well enough?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Alright. Ah … lass, control number one is just down here. This bell. When she rings, little folks, it’s now’t time for Elven tea, alright? This means an emergency. All hands on deck and whatever the helmsman says, we do. Or helms-Elf. Ye may use this whenever ye like. Ye others, emergencies only. I will teach ye when it is urgent – ah, starting immediately. Who sees the Serpentine?” 
 
    Keir scanned the waters. Nothing. 
 
    Storm pointed dead ahead with one gleaming talon, a surprisingly person-like gesture. “Therrr.” 
 
    “Excellent. Just a tiny one. Five spokes to the right, helmsman.” 
 
    And here he had thought it was a patch of light green weed floating on the surface. The creature submerged and vanished as they approached, leaving just a small ripple to show where it had been. 
 
    “Usually, we’d use port and starboard,” Nâbu put in, “but let’s now’t confuse a new crew just yet. After all, we have a whole day ahead of us on the water before the excitement levels pick up to dizzying heights. Plus, I predict our Kîntu’kan friends will have made repairs and be on our tails by then. Shame ye could not have sabotaged the engines, but that’s pretty dangerous. Need to ken what yer doing.” 
 
    “Engines?” Zyran asked. 
 
    “Technology pinched straight from Olde Earth. Fuel-cell engines propel this lady across the water, using power harvested from our good Mauve. There are hydrofoils beneath to lift the hull right up when we’re going fast.” He laughed heartily. “In the old days, we Giants made a bit of a game of popping over there and scaring the wits out of those poor Humans – with respect, Zyran – but it’s pretty funny if ye think about it. Giants stomping around these little Human villages … ah, anyways, most of their cultures ended up with legends of Giants. That’s our fault. Usually, we just wanted to steal their technology. Unfortunately, some went with a different purpose – cannibalism, ye see? We outlawed that pretty swiftly. Eh. Alright. That wasn’t the best introduction, was it?” 
 
    “Nae,” Zyran said pointedly. “Any other disgusting racial traits ye’d like to inform us about? We can swap stories. After all, we Humans have plenty to be ashamed about, too.” 
 
    “And Elves,” said Rhyl. 
 
    “Let’s save that joy for another time,” Keir suggested. Awkward, or what? “Nâbu, we dinnae really get around to asking ye, but … would ye be crazy enough to consider taking us all the way to Barûd-dûm-Layura?” 
 
    “Crazy? Yer speaking to the right Giant!” 
 
    Rhyl said smartly, “Ye and Keir should get on just fine then.” She ducked down below to check on Ja’axu, wrinkling her nose. “Ew, something smells rather mannish down here.” 
 
    Nâbu chuckled sheepishly. “Guess I’m now’t much used to the company of others, least of all ladies and royalty. Well, I might be badly frayed around the edges and a tough old codger, but I’m yer Giant, lads. We’d have to stop on the way. To make that run, with respect, we’d need to recruit ourselves a trusty crew and a vessel built for war, now’t for prospecting. Plus, I declared î-Mar-tû yundân over Ja’axu. Unless I plan to humiliate her once again – the very last thing I intend, I swear by Santazathiar’s own wings – I need to take her to the To’olîng Darûz and resolve nuptial matters with their Elders. There’s the small issue of our thirty-anna war, started by Ja’axu and I. That could be … exciting, aye.” 
 
    He was starting to realise that Giants used the word ‘exciting’ to mean madness say, or something dangerous, suicidal and contrary to any common sense upon the face of Tyanbran. 
 
    “Good,” he said heartily. “We carry speaking stones.” 
 
    Bara-vên! “What for?” 
 
    “Well, we rather hope to encourage you Giants to give up fighting one another and march to war against the Certanshi instead.” 
 
    A huge bark of laughter rocked the vessel. “I see ye, Dragon Guardian! I see yer ways! The wee Elf was right, ye are a mad one – but then, ye also have a Dragoness. We Giants say that to raise a Dragon is to …” 
 
    He pounded his chest. BAR TÛM-AR BYNA Î’ÎLUTO’AXI!! 
 
    Deafening. 
 
    “Hmm. How does one translate that?” the Giant mused, apparently unaware of how loud he was. “To breathe of the heavenly fires, I think – aye. It’s to live, or breathe, or even be possessed by the heavenly fires. A kind of madness, for sure, or I am nae true Giant!” 
 
    Keir inhaled sharply. To breathe of the heavenly fires? 
 
    Or, to be possessed by the madness of draconic fires? Aye, he had the tiniest inkling of what that might be like. The prospect terrified and thrilled more than anything in existence. 
 
    “Aye, lad. Chew upon that a while, why dinnae ye?” A massive paw clapped his shoulder. “Let me stow my carryall. Back in two.” 
 
    Over on the nose of the vessel, Auroral Storm Diamond settled in the sunshine like an exquisitely carved ice sculpture, her eyes lidded now and her breathing regular. Her wings lay folded along her back, while she had tucked her limbs beneath her body with feline fastidiousness. Heavenly fires? How apt a way to describe a daughter of storm, a daughter of Santazathiar himself! 
 
    The boat rocked gently as it purred over the turquoise waters, hugging the left bank of the canyon where the water turned noticeably darker. Not much of a bank. The tan and gold cliffs rose sheer from the rippling waters to a height of four and a half miles. Dizzying. The frosting of faraway greenery vanished about a mile below the top, changing to bare rock with striations of variegated colours. Already, the quality of the light had changed enough for him to realise that the full glare of daylight would be short here in the deep Darûz. 
 
    Excusing himself, the Prince also nipped down into the cabin to check on Rhyl. He soon returned with a list of tasks and requests for Nâbu. So domesticated, those two. No doubt the Elfmaiden would be brewing up one of her ubiquitous cure-all kettles of tea, just as soon as the Giant showed her how to use the strange stove. It worked by electricity, which he understood was like lightning. Like Storm herself! 
 
    Just what was all that technology on Olde Earth like? Why had Santazathiar suggested it was evil? Merely because of its fey power? 
 
    The helm was set on a raised platform toward the back of the vessel, offering a clear view over the top and on all sides. It could be covered over by a tarpaulin above, just now rolled back and what appeared to be moveable glass panels to protect the helmsman from – water spray? Avians and Wyverns? He did not know. Behind it, along the rear railing, was a long white storage chest that doubled as a bench, upon which he had been sitting. From the neat, square back the vessel’s clean lines swept forward in the shape of a sleek dart, with a gangway either side of the central cabin leading to a flat area on the nose, where Storm rested. The craft had to be forty-five feet in length, he guessed, which for little folks was plenty but for a man the size of their host, Nâbu, not so much. He dominated the space. 
 
    Just now, he stood on the deck level to instruct Azuzithyalé once more. Perched on a ladder on the already raised helm platform, she just about reached his shoulder. Plus, he was at least three times as wide as the slight Elfmaiden. Quite the doorstopper of a man. 
 
    Telling himself to stop lurking about like a possessive thug, Keir tidied up a stray Giant axe which had lodged in the wood beside the cabin steps. He walked up the vessel to retrieve a spear – two spears – and found another shorter, heavier double-bladed axe resting neatly inside a coil of rope, as if someone had tossed it intending to win a prize at a fair. 
 
    Through the cabin’s low glass windows, he saw Ja’axu asleep upon a low bed that had been compactly designed to double as storage – compact in Giant terms, because it could have slept four little folk with ease. It ran along the right side of the cabin. Nâbu would not fit crosswise, he guessed. The left side was a living area and a neat kitchenette. Rhyl was right. The interior had the long lived-in air of a bachelor’s quarters. Aye. Kettle on. Herbs laid out. Royal hands tidied the bed, before tenderly tugging a blanket over Ja’axu’s sleeping form. Sweet. That was a Prince of huge heart. He might think he was the slowest and last among quick Elves and powerful Giants, but someone had to be the heart of the party. Zyran and his tortoise logic! Hilarious. 
 
    The General would be spitting mad when she woke. But not that mad, he suspected, with a wry grin at the way events had twisted about so unexpectedly. Her old flame had woken and Rhyl – that bold, irrepressible rascal he called family – had somehow contrived to flip disaster about and turn it into a miracle. Things promised to be exciting for a while. Aye. 
 
    Trooping back with weapons in arm, he inquired of Nâbu where they should be stowed. 
 
    “The weapons rack is right here, lad, always within easy reach,” said he, pointing to the rack on the wooden partition alongside the entrance to the cabin. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    Stepping up to the helm, he patted Azuzithyalé’s leg. “Shift over, boss lady.” 
 
    ‘Working,’ she signed. 
 
    “Yer nae fun.” 
 
    Turning, she kissed his cheek so firmly that he lost his balance and his position on the ladder, too. She swept her hair back and then tossed it with the wind, clearing her rose-golden face for a better view. Commander of the vessel. Armed to the teeth, yet peaceful. Heavenly fires! Suddenly pricked by an awareness of fate, perhaps, Keir stared up at her tranquil face and thought about the way the heavenly fires of Yæluthiel lived in her person, not only in her arresting physical presence and magical gold-flecked eyes, but in the very golden furnaces of her being. 
 
    Wouldn’t it be incredible if Azuzithyalé could find herself a Dragon, too? A big handsome chap of noble heart who would fall ridiculously over his paws the moment he set eyes upon Auroral Storm Diamond, and they would be a family of Guardians and Dragons together … 
 
    Somehow, he doubted fate worked in quite the way he imagined. But he could hope. 
 
    Chortling to himself, he stepped up again and this time, put an arm about her waist to steady himself. He said, “So, it’s onward into the Darûz, eh?” 
 
    She smiled as he covered her right hand with his and snuggled her head back against the crook of his neck – without, he noticed, taking her eyes off the waters ahead for so much as a second. With her other hand, she signed, ‘What d’ye think awaits us out there, Keir?’ 
 
    “Adventure, precious one. Laughter. Happiness.” 
 
    ‘I’m happy.’ 
 
    “Me too. Och aye, I expect there will be more miracles – because Dragons bring miracles to life.” 
 
    Azuzithyalé signed, ‘I never believed in miracles before. Now, I do.” 
 
    “Aye, that makes two of us.” His eyes rested upon the gleaming beauty snoozing on the prow. “Three, counting that wee mischief on paws.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    A Talon for High Summertide: Santaclaws #4 
 
    A Fang for Autumn’s Richness: Santaclaws #5 
 
    A Dragoness for Winter’s Storm: Santaclaws #6 
 
      
 
    Shapeshifter Dragons: Be the Dragon! 
 
    Five allied series of bestselling epic Dragon adventures. Prepare to wing away to a unique world of mighty Dragons and volcanic Islands above the deadly Cloudlands! In chronological order (Island-World timeline): 
 
    Dragonfriend series: Dragonfriend, Dragonlove, Dragonsoul and Dragonstar 
 
    Scrolls of Fire series: The Dragon Librarian, The Dragon Loremaster 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragon Legends series: The Pygmy Dragon and The Onyx Dragon 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragons series: Aranya, Shadow Dragon, Song of the Storm Dragon and Beautiful Fury 
 
    Shapeshifter Dragons linked book, read after Song of the Storm Dragon or after Beautiful Fury: Chaos Shifter 
 
    Standalone Books: Dragon Thief, Tytiana 
 
      
 
    Set in the same world as the Shapeshifter Dragons series, join Zhialeiana in an oceanic adventure with Whales and Sea-Dragons: 
 
    IsleSong series: The Girl who Sang with Whales, The Girl who Loved the Whales, and The Girl who Swam with Whales, after which this series connects with Shapeshifter Dragons above in Dragons of Sea and Sky, coming soon. 
 
      
 
    Resurrection Dawn: Sci-Fi/Fantasy with a twist 
 
    Alodeé is a girl with a secret. She’s strong, smart and just a little too different. 
 
    After a miraculous crash-landing on the mysterious exoplanet dubbed Resurrection Dawn, the Humanoid colonists quickly discovered a carnivorous ecosystem of gigantic proportions. Most of it rather fancied Humanoid meat. They barely survived. What they still do not know about their immense, physics-defying new home might very well kill them. 
 
    Alodeé is about to find out why her parents fled to the farthest planet they knew, what her mother died without telling her, and why she’s being hunted by a murderer. 
 
    Do you dare to open the pages of Resurrection Dawn? 
 
    Resurrection Dawn 
 
      
 
    Mister Drainpipe: The power of dignity and redemption. 
 
    Contemporary literary fiction. A wrenching story of a homeless man living in a drain in modern Ethiopia. 
 
    Mister Drainpipe 
 
      
 
    Whisper Series: Enter the canyon maze! 
 
    Conjured by the sadistic Warlock Sanfuri, Whisper faces a stark choice. Run with his message, or die. Bound by the Warlock’s unbreakable magical imperative, Whisper is forced to navigate the tortuous pathways of a labyrinth twenty miles deep, riven by Dragon-infested canyons and scorched by sunstrike. An extraordinary legend is born. 
 
    Whisper Alive 
 
      
 
    The Equinox Cycle: Amputee, survivor, heroine! 
 
    Trapped in a car wreck, crushed by a train. In seconds, Zaranna’s world is torn apart and she must start life anew, as a survivor. A double amputee. Yet why does this promising equestrienne remember a flash of sulphurous fire, and a crimson paw hurling her mother’s car onto the train tracks? Why does a tide of beguiling butterflies flood her increasingly chaotic dreams? 
 
    As Zaranna Inglewood adjusts to life minus legs, plus gorgeous Alex, the paramedic who cut her body from the wreckage, she learns the terror of being hunted. Relentless and inimical, the enemy lures her to a world where dreams shape reality. Equinox. A world of equinoctial storms; lashed by titanic forces of magic, dominated by the Pegasi and their centuries-old enmity with Human Wizards and the Dragons. This is a world where a girl can Dream her destiny. Where her soul can fly, or be chained forever. 
 
    She is Zaranna, the Horse Dreamer. Survivor. Fighter. A girl who doesn’t need legs to kick an evil fate in the teeth. All she needs is courage – the courage to Dream. 
 
    The Horse Dreamer (Equinox Cycle Book 1) 
 
      
 
    The Shioni of Sheba series: Discover ancient Ethiopia! 
 
    Unique African historical fantasy adventures set among the myths and legends of ancient Ethiopia. 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #1: The Enchanted Castle 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #2: The King’s Horse 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #3: The Mad Giant 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #4: The Sacred Lake 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #5: The Fiuri Realms 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #6 – The Night of the Hyenas 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #7 – The Secret of the Simiens 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #8 – Storm over Sheba 
 
    Shioni of Sheba Box Set – Books 1-5 
 
      
 
    Epic fantasy (New Adult and Adult readers) Epic length tales of unique worlds and powers. 
 
    Feynard 
 
    The Legend of El Shashi 
 
      
 
    Foreign language editions 
 
    Italian – Dragonfriend, Il Drago Pigmeo, Aranya 
 
    Spanish – Dragonfriend, Aranya, El Dragón Pigmeo, El Bibliotecario Dragón, Tytiana 
 
    Portuguese – Aranya, Shadow Dragon, The Pygmy Dragon, The Onyx Dragon 
 
    Chinese – The Pygmy Dragon (US, China) Aranya (US, China) 
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