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				Character List
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				DRAGONS

				GABRIAL: a young, good-natured dragon, just nine Ki:meran turns old, and referred to as a ‘blue’ because of his overall colour pattern. The biggest obstacle to Gabrial’s development is his overabundant impulsiveness, which often frustrates his mentors and superiors.

				GALARHADE: the Prime dragon, and a glorious red colour. He is two hundred and thirty-nine Ki:meran turns old when he takes command of the second Wearle to visit Erth.

				GALLEN: commander of the feared wyng of fighting dragons called the Veng. Like all Veng, his colouring is an uninspiring, but unmistakeable bright green.

				GARIFFRED: a blue wearling, born of Grystina. His choice of name is controversial, because it means ‘flame of truth’, implying he is closer to Godith than other dragons.

				GARON: Gabrial’s father.

				GARRET: a talented mapper, thought to be the best in the Wearle.

				GAYL: Grystina’s female wearling and Gariffred’s sibling.

				GAZZ: a belligerent Veng.

				GIVNAY: a greyish-coloured Elder, the spiritual leader of the Wearle. Rejecting the normal dragon life for one of meditative isolation, he is a powerful telepath and an expert in the art of i:maging.

				GOODLE: the only other mature blue (besides Gabrial) in the colony.

				(per) GORST: a mentor who teaches lessons in aerial combat among other things.

				GOSSANA: an ageing and fearsome queen with an overinflated opinion of her rank. She has been sent to Erth to oversee Grystina’s laying cycle. Dark green, with eyes that can change colour according to her moods.

				GRAYMERE: a handsome purple dragon of the highly-intelligent De:allus class. He is a free-thinking scientist, interested in the natural geology of Erth.

				GREFFAN: leader of the first Wearle to visit Erth.

				GRENDEL: a young, beautiful female with touches of gold in her purple colouring. She is brought to Erth to assist Grystina during her laying cycle and beyond.

				(per) GROGAN: an aged cousin of per Gorst and a long-standing friend of Gabrial’s father. He mentors Gabrial as well as carrying out mapping duties.

				GRUDER: a good-natured green roamer.

				GRYMRIC: herbalist, potion-maker and a studious practitioner of the healing arts. His role is to gather up Erth’s flora and fauna and assess the benefits of what he finds.

				GRYNT: a tough, no-nonsense Elder with a streak of armoured silver on his throat and breast, which stand out against his overall light-purple colours. Grynt is responsible for the security of the Wearle and is the supreme commander of the Veng.

				GRYSTINA: a mature female descended from the Astrian line, who claim to be able to trace their lineage closer to Godith than any other family of dragons. She has been sent to Erth to maintain the Wearle’s breeding programme.

				G’VARD: that rare thing, a white dragon. Huge, powerful and noble – a dragon that others respect and rally to.

				THE HOM (THE KAAL TRIBE)

				REN WHITEHAIR: a young lad of twelve winters who takes his name from his father, Ned, because both have hair lighter than the colour of corn. Ren is obsessed with skalers (dragons), a passion that frequently leads him into trouble.

				NED WHITEHAIR: Ren’s father. A brave but slightly reckless man. Like most of the tribe, Ned is filled with resentment about the skalers that have taken the Kaal’s mountain territories.

				MELL: Ren’s mother. A gentle, free-spirited soul who can melt Ned’s heart with her ‘floating smile’.

				OAK LONGARM: younger brother of Utal Longarm. A good bowman and skilful hunter. A man as sensible as his brother is foolish.

				OLEG WIDEFOOT: so named because his feet, when together, do not point straight.

				PINE ONETOOTH: a girl who has just one strong tooth in the middle of her mouth. Something of an enigma, Pine wafts around the settlement ‘like a leaf on the breeze’.

				TARGEN THE OLD: the aged leader of the Kaal, who rely on his wisdom to keep them on a spiritual path.

				THE DREYAS: two women who look after the needs of Targen, especially during his ‘journeys’ to and from the Fathers.

				THE FATHERS: the spirits of the (Kaal) dead.

				UTAL LONGARM: the best hunter in the tribe, but an arrogant braggart.

				VARL REDNOSE: a gruff, pitiless character who would do anything to serve his own ends.

				WAYLEN TREADER: a farmer, and friend of Ned Whitehair and Oak Longarm.

				ALSO:

				GODITH: a female deity who, according to dragon legend, created the world from a single breath of flame and afterwards made dragons in Her i:mage.

				GOYLES (or DARKEYES): dark, grotesque creatures with a remorseless taste for killing.

				THE TREEMEN: a tribe who inhabit the Whispering Forest.

				TYWYLL: a fabled black dragon allegedly lacking a third (spiritual) heart. Supposedly a fallen wearling of Godith.

				WIND: Ned Whitehair’s whinney.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				In the beginning was the sleeping dragon, Godith. And all around Her was a void that moved with Her gentle breathing.

				For no reason known, at no time that could be measured, Godith opened her eyes and poured light into the void. And liking this, She chose to make an i:mage. A limitless universe in which She might live as many lives as She desired, within the bodies of countless dragons. She opened Her mouth and brought forth a great flame. Into this flame She spoke a word, KI:MERA, meaning ‘place of fire and light’.

				And when this was done, Godith looked upon Her i:mage and blinked Her eye. And from every sparkle that fell from that jewel came a creature or a mountain or an ocean or a forest. And many of those creatures were also dragons, made in the i:mage of Godith Herself. To each She gave a blessed gift, which was the right to speak the beginning of Her name whenever they spoke the beginning of theirs.

				And so came Gawain, G’reth and more. And such was the power of Her jewelled light that other worlds formed beyond Ki:mera, some with creatures, some without. But nowhere else did dragons roam, until, as their wisdom and numbers grew, they came to understand that She was in the stars that blinked in the darkness around Ki:mera and that the stars were therefore as close to them as She was.

				Knowing this, they i:maged openings in the void and reached into the darkness to explore every fragment of Her creation. Through their ‘fire stars’ they travelled, to colonise worlds beyond Ki:mera and awaken the glory of Godith across the universe. A journey that in due course brought them to a planet of plentiful water and diverse life forms.

				When Greffan, Prime dragon of the visiting Wearle, commingled with the wisest forms on the planet, using his mind to look into theirs, he discovered that the creatures used the sound ‘Erth’ to describe their home. In the language of dragons this meant little more than ‘dirt’. Yet even the dirt here was tingling with life. Greffan communicated back to Ki:mera, describing ‘Erth’ as an unspoiled breeding ground for dragons. 
It was the last Ki:mera ever heard of him or of the twenty-three others in his Wearle.

				This is the story of what happened to those dragons – and the dragons that came in search of them…

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				Gabrial

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				‘Fold down your wings,’ per Grogan said. He was huddled up almost in the shape of an egg, his words gruff and hard to hear against the wind. His gnarled old feet, missing the third claw on the left side, were barely visible beneath the curve of his chest. His scales lay taut against his aged sides, flattened down for warmth, less open to the wind. Yawning, he said, ‘It might be nightfall before Grystina calls. You need to conserve your energy for battle. You’re supposed to be presenting a measure of pride not hopping about like a giddy wearling. It will not look well if you fall off this mountain before you have the chance to raise your claws against G’vard.’

				‘I can’t settle,’ said Gabrial, letting the wind lift his wings to their maximum. His underwings, which were the colour of blue ice water, glinted in the frost-cooled sun. Across the valley, where the snow-capped mountains were arranged in a wave as blunt and uneven as per Grogan’s teeth, G’vard would be waiting with his second, per Gorst. All that stood between them was a strip of fine cloud and this deep pool of air. Far below, safe in her birthing cave, the matrial dragon, Grystina, was curled around her hatching eggs. As soon as they broke she would call for a guardian to protect her young, a dragon to be her companion for life, a dragon that would have the right to call himself ‘father’.

				Gabrial was nine Ki:meran turns old, half the age of his powerful opponent. He was also a blue, technically a minor in dragon years, a turn or so away from the first blush of green that would earn him the status of roamer, a dragon free to fly where he chose. But the Wearle had known guardian blues before – most notably Gabrial’s father, Garon, who had never quite lost the blue tints on his underwings and had always been classified by that colour.

				When he thought about his father, Gabrial’s wings did lower. Garon had been among the first Wearle of dragons to visit this planet, an expedition whose fate was still shrouded in mystery. For some reason, as yet undetermined, contact with them had ended abruptly. On the dragons’ homeworld of Ki:mera, the Elders 
had consulted and decided to send a second, larger party to investigate.

				Among the sixty that arrived on Erth were mappers, healers, roamers, three Elders, two representatives of the intelligent class of dragons known as De:allus, and an entire wyng of fighting dragons called the Veng. The new Wearle immediately colonised a mountain range close to the open sea, just as their predecessors had. Three phases of the moon had passed, but they had found no trace of the missing dragons. And while the search for them was the highest priority that Gabrial and his companions faced, all other rituals were being observed – including the raising of young.

				‘Your impatience will be your undoing,’ sighed Grogan. He belched and a curl of smoke rose from one nostril. ‘The whole Wearle expects you to lose this contest. If you’re happy to prove them right from the outset, then flap away and be done with it.’

				‘I’m not intending to lose,’ said Gabrial, clawing slivers of grey shale loose from the ground on which he was perched. Such was the heat pouring off his body that most of the snow around him had melted, paring back the crisp white surface to its wet grey underbelly. ‘Why are you here if you believe that I will?’

				Per Grogan belched again. ‘Tradition demands you have a second for a fight like this. Someone has to see to it you don’t make a fool of yourself. Rightly or wrongly, I promised your father before he left Ki:mera with the first Wearle that I would watch over you until your scales turned green – a reckless statement I might yet have cause to regret. What will be the most damaging, I wonder: following you here or the prospect of ridicule if this one-sided “contest” does not go well?’

				‘At least I put myself forward,’ growled Gabrial, spitting orange-tipped embers around his feet. He watched a pair of roamers set down on a peak due east of him. Once Grystina gave her call, this entire ring of mountains would be filled with dragons, keen to observe the battle for her.

				‘And for that you have my respect,’ said Grogan, tipping his grey head forward a little, ‘but don’t let this brief flirtation with glory puddle your brain. You’re only here because the more eligible young dragons know what the outcome would be if they fought G’vard. They applaud you while blowing a snort of relief.’

				Gabrial barrelled his chest. ‘I courted Grystina and she did not reject me, therefore I have to fight for her. My father would be proud of me.’

				‘Your father was impetuous,’ Grogan sighed, his scales clattering quietly as the wind got under them. ‘A quality you seem to have inherited in plenty. But even he would accept it takes more than raw courage to defeat an opponent as powerful as this. G’vard will put your tail in a knot if you try to blaze your way past him. Stick to the tactics we devised and you’ll hopefully survive with your wings unclipped. An honourable defeat is no shame, believe me. Put up a good display and the Elders might give you a wyng to command. Think of it as a training exercise, practice for the battle you really want to win.’

				Gabrial tightened his eye ridges slightly. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘Some matches are more appropriate than others,’ muttered Grogan, looking across the valley for signs 
of movement. ‘We both know your second heart beats for another.’

				Gabrial gulped and ingested a wisp of smoke, passing it out through the spiracles that lined the sides of his neck. He stared into the open sky as if mesmerised by a drifting cloud. His soft blue eyes, yet to develop their jewelled state, barely moved as he thought about what Grogan had said.

				Three females had come to Erth with this Wearle. One was Grystina. Another was the ageing queen, Gossana, a dragon so fearsome even the Veng avoided her. And then there was Grendel, the youngest of the three, whose primary role was to assist Grystina throughout her laying cycle and beyond. Whenever Gabrial thought about Grendel, the scales around his snout turned a deep shade of green. He couldn’t hide the change in his colouring now.

				Without looking at his charge, per Grogan said, ‘I have seen the admiration you have for Grendel – and the regard she reserves for you.’

				‘Really?’ Gabrial said, slipping forward as his feet danced on the wet rocks. ‘You’ve spoken to her? She—?’

				Before he could go on, a screech wound up from the pit of the valley, clawing at every fissure of rock along its way.

				‘That’s Grystina. She’s ready. Prepare yourself,’ said Grogan.

				‘Yes,’ said Gabrial, snapping to attention. It was true that his second heart ached for Grendel, but his primary heart was in control now, pumping great waves of energy through his body, heating his blood till the veins began to swell. He punched out his wings to steady himself, sending a snow cloud sideways over Grogan. By the time the flakes had settled, per Grogan had raised himself and the mountain tops were rumbling to the roars of dragons eager to see a fight. One roar carried above all others. It came from a distant peak directly opposite Gabrial’s perch.

				‘That’s G’vard,’ Grogan said. ‘He lays claim to Grystina and demands you stand down. You must 
answer him.’

				Gabrial knew this and was ready. For two days, since the Elders had accepted his challenge, he’d been training his throat to deliver the most powerful response it was capable of. Unlatching the bones at the base of his jaw, he clicked his mouth wide and called up a bellow which drove aside a wide cone of air and coloured the world every shade of orange. His fire reached into the valley in a jet half as long again as his body. There was a little more squeal to it than he would have liked and per Grogan was visibly displeased by the energy wasted in making a sound of such magnitude, but the effect was just what Gabrial had wanted. All around the mountain tops the air was popping with similar bursts of colour. The watching dragons were becoming excited. Perhaps the battle for Grystina would not be as one-sided as the odds suggested?

				G’vard called again, strength and purpose pouring out of his lungs.

				‘Now you’ve angered him,’ sighed Grogan. ‘That’s not a good start. And it won’t impress the Elders either.’ He swivelled his eyes toward the peak of the mountain the dragons called Skytouch where the silhouettes of the Prime dragon, Galarhade, and the other two Elders had appeared. ‘This is not a fight to the death, remember? Produce a flame like that in battle and Galarhade will kill you if G’vard doesn’t. All you’re aiming to do is take a scale, not turn him to ash. Are you clear about the rules?’

				Gabrial nodded. ‘I can flame and claw, but not stab or bite. Eyes and hearts must always be avoided.’

				‘Good. What else?’

				‘No phasing.’

				‘None whatsoever,’ said Grogan. ‘Any movements through time, no matter how minor, will be seen as cheating. You’ll be back in Ki:mera before you can scrape your last meal off your teeth if Galarhade detects a change in the continuum. What else?’

				A second call went up from Grystina, the final call to battle. The assembled dragons burned the air in acknowledgement. All along the skyline now, more were arriving like a flock of giant birds. G’vard threw out another fierce roar.

				‘What else?’ per Grogan repeated harshly, lashing his tail across Gabrial’s chest to prevent the young dragon from launching too soon.

				Gabrial roiled his wings in frustration. ‘Only one i:mage.’

				Per Grogan nodded. ‘One. Don’t waste it.’ He pulled his tail away and Gabrial launched. ‘Stay low!’ the old dragon bellowed, adding to himself, ‘The less far you have to fall, the easier it will be to stand up tomorrow…’ And then he took to the rock that Gabrial had vacated and bellowed to per Gorst that his charge was in the air.

				Likewise, per Gorst let it be known that G’vard had launched.

				Two dragons, one theatre of air.

				The battle for Grystina had begun.
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				Gabrial arrowed downward into the cloud, rolling once before levelling out and streaming with it toward the far mountains. He was following per Grogan’s advice to fly fast below the layers and tease the white dragon with glimpses of him, before disappearing at the point of a strike. On a day as bright as this, blues enjoyed the natural advantage of being able to lose themselves in the sky. It mattered that the angle of the sun was right, but for a brief and sometimes telling moment Gabrial knew he could effectively vanish. And a moment was all it took, at speed, to lash out and rip away a dragon’s scale. The first to deliver an opponent’s scale to Prime Galarhade would be Grystina’s champion.

				But G’vard was a dragon of no mean stealth, and his second, per Gorst, was a clever tactician. Between them, they’d concocted an unusual strategy, which also made use of the cloud. Gabrial’s first inkling of it came when it started to rain. He was confused, and rightly so. There had been no rain in the sky all morning and the cloud was too fine to produce the sort of wash spitting over his wings. Yet the droplets were definitely coming. Suddenly G’vard loomed up behind a semi-transparent wall of water and Gabrial realised what was happening. The white dragon was using bursts of cold flame to condense the cloud and drive the water across Gabrial’s flightpath. As Gabrial splashed into it, four huge claws punched through the torrent. Their sharp tips closed like a deadly flower, grazing the small scales under his jaw. A moment later, his lungs were almost turned to stone as the thwack of G’vard’s enormous tail fell across his breast. No scales worked loose, but the hit sent Gabrial spinning sideways. Every spiracle hissed in complaint. His fire sacs stuttered and temporarily went out. Dazed, he fell in a plummeting spiral. The gasp from the onlooking dragons suggested they feared for the young blue’s life. It would have been a simple matter at this point for G’vard to swoop down and flick a scale off Gabrial’s back or shear away the isoscele at the tip of his tail. (What humiliation that would have been: a sore stump instead of a sharp triangle.) Instead, the white swung round and waited for Gabrial to right himself, prepared to intervene if necessary and save his opponent from a fatal crash. For as per Grogan had rightly said, this was a test of worthiness, not a battle to the death. The Wearle could ill afford to lose any dragons.

				After a drop that measured some thirty wingspans, Gabrial recovered. His fire reignited and his ear stigs rattled out a fierce alarm: if he didn’t lift his head and do something with his wings he was destined to become a permanent feature of the valley floor. He heard roars of relief as he rolled three times and found the strength to enter a glide. It wasn’t enough to prevent him hitting an escarpment and tumbling even further down the valley, gathering snow like a falling seed. Any sensible dragon might have accepted defeat. But Gabrial wasn’t ready for surrender. He was stunned and pained all over his body, but the hurt had merely sharpened his senses. He flipped himself upright, roared for good measure, shook off the snow and looked around for G’vard.

				The white dragon had landed behind him. G’vard had risen to his full height, just over a flame’s length away. His jaws were open, his multiple, hooked incisors glistening and sharp against the smoke-stained pink of his mouth. It was a posture that would have made most dragons cower, and a ripple of fear ran through the blue now. When dragons grappled on the ground, rarely did the smaller beast triumph. Gabrial was strong, of good weight for his age, but G’vard was huge in comparison; the hardened veins in his formidable wings were almost as thick as Gabrial’s front legs. But it was the eyes that Gabrial knew he must avoid. G’vard was fully jewelled and an expert in glamouring, the ability to mesmerise opponents with a stare. Yet it was a subtle glance at the eyes that saved the blue dragon and prolonged the fight. Something wasn’t right with them. The eyes were shaped like jewels, with many angled sides, but they weren’t glittering. That could only mean they weren’t real. Gabrial was looking at an i:mage.

				Of the many gifts dragons possessed, the ability to i:mage was the most prized – simply because the technique was so difficult to master. As early as the wearling stage, young dragons were encouraged to make structures outside their heads of the shapes they created inside them. These ‘floating pictures’, as they were sometimes called, had no substance and dissolved as the dragon’s concentration wavered. Gabrial could still recall many of the ‘blobs’ he’d produced as a wearling. He had struggled in his youth to make anything worthwhile (his mother had called his first creations ‘disturbingly different’), but had steadily improved with his father’s guidance until he could make convincing i:mages that looked so perfect they had to be prodded to determine whether they were real or not. That was exactly what G’vard had done here, used his ability to create a duplicate i:mage of himself, even drawing some snow into the structure to give it depth. Gabrial took a chance and flew straight at it. The fake G’vard exploded in a burst of snow, hiding the blue just long enough to avoid the swing of real claws concealed behind the i:mage. Once again, G’vard was left frustrated and the young contender escaped.

				And now Gabrial had a minor advantage. G’vard had used up his chance to i:mage. If he tried again he would be disqualified and the contest would default to Gabrial. What’s more, Gabrial was in the air again, where he was more at ease. On a straight flight, G’vard would have left him behind in five wingbeats. But in aerial combat, Gabrial was easily more agile, and he proved it several times in the next few clashes. Twice the white dragon closed on him at speed, and twice Gabrial deftly swooped away. At one point, he cleverly folded his wings and darted between the white’s stout legs, almost nicking a scale from his belly. The watching dragons hurred in appreciation. The blue was proving an entertaining adversary. Was it possible he could actually win?

				Gabrial believed he could. But he was also aware that if the aerial exchanges continued for too long he was going to tire. One sloppy wingbeat, one miscalculated roll, and G’vard would have him. And so he moved into his final stage, which was to use his right to i:mage. First, it involved a little deceit. He swung toward G’vard again, apparently attempting to loop around him. This was a dangerous strategy. Halfway through the manoeuvre, G’vard twisted and caught hold of Gabrial’s leg (the unscaled part between the knee and the foot), almost dragging the youngster to him. It was a terrifying moment, echoed in the gasps from the mountain tops. Yet somehow Gabrial wriggled free, banking away toward the only volcanic peak in the range – the open crater of the mount they called Vargos.

				G’vard roared and gave chase. The watchers rumbled, thinking the blue was fleeing. But this was all part of Gabrial’s deceit. He had saved enough energy to put a decent space between himself and the white. And as he flew over Vargos, in his wake he created his i:mage, a huge eruption of volcanic splinters – fire, hot embers, fizzling rock, spits of lava, dense black smoke. It took a huge amount of mental energy. Indeed, as he landed on the far side of the crater and turned to look for his pursuer, he almost toppled into the fearsome caldera his mind had created. The eruption looked incredibly real. It was almost as if the thrill of battle had strengthened his i:mage and shaken the entire mountain awake. Deep in its belly, it was grumbling worse than per Grogan at sleep. Gabrial thought he heard the sound of splitting rock, but ignored it as he set himself, ready for G’vard. He was hoping the white would come through the i:mage with his eyes closed – as he would if shielding himself from real sparks. Then Gabrial could pounce, steal a scale and win. But G’vard was nowhere to be seen. And the mountain was growling like a thing possessed. Out of it came a dreadful cry – a cry that sent a shiver running right through Gabrial. It was Grystina, calling to say she was in danger. She was birthing in this mountain, Gabrial realised. She was here, in the caves of Vargos.

				In two wingbeats he had crossed the crater to the other side, though it might have been better for him to sink into that hole and never come out. What he saw as his i:mage dispersed struck a chord of terror in all three of his hearts. Dragons were descending from the mountain tops, swooping on an area halfway down Vargos, coming away with great lumps of stone. G’vard was among them. So too, per Gorst. A whole section 
of the slope had collapsed, in a slurry of rocks and churned-up snow.

				With a flap of wings, per Grogan landed beside Gabrial.

				‘W-what happened?’ Gabrial stuttered, blinking in shock.

				‘What were you thinking?’ per Grogan hissed, steam emerging through the gaps in his teeth. His eyes held a deeply troubled look.

				Gabrial was shaking. What had he been thinking? Embers. Smoke. A distraction, nothing more. Not this. Not a landslide. That just wasn’t possible.

				‘The mountain cracked,’ per Grogan said, as if he’d like to pick it up and drop it on Gabrial’s foolish head. ‘Did you i:mage a solid rock fall?’

				‘No,’ said the startled blue. ‘I…I can’t do that, you know I can’t.’ He looked at the frantic activity below. The whole Wearle, directed by an Elder called Grynt, was trying to free a passage through to Grystina and her precious wearlings. Gabrial shook his head in horror. ‘We have to go and help.’ He put out his wings.

				‘No,’ said Grogan.

				Gabrial looked into the old dragon’s face. Lines were creasing around Grogan’s eyes. ‘But—?’

				‘They may turn on you, Gabrial. Godith have mercy, it would be better if you fled.’

				‘But I didn’t do anything,’ Gabrial repeated. ‘I can’t i:mage physical effects.’

				Per Grogan fanged his lip. ‘That’s not the way the Veng will see it.’

				Gabrial tightened his claws, sending a small stone tumbling down the mountainside. Grogan was right; if the Veng set upon him they would rip him to pieces and ask questions later. But his fate truly rested on the judgment of the Elders. ‘I’m innocent,’ he said. ‘I have nothing to fear. We must aid Grystina. If we fly into the crater we might be able to reach her from the in—’

				‘No!’ Again, Grogan held him back. ‘Look at me, Gabrial.’ He dug his claws into the young dragon’s chest. ‘She’s already dead. She couldn’t survive a rock fall like that. You wouldn’t get through the melt pools anyway.’

				Dead? The word felt like a stone on Gabrial’s tongue. Dead? He had killed a potential queen? And almost certainly her wearlings too. Wearlings that could have been his to care for. His knees gave way and he sank to his haunches, a sickness as ferocious as any eruption beginning to bubble up deep in his gut. As if his nerves weren’t strained enough, faint cries began to ripple the air. The excavating dragons had found something.

				Gabrial and Grogan looked down together, in time to see G’vard, blackened by dirt, presenting a moving bundle to the prime dragon, Galarhade. It looked like a wearling. It was a wearling. A female. A wearmyss. The whole world fell silent for it. For a moment, the entire planet was still. All that moved were the feet and tail of that baby dragon, reaching out for her absent mother. Galarhade tilted his head very slightly. He grunted something which sounded like a question. G’vard shook his head from side to side. The onlooking dragons all lowered their gaze. A wave of sorrow flowed up the mountain and all but stopped poor Gabrial’s hearts. He knew what that head shake meant.

				Grystina, as per Grogan had suspected, was dead.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				The Elders called the Wearle to gather at Skytouch, where the mountain flattened out at the bottom of the waterfall and the water spread forth like a seeping wound to form a restless lake, always on the verge of freezing – or thawing. The result was a conflict of shuffling ice that flowed over the basin at its farthest edge into any number of smaller cascades, before joining the permanent glacial lane that surged between the mountains in snow-thickened layers to the open sea. On their homeworld of Ki:mera, centuries of flamework had led to the carving of ornate settles at meeting places just like this. Here, the dragons perched wherever they could, mainly clawing to ledges on the lower mountainside. Gabrial sat some ten strides from the water, an uncomfortable figure on an even more uncomfortable seam of boulders, guarded at his rear by two of the Veng who had forcefully escorted him there. On the shoreline in front of him lay the tragic figure of Grystina, stone chips in the traps of her scales, rock dust blighting the pleasing gradations of her mid-green body. Just beyond her, at the near-centre of the lake, on a natural stone pillar that poked through the ice field like a discarded tooth, sat the Elders, Grynt and Givnay, between them the imposing figure of the Prime dragon, Galarhade.

				Galarhade was old. It showed in the furrows around his eyes and in the hairs which grew unflatteringly long from the base of his jaw. These days, his tail rarely stood straight, but lay curled around his creaking legs (to warm the failing joints, some said). His breast, once as bright as the fresh ice around him, was slowly losing colour, the first indication that death’s scale had set forth to shadow his eyes. But these were minor imperfections. Through most of his body, including his wings, he was still a magnificent red – a colour not given to a dragon at birth but a prize earned from a dance with longevity. Green or purple was the base colour of most dragons, who grew into it (from blue) around their ninth turn. They would keep that shade for the rest of their lives – unless they lived to be Galarhade’s age. Then the scales would cease to renew but at the same time gradually convert to red, like a tree observing the onset of winter. Unusually, for one so aged, Galarhade had lost none of the glistening highlights on his eyes or wings, most notably along the run of fine scales which protected the bony edges of the wing. Too many ‘lytes’ (scales which sparkled) were generally considered unappealing, though dragons had argued for and against this feature for centuries. Decorative braids on the face or zig-zagging accents along the neck were the trimmings that determined beauty in females or handsomeness in males. The debate went on. Many believed that Galarhade possessed the perfect mix: enough lytes to make his contours shine, plus the finest example of gradation ever seen, those sweeping tints across the underwings and chest that truly determined a dragon’s ‘look’ and set one dragon apart from another. The tail was also a source of great vanity. Those creatures blessed with an elongated hue that flowed from their neck right through to the isoscele were much admired among their peers. G’vard, for instance, despite being white, and therefore one of the genetic minority that had hatched outside of the standard pattern, possessed an enviable range of near-white tints that almost touched yellow at his isoscele (a colour much desired, but rarely seen). G’vard was tipped to be an Elder someday. But for now, the wisdom and majesty of Prime Galarhade was the voice that prevailed upon the Wearle.

				He summoned G’vard to stand beside the blue. It was the closest they had come since the battle terminated.

				‘Is there no hope?’ the Prime dragon said. He had spoken softly, but his words rolled across the lake with such stark gravity that even the clattering ice fell silent.

				‘None,’ said G’vard. ‘Grystina was dead when we found her.’

				‘That is not what Prime Galarhade meant,’ said Grynt, the fearsome-looking Elder at Galarhade’s right.

				Galarhade raised a single claw, enough to keep Grynt in his place. ‘What of the drake?’ He meant the male wearling. A mother would only ever lay two eggs: one male, one female.

				G’vard hesitated. His white chest rose. ‘Missing.’

				‘Missing?’ gasped Gabrial, blowing up a whisk of snow. He looked at G’vard. There was a faint speck of light in the white dragon’s eyes, as distant as a pale Ki:meran moon. He was mourning the loss of Grystina more than anyone.

				‘Be silent,’ said the Prime, barely raising his voice.

				Gabrial bowed his head. He should not have spoken out of turn, he knew, but he’d done no more than echo the rumblings on the slopes behind him. ‘Missing,’ G’vard had said. That meant there was a chance the drake was alive.

				‘When we entered the chamber,’ G’vard announced, his words floating off his tongue like a fog, ‘we found the wearmyss shielded by the queen’s tail.’

				A fresh wave of murmurs descended. Strictly by law, Grystina should not have been declared a queen until she emerged from the cave with her young, but no dragon was going to challenge the sentiment.

				‘Continue,’ said Galarhade, waving for quiet. His ears, like his legs, were no longer at their best.

				G’vard drew breath. ‘The floor of the chamber had partially collapsed. Grystina had been taken into the void. All but the thickest part of her tail was buried by rocks that had fallen onto her. When we pulled her out, we raked away what we could of the rubble. We dug where it was safe to, but the debris was deep and so hard-packed it was difficult to clear. We believe it consumed the drake, because we could not scent him 
or find evidence of his body. One so young could not have survived such a weight of rock. His fire belongs to Godith now.’

				‘Have you looked for tunnels?’ a sharp voice said.

				Gallen, leader of the Veng, arched his body forward. He was on a ledge not far above Gabrial’s right ear, a worrisome speck on the edge of the blue’s vision. It was a general truth that dragons feared nothing except themselves, but if there was one class they cared not to cross, it was the Veng. Like G’vard, the Veng also differed from the standard colour pattern. They were bright green, almost emerald, not easy on the eye. They were often considered to be physically small, an illusion caused by their lack of gradation and the slender design of their bodies (they were sometimes called sier pents, a derogatory term that meant ‘green fish’). There were no illusions about their power, however. One only had to look at their ferocious horns or count the battle stigs rising from the backs of their heads to know how intimidating they could be, even to a dragon like G’vard.

				‘Of course we looked for tunnels,’ G’vard said. ‘We found many fissures in the walls of the chamber, but nothing that resonated deeply when we called. And we have heard no cries from the drake. The roamers have been searching the outer slopes, melting back the snow, looking for openings. They found one unmapped cleft that may have a passage into the mountain – too small for any dragon to crawl through, though a wearling might crawl out. We dare not widen it lest the rocks collapse again.’

				‘May I ask a question?’ another voice said.

				Prime Galarhade’s gaze swept up the mountainside, where a purple dragon with large yellow eyes sat beside a similar-looking one. ‘De:allus Graymere will speak,’ said Galarhade.

				Graymere shuffled forward slightly. ‘This may be of little significance, but it took a few moments for the rocks to fall, and Grystina had time to call out before the tragedy occurred.’

				Gallen sighed and flicked out his talons. ‘Get on with it, De:allus. My scales will have dropped by the time you’ve made your point.’ The Veng had little tolerance for dragons that spent most of their time prodding things to see how they worked.

				‘My point is,’ Graymere said with a growl. ‘Why would she place only one of her wearlings in her tail for safety?’

				That started a rumble, most of it scathing. The weight of many scowls bore down on Graymere, but when Gabrial looked across the lake he saw a thoughtful glint in the Prime dragon’s eyes. Elder Givnay, he noticed, was paying particularly close attention to the words of the De:allus.

				G’vard was less impressed. He raked the ground in frustration, making Gabrial jump. ‘What does this matter? The deed is done. There could be any number of reasons Grystina failed to protect the drake.’

				‘But when I was a drake, I hardly ever left my mother’s tail,’ said Gabrial.

				G’vard curled his claws into the loose grey rocks, almost grinding the smaller stones to dust. ‘That’s probably because you were as pathetic then as you are n—’

				‘Enough,’ said Galarhade, ending the argument. He glared at G’vard, who lowered his head. For a moment, the only sound was the honking of birds as they flew across the lake. The wind snapped and changed direction. Snowflakes drummed Grystina’s corpse. Galarhade shifted his position slightly.

				‘The words of the De:allus are noted,’ he said, throwing his voice high up into the mountains. ‘We may never know what happened in the cave. Let it simply be recorded that Grystina gave her life saving one of her young, perhaps choosing the wearmyss over the drake to foster the future growth of the Wearle.’ He levelled his gaze at Gabrial again. ‘Now we must examine why this tragedy happened and what is to be done with those involved.’

				A stony beat rang out around the mountains as dragons pounded their tails against the rocks.

				‘Prime, I’m innocent,’ Gabrial protested, his wing bones rattling in fear. ‘Why would I want to harm Grystina? I fought for the right to protect her young. My i:mage was clear. I pictured embers in my mind, nothing more.’

				This was too much for G’vard. With a roar that almost burst Gabrial’s ear pipes, he turned on the blue and wrestled him, neck first, to the ground. He was quickly surrounded by Gallen and the Veng, summoned by Grynt to stop the violence. It took a vicious swipe from Gallen’s left claw to claim the white’s full attention. When G’vard looked up, one of his scales was hanging loose off Gallen’s talons. A cruel jibe, perhaps intended to say, ‘If you’d done this earlier, we’d have had another drake to protect the Wearle.’ The stand-off that followed was brutally loud (though thankfully not physical). It took a huge burst of fire from Galarhade to calm Gallen and the white dragon down. The exertions left the Prime visibly weary. He had to breathe deeply to recover. He flapped Gallen and his Veng away.
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