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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: ABOUT DRAGONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dragons have six fingers on each hand, and the number twelve is semi-religious to them. They measure the passage of time in twelvedays as well as seasons and years, and frequently count by dozens as well as more conventional base ten numbers (thanks to having ten toes on their feet).

      Dragons measure time of day by the position of the sun: dawn, morning, mid-morning, noon, mid-afternoon, late afternoon, dusk/sunset. Time of night is measured by relation to midnight: dusk/sunset, evening, late evening, midnight, the dreaming hours, pre-dawn, dawn.

      Dragons take approximately thirty years to reach adolescence and are considered adults at age fifty-five, though it can take another ten to fifteen years for a dragon to achieve her full adult size.

      Dragon time and distance measurements are inexact and based on the average dragon body. The basic unit of time is the heartbeat, or beat. A dragon’s resting heart rate is about twenty-five beats per minute, so a single beat is the equivalent of two and a half seconds, a hundred beats is a little over four minutes, and a thousand beats is almost forty-two minutes.

      An adult dragon is approximately the same length and height (not including wingspan) as a double-decker bus, but slimmer. Their basic unit of distance is the dragonlength, which is somewhere between twenty-five and thirty feet long (counting from tip of the nose to tip of the tail). For smaller distances, they use the handspan, which is approximately twelve inches long. For long distances, they are more likely to measure by the length of time it takes to fly somewhere rather than how far it is in dragonlengths. A dragon standing erect is sixteen to twenty feet tall.

      Adult dragons weigh between 4000-5000 pounds. An active dragon will eat, on average, 250-300 pounds of meat per day, plus a quantity of stone equaling another 8-10 pounds (sometimes less depending on the “richness” of the stone). Dragons generally eat twice a day, though in lean times a dragon will gorge herself on available food and then not eat again for several days.

      An adult dragon can fly up to 120 miles per hour.
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      The sun had barely peeked over the distant horizon when Lamprophyre took to the air above the nook where she’d spent the night. Six, seven, twelve sure strokes of her wings to gain altitude, and then she coasted along the updrafts that coursed through the mountain heights, maintaining speed with minute twitches of her wingtips.

      In only a dozen dozen heartbeats, she descended from the rocky crags where only dragons and the hardiest of birds survived to the lower slopes, covered with a mossy scruff and the occasional scraggly pine. Here, small animals lived, rock hares and slender black birds and the goats who leaped fearlessly from cliff to sharp-edged cliff as if they, like the dragons, would fly and not fall if they missed their step.

      She spiraled downward past the rocky slopes to land on the foothills, which were gently rolling rather than proudly stark, with soil and grass covering them like flesh laid over the bones of the mountain. The air of the lowlands, humid and heavy even just after dawn, weighed on Lamprophyre’s wings and the delicate scales surrounding her eyes and mouth.

      Three days of hunting with nothing to show for it wore on her soul in a different way. Not for the first time, she considered turning back. It wasn’t as if anyone in the flight knew she’d intended anything but an extended search for game, and none of them would know she’d failed. But she would know, and that burned more fiercely than her physical or emotional pains.

      She crept over the gentle slopes of the foothills, crushing green plants whose names she didn’t know—what was the point of knowing the names of such transitory things?—and sending up more thick, heavily-scented drafts of air that choked her if she breathed too deeply. Ahead, where the ground flattened out, trees grew in clumps thick enough to hide a dragon, if she had to hide. Far better to conceal herself by blending with her surroundings, turning her bright blue scales mottled green and brown and furling the copper membranes of her wings. But it didn’t matter, because there wasn’t anyone to see her.

      She blew hot air through her nostrils in exasperation. The creatures she sought had plagued the dragon flight for weeks, and now they were nowhere to be seen. Stupid humans with their stupid, incomprehensible desires and their stupid encroaching on dragon territory.

      Lamprophyre clambered over yet another rise and saw no movement beyond a flock of birds busily pecking the ground of the wide, grassy plains. They looked like a scattering of dark pebbles against the rich green. It was a lovely color, she had to admit, deep and bright and—

      Lamprophyre scowled. The same green as Coquina, Stones take her. Coquina who could do no wrong, Coquina who was always two steps ahead of Lamprophyre, two wingbeats above. Lamprophyre’s intentions hardened into granite resolve. She would succeed, and then Coquina would be the one eating Lamprophyre’s dust.

      The thought of eating dust made Lamprophyre consider taking to the air. She’d certainly have a better view. But that meant the humans would be more likely to see her, however she concealed herself against the sky, and for this to work, she needed surprise. She continued creeping along the hills, casting her mind out for a stray thought that would reveal her prey.

      The sun climbed higher, its edges fuzzy as it burned through the morning mist. Lamprophyre came out of the foothills and crossed the grassy plains to the first clump of trees. The birds scattered as she drew near, not soon enough, as three of them found. Lamprophyre crunched their bones happily between her back teeth. She much preferred cooked food, as any rational person did, but sometimes a couple of raw morsels stirred the blood. She wiped her mouth and pressed on, finally taking a rest in the shade of the tall, skinny trees, lush with leaves and the buds of orange flowers.

      A thought brushed her mind, the faintest breath of a mental breeze: …never going to find…

      Lamprophyre sat up and cast about her. Her range for intercepting thought was only average, which meant the thinker couldn’t be far away, no more than thirty dragonlengths. She slunk around the side of the copse and strained to hear more thoughts.

      She caught the next one just as she saw motion off to her left: …outpaced us already…

      Lamprophyre flattened herself to the ground and watched a double column of riders come into view. They were a muddy streak against the vibrant green, brown horses, brown clothes, brown skin. All had white hair—no, those were caps covering their heads and hanging low over their necks. The jingling of metal chinking against metal reached her ears, but no speech.

      Lamprophyre watched the humans, examining each. She didn’t know enough about humans to be able to interpret their expressions, but she could tell who their leader was by the way she rode ahead of the columns, how she held her head alertly, searching for danger. Humans weren’t so different from dragons in that respect. Finally, Lamprophyre had a target.

      She scooted back behind the trees and flapped her wings once, twice, gaining just enough altitude to put herself above the leafy canopy. Concealing herself against the sky was difficult and couldn’t be maintained long, but Lamprophyre was the best in her clutch, far better than stupid Coquina. Her body tingled as the concealment spread over her scales, turning her a misty yellow-gray to match the morning sky. Then she spread her wings and shot upward, resisting the urge to shout for joy as she flew. There was nothing in the world to beat that sensation.

      She spiraled upward to get a better view. Before her, the plains spread out into the distance, gradually changing from verdant green to a muddier olive. Behind her, the foothills marched on to where they rose to meet the mountains, their greenery fading into dusty brown and gray. And beyond that, Lamprophyre’s mountain home stretched to meet the sky, surrounding Mother Stone and her rocky slopes, white with snow year-round. It was so beautiful it made Lamprophyre’s chest ache with longing—but she had a purpose, and finally she could achieve it.

      She glided down toward the columns of riders, counting: seventeen in all. It wouldn’t matter to her plan, but she did wonder idly whether that was a lot, or a few, for whatever purpose they had. Some of the other dragons had encountered humans in much larger groups. They’d scattered them, sent them fleeing out of dragon territory, regardless of the size of the group, but it was curious.

      The female at the head of the columns had called a stop and was looking around intently. If she had detected Lamprophyre’s approach, she was smarter and more observant than Lamprophyre had imagined a human could be. The female’s intelligence wouldn’t save her in the end, but it might mean the success of Lamprophyre’s plan.

      Lamprophyre furled her wings and dropped, snapping them open at the last minute with a crack like thunder, but not dropping concealment. The horses shifted restlessly, raising their heads and tossing their manes, and the humans turned in their seats, exclaiming over thunder out of a clear sky. Their thoughts were a wild tangle Lamprophyre blocked easily, not wanting the distraction. She glided past overhead, maddening the horses, who smelled danger even though their riders could not.

      The leader shouted something and waved her hand, keeping a firm grip on the reins with the other. Lamprophyre curved into the sky and hung, flapping her wings to stay aloft. Then she let her concealment fall, blue and copper bleeding across her scales and wings, and dove.

      They didn’t see her at first, preoccupied with looking for a terrestrial enemy. Then the leader shouted and pointed, and the columns disintegrated into a mass of horses and humans, screaming and fumbling for weapons. The leader stayed outside the melee, sawing at her horse’s reins to get it to stay put. Just as if she knew what Lamprophyre wanted and was actually cooperating.

      Lamprophyre smiled and flexed her hands. She swept low over the leader, slowed her flight just so, and plucked the leader off her horse as easily as snatching a roe deer from the herd.
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      Instantly she beat her wings hard to gain altitude, leaving behind the screaming mass. The leader struggled, but Lamprophyre had expected that and gripped her tighter. “Don’t fight me, or I’ll drop you,” she shouted over the sound of the wind in her wings. “I wouldn’t even do it on purpose.”

      The leader froze. “You speak my language,” she said.

      “No, you speak mine.” The female was heavy and awkward even now that she wasn’t fighting, and Lamprophyre was breathless and not interested in conversation. Explaining that humans had learned to speak from dragons, far in the distant past, was more work than she was willing to do at the moment. “Hold still,” she warned again, but the warning was unnecessary, because the human clung to Lamprophyre’s arms and pressed her face against the dragon’s chest.

      She swept along northward for more than a thousand dragonlengths until she was deep within the foothills. Then she descended slowly, alit in one of the valleys, and gently set her prize on the ground. The female staggered, but remained upright. Her cap had fallen off somewhere in their flight, and her short, dark brown hair was disordered and her eyes wide. She dropped into a crouch and put her head between her knees, breathing heavily. Lamprophyre calmed her breathing as well, concealing her excitement. It had worked! The first part, anyway. Now to see if she could pull off the rest.

      The human rose from her crouch, then dropped to one knee, bowing her head. “My lord Katayan,” she said, “please, spare my life.”

      Lamprophyre settled back on her haunches. “I’m not your lord. My name is Lamprophyre.”

      The female didn’t raise her head. “Aren’t you Katayan, that which the Immanence gave shape to rule all dragons?”

      “No. I’ve never heard of that. There’s no such person as Katayan. Get up—I want to see your face.”

      The female slowly stood and raised her head. Her dark eyes met Lamprophyre’s fearlessly. “Then I ask that you kill me quickly,” she said, “and spare my men your wrath.”

      “I don’t want to kill you,” Lamprophyre said, feeling irritable. She thought about pointing out that if she’d wanted the female dead she would have killed her immediately, decided that would ruin any chance of them reaching accord, and added, “I’m taking you to meet someone you can explain yourself to. To tell what you humans are doing invading our territory.”

      “Me?” The female sounded so startled Lamprophyre felt a twinge of uncertainty. “Why me?”

      “I could tell you’re the leader of those humans. We’re tired of scaring you people off. I want you to talk to Hyaloclast and see if we can’t come to an agreement.”

      “But I—who’s Hyaloclast?”

      “The dragon queen. Now, do you want to ride, or should I carry you again?”

      The female took a few steps backward, and Lamprophyre was about to lunge for her when she stopped and examined the dragon. “Why would you let me ride?”

      “I thought it would look better. More noble. You are sort of an emissary of your people.”

      The female said nothing.

      Lamprophyre started to feel nervous. She had thought the human leader would leap at the chance to speak with Hyaloclast, but this female wasn’t behaving at all as Lamprophyre had expected. Again that twinge of uncertainty shot through her, and she suppressed it.

      Finally, the female said, “I’ll ride, if that’s allowed.”

      Lamprophyre crouched low and rolled her shoulders toward the female. Awkwardly, the human climbed up Lamprophyre’s arm and shoulder and fitted herself into the notch just ahead of Lamprophyre’s wings. “Can you see where to hold on?” Lamprophyre asked.

      “It’s as if you were made for human riders,” the female said.

      Lamprophyre sat up abruptly, and the female clung to the ridge of scales at the base of her neck. “Never say that again,” she said. “We’re not human servants.”

      “Sorry,” the female said. “I just meant it’s surprisingly comfortable. I would never dream of you as a servant of any kind. You’re magnificent.”

      The compliment embarrassed Lamprophyre. To cover her embarrassment, she shrugged her shoulders to settle the human more securely in the notch. She’d never been this close to a human before, and even though she knew from stories that humans had once ridden dragons, she hadn’t been able to guess how it would feel to have a person perched there at the scruff of her neck, like a fly she couldn’t reach to swat. “Hold on, then,” she said, and leapt into the sky.

      The strain on muscles that hadn’t flown far in three days had ebbed, and Lamprophyre felt powerful, ready to catch the air currents and soar high above the smelly green ground. She had to remind herself that she had a passenger—how awful if she lost her to a roll or a dive! “What’s your name?” she called back over her shoulder.

      “Rokshan,” came the reply, faint and blown about by the wind. “And you said you are…?”

      “Lamprophyre.”

      “Lamp—that’s a mouthful.”

      “Not much harder than Rokshan.”

      The female said nothing for a few breaths. “And you want me to negotiate with your queen,” she finally said.

      “It’s been centuries since humans set foot in dragon lands,” Lamprophyre said. “And now you’re all over the place. I want you to explain why.”

      “I see,” Rokshan said. “But—”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s nothing.”

      They flew in silence the rest of the way through the foothills, where Lamprophyre banked low to follow the river that cut through the mountains. Green gave way to brown and then gray as they climbed to the lower slopes of the mountains, covered this early in the year with pale green scruff that felt so peculiar underfoot.

      A splash of red and a speck of gold far below, tucked into the curve of the river, showed where Nephrite guarded his nest. He looked up as they passed, but gave no wave of recognition. The eggs of this year’s clutch were within a twelveday of hatching, and their fathers were even more diligent than usual in keeping contrary thoughts from damaging their young. In a few years, Lamprophyre would bear an egg, and her mate, whoever that would be, would take Nephrite’s place. The idea bothered her. She had no interest in any of the flight as a potential mate and no feeling that that would ever change.

      She rose higher along the slopes. In the distance, she saw the cliffs and caves that were the flight’s home. Brightly colored draconic shapes clung to the outcroppings, sunning themselves. The air was cool and fresh and invigorated Lamprophyre. She drew in a great lungful and slowed her speed, swooping around the long way to give everyone a glimpse of Rokshan perched on her shoulders.

      When she alit on the shelf outside the caves, she pretended not to notice all the attention, or hear the gasps as one by one the nearest dragons saw the human. She leisurely crouched to allow Rokshan to dismount, then gave her a hand when she staggered.

      “By the Stones, Lamprophyre, what is that?” Scoria exclaimed. The elderly dragon clambered arthritically down from her perch and put her nose right up next to Rokshan. “You brought a human here?”

      “I did,” Lamprophyre said. “And she’s going to stop the humans from invading.”

      Grass-green scales slithered up and over the ledge. “You captured a human,” Coquina said. Her tone of voice, dismissive as always, made Lamprophyre want to push her back over the edge.

      Higher up the slope, bronze Leucite rose into the air with a few lazy flaps, then descended to the ledge and disappeared into the biggest cave. The royal cave. He was going to fetch Hyaloclast. Lamprophyre’s heart beat faster. It was what she wanted, what she’d hoped for, but now that the moment was here, she couldn’t quite believe it was happening.

      Coquina cleaned her teeth with her sharp sixth claw. “There must be something wrong with it,” she said lazily, but Lamprophyre knew her clutchmate well enough to recognize when Coquina was jealous.

      Rokshan had backed away from Scoria’s nose, which was emitting gentle bursts of smoke—well, Scoria was old and not always in control of her second stomach’s fiery emissions. The human pressed against Lamprophyre’s haunch, but didn’t otherwise seem nervous. Lamprophyre thought about patting Rokshan’s shoulder in reassurance, but wasn’t sure that was a gesture that translated across species.

      Heavy footsteps signaled Hyaloclast’s arrival. The great dragon queen emerged and unfurled her wings, and Rokshan pressed even harder against Lamprophyre’s leg. Lamprophyre couldn’t blame her for being nervous now. Hyaloclast was a third again the size of Lamprophyre, her scales pure black and gleaming like obsidian, her eyes and the fine membranes of her wings the red of a blood ruby. She stood at her full height and looked down on Lamprophyre and Rokshan both.

      “So,” she said, her voice rumbling like a distant avalanche, “you have brought me a human, Lamprophyre.”

      “Yes,” Lamprophyre said, sitting up tall even as she was conscious of Rokshan’s body against hers. “She is the leader of the humans.”

      “And what will I do with a human leader?”

      Lamprophyre met her bloody gaze fearlessly. “The humans have encroached on our lands with no explanation,” she said, “and I have brought this female here for you to treat with. You can send our demands and make the humans leave.”

      Hyaloclast cast her gaze on Rokshan. “Interesting,” she said. “I don’t know where to begin. This was your plan?”

      The way she said it, as dismissively as Coquina ever dreamed, made Lamprophyre’s stomachs churn. “Yes, but—”

      “How did you know this human was their leader?”

      “I…it was obvious. The way she moved, the way she spoke to the others—”

      “And it didn’t occur to you that the humans might have more than one leader? That they don’t all have the same goals?”

      “Well…” This was all wrong. “Even if there are many—”

      “You don’t even know,” Hyaloclast said, “that this is a male.”

      Hot blood rushed through Lamprophyre, tinting her scales violet with embarrassment. She ignored Coquina’s laughter and said, “It doesn’t matter if he’s male or female. Isn’t it better that we try to find a permanent solution than to keep scaring them away? Maybe there are lots of human groups, but this is a start!”

      Hyaloclast transferred her attention back to Rokshan. “What’s your name?”

      “Rokshan. Son of Ekanath.” Rokshan stepped away from Lamprophyre. “He is the king of Gonjiri.”

      A jet of smoke escaped Hyaloclast’s left nostril. “So Lamprophyre got lucky.”

      “I guess he did,” Rokshan said.

      “I’m female!” Lamprophyre exclaimed. Laughter rippled through the watching crowd, which had grown to include practically every member of the flight. Lamprophyre was sure she was nearly purple with humiliation.

      “It seems you have a mutual inability to identify each other’s sex,” Hyaloclast said, her eye ridges rising to echo her sarcastic tone. “Now that we’ve gotten that all straight, where does that leave us? Oh, yes. With a royal hostage.”

      Lamprophyre’s head whipped around and she stared at the dragon queen. “Hostage?” she said. “But that’s—he isn’t a hostage!”

      “I could be, if the queen insists,” Rokshan said. “I hope your honor won’t allow you to take advantage of Lamprophyre’s mistake.”

      “Dragons do not deal dishonorably, but they take advantage when it’s given to them,” Hyaloclast said. “What do you offer, your highness?”

      “Information,” Rokshan said. “Didn’t you wonder why there were humans in the northern wilds?”

      “What humans do is of little interest to us,” Hyaloclast said. “But I admit it’s a curiosity.”

      “It was a prophecy,” Rokshan said. “Jiwanyil—the Immanence made human flesh—told our ecclesiasts that human destiny lies in the northern wilds. We did not know dragons lived here. All our legends say the dragons were killed in a great catastrophe, hundreds of years ago. So we followed the prophecy. Human settlers, and the bandits who prey on them. My company was pursuing bandits when Lamprophyre captured me.”

      “I see.” Hyaloclast settled back on her haunches. “And if you’d known there were dragons here?”

      Rokshan gazed at her without a trace of fear. “We still would have come,” he said. “We don’t ignore prophecy. We’ve learned to our sorrow what happens when we do.”

      “I see,” Hyaloclast repeated. “Lamprophyre. In your cunning plan, what did you anticipate I would do?”

      Lamprophyre ducked her head. “We can’t solve our problems if we don’t know what’s causing them. I hoped you could talk to the humans and convince them not to intrude on our lands.”

      “Bold words from someone who has made a terrible mistake. Didn’t you think, if you did manage to capture someone of rank, that other humans might see that as an act of war? It’s irrelevant that humans can’t hurt us—think how many innocents might lose their lives if we’re forced to defend Mother Stone.”

      Lamprophyre ducked her head lower. “I didn’t think of that.”

      Hyaloclast let out a deep breath. “Take the prince back where you found him. Then return here, and we will discuss the consequences of your mistake. And you, young prince—” Hyaloclast leaned over so her face was level with Rokshan’s. “Tell your royal father if humans persist in entering our territory, we will defend it. And we will not be so gentle as we have in the past.” She turned and stumped back into the cavern.

      The laughter had stopped. Even Coquina was silent. Lamprophyre crouched low and wordlessly leaned over so Rokshan could mount. Then, with a tremendous push from her hind legs, she launched herself into the sky.
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      She flew straight up for a time, aiming for a point past the morning overcast, welcoming the chilly air caressing her hot flanks and cheeks. She’d forgotten she had a passenger until Rokshan said, “I’m cold.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” She backwinged, hovered for a moment, then spiraled down gently until the air wasn’t knife-edged with cold. Spreading her wings, she coasted southward, staying well above where the flight might reasonably be. She couldn’t bear to look any of them in the eye.

      “I’m sorry,” Rokshan said.

      She tried to look at him and could only see the curve of her shoulder. “You’re sorry? You’re not the fool who nearly started a war!”

      “I mean they shouldn’t have laughed at you. It wasn’t a bad plan.” Rokshan laughed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but…that really was remarkable, snatching me off my horse and all that.”

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “Sorry.”

      They flew on for several dragonlengths before Rokshan said, “What will Hyaloclast do to you?”

      “Lecture me,” Lamprophyre said. “Give me penance duty. I’ll probably fly a lot of long patrols to teach me humility.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It’s not.” The worst part would be the mockery, the sidelong glances and the whispered comments. It would be years before the flight let her forget about her stupid mistake.

      She saw Nephrite again in the distance, that same blotch of red, very still against the banks of the river. She thought about veering to the side to avoid him, but that was pointless, since it wasn’t as if he could know what she’d done. And he wouldn’t come after her, abandoning his egg, for any reason. So much for Lamprophyre laying an egg any time in the next twelveyear. As if anyone would want to mate with her now. Small comfort that she’d already mentally rejected all of the males in the flight.

      She swept past Nephrite, glancing down at him and the nest that held his and Fluorspar’s egg. He was so still she could almost imagine—

      With a gasp, she furled her wings and dropped like a stone. Rokshan let out a shout of surprise, and his hands gripped her ruff more tightly, but all her attention was on Nephrite. She landed a dragonlength away and ran toward him, not caring that she was far too close to the unborn dragonet. Rokshan clung to her against her uneven lope.

      She skidded to a halt and grabbed Nephrite’s chin, tilting his head toward her. The dragon’s nictitating membranes were closed over his silver eyes, making them cloudy, and although he was now staring directly at the golden spot that was the sun behind the haze, his eyelids didn’t blink shut. “Stones,” Lamprophyre breathed, and twisted to propel Rokshan off her shoulders. He stumbled, caught his balance, and put a hand on Lamprophyre’s arm.

      “Is she dead?” he asked.

      “He,” Lamprophyre said, but she wasn’t really paying attention to the human. No coherent thoughts came from Nephrite, even as close as she was to the dragon. She pressed her ear against Nephrite’s chest and covered her other ear with her hand, blocking out distractions. After what felt like forever, she heard the distant thrum of his heartbeat, far too slow and far too quiet, but at least it was there. “He’s alive.”

      She sat up and looked around, wishing madly for inspiration to strike. Nephrite moaned, drawing her attention back to him. “What happened?” she demanded.

      Nephrite blinked, and his nictitating membranes drew back. His silver eyes were unfocused, the pupils bare slits in an argent field. “The birds break water under the moon,” he said.

      Lamprophyre sat back. “What?”

      “Open the chasm into the last of the geode.” Nephrite blinked again and swayed upright. “The fall eats its young.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” Lamprophyre said.

      “Lamprophyre,” Rokshan said, “is this a nest?”

      Lamprophyre turned, releasing Nephrite to fall back against the stony cliffside. She scrambled over the stony riverbank to where Rokshan knelt, examining the pile of soft dead grasses and shards of eggshell. “Yes,” she said. “The egg is gone.”

      “It didn’t hatch?” Rokshan picked up a thin piece of eggshell, gold on the outside and tawny cream on the inside, then dropped it hastily.

      “No. Dragon eggs have very thick shells when they’re laid, and layers of shell fall off gradually until the shell is thin enough for the dragonet to break through. It’s too early for it to hatch, and there’d be a lot more shell if it had. Someone stole the egg.”

      Lamprophyre stood and turned in a slow circle. It was impossible. No dragon would steal an egg—you couldn’t even call it theft, because the eggs belonged to the whole flight. Dragons had no natural predators. That left humans. Lamprophyre knew practically nothing about humans—she’d just proved that spectacularly in public—but she’d never heard of a human being able to hurt a dragon the way Nephrite had been attacked.

      “I have to tell the flight,” she said. “They’ll be able to find the ones who did this.”

      “There’s no time,” Rokshan said. “By the time you rouse them to action, the bandits will be long gone, and you’ll never see that egg again.”

      A vision of the egg hatching in some distant human stronghold, surrounded by horrible humans thinking terrible thoughts, struck Lamprophyre to the heart. “All the more reason to hurry.”

      “I can track them,” Rokshan said. “You go. Follow me when you can.”

      “What? I’m not going to let you go after those thieves alone! Why would you?”

      “Look,” Rokshan said, turning on her, “you were right about one thing. Humans and dragons need to be able to understand each other. If I can help restore this egg to your people, maybe that will convince your queen that that’s possible. But we have to move now. I can’t tell how long they’ve been gone—”

      “Not long. The egg was here when we flew past on the way—I mean, I remember seeing it before.”

      “I can see the path they took. They can’t be far away, but they’re headed for the river, and if they have a boat, that could take them anywhere. We can at least see where they end up, and then, if you and I can’t get the egg back, you can bring the dragons in force.”

      Lamprophyre glanced at Nephrite, who was drooling saliva mixed with thin black acid from his second stomach. “We can’t leave him like this.”

      “He doesn’t seem to be in any danger. And wouldn’t he tell you to rescue the egg over tending to him?”

      “I want to know what they did to him. If it’s permanent—”

      “Let’s worry about that later.” Rokshan hauled himself up to his seat and gripped her ruff tightly. “How close to the ground can you fly?”

      “Not too close. We might be better off walking, except that’s so slow.”

      “If you can stay about six feet off the ground—I mean, about as far as I am tall—that should be enough.”

      It was hard going, staying low enough that Rokshan could follow their tracks, fast enough not to drop but slow enough not to lose the trail. Lamprophyre’s wings and shoulders ached, and her rear end was tense from keeping her tail from dragging. They followed the rocky foothills along what Lamprophyre could barely call a trail. “Are you sure you’re following them?” she asked. “I can’t see anything.”

      “I’m an experienced tracker, and I don’t think they expected anyone to follow them,” Rokshan said. He leaned well to one side, with a single hand on her ruff for balance. “Why was that dragon so far away from your home? Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “No animal would attack a dragon. And dragon fathers have to stay well away from other sapient creatures, so they don’t hurt the egg with their thoughts.”

      “Their—I don’t understand.”

      Lamprophyre’s nerves were keyed to the breaking point as she strained to see any trace of humans or egg. “Dragons can hear the thoughts of intelligent creatures,” she said, hoping to calm herself. She’d do the egg no good if she were too tense to react properly. “A dragonet in the egg can’t shield herself from those thoughts. So they have to be kept away from everyone except their fathers, who are experienced at thinking the right things. Language. History. Traditions.”

      “So that dragonet is in danger from those bandits’ thoughts.”

      He was quick, Lamprophyre had to admit. “Yes. We have to get her free soon, and hope she isn’t damaged.”

      “What happens if she is?”

      “I don’t know. It’s never happened before, not so I’m aware. There are stories of eggs gone wrong, but they’re just stories.”

      Rokshan leaned out far enough to make Lamprophyre flap harder so she wouldn’t overbalance. “Turn here.”

      The new path took them more southward, out of the foothills and into the plains. Ahead, Lamprophyre saw the glint of flowing water. A river, wider and slower than the one near her home. Now even she could see the trail left by the bandits, the grass crushed by the passage of many feet. She alit near the trail and leaned to let Rokshan off.

      “At least ten humans, and a pack animal,” Rokshan said. He crouched near the trail as if he could smell the bandits and track them as a fox would. “We have to be careful now.”

      “Humans can’t hurt dragons,” Lamprophyre said.

      “What about what they did to your friend? They have some weapon,” Rokshan countered. “Once we’ve spotted them, you distract them, and I’ll grab the egg.”

      “That’s a terrible idea,” Lamprophyre said. “What if the egg is hidden? You’d be in danger the whole time you searched for it.”

      “All right, what do you suggest?”

      “Let’s find them first.”

      With Rokshan once more mounted, Lamprophyre launched herself into the sky, beating her wings for altitude. From that height, the river was a thread of blue against the fields of new growth, lined with bushy trees whose leaves were a dustier green than the grass. A breeze had come up, stirring the heavy air and fluttering the leaves so their white undersides flashed, dark-light-dark. The motion drew Lamprophyre’s eye to the riverbank, and to a different kind of motion, this one heavier and slower.

      “I see them,” she said, just as Rokshan said, “There they are, under the trees.”

      Lamprophyre rose higher and circled above her enemy. At that distance, wispy traces of the bandits’ thoughts brushed her mind, hard and cruel and filled with thoughts of gold—not the warm, living gold of the egg, but cold disks spilling out of cloth sacks. She understood very little of what she saw, but coin was something all the oldest stories contained. Apparently they were right about how much humans loved it.

      “What is that thing in the water? Is that a boat?” she asked. Boats were something else from stories of the past, something humans used to travel on rivers. She’d never understood why they didn’t just swim. Maybe they were as awkward in the water as dragons were.

      “Yes, and it looks like they’re loading it. The trees are in the way, so I can’t tell more than that.” Rokshan sounded frustrated. “If they get the egg on board, that’s the end of this chase.”

      “Why? I’m faster than any boat. And—” Lamprophyre’s lips curled in a smile. “I think I know how to stop them.”
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      They hid behind the trees on the far side of the river. Lamprophyre couldn’t keep still, she was so agitated. Every moment that passed was one more moment for the egg to be corrupted. But her plan called for the bandits to cast off from the shore—a phrase Rokshan had taught her—so she waited, impatiently, and watched the bandits through the trees. She hissed when she saw one of them carrying a wrapped bundle the size and shape of a dragon egg, then felt embarrassed about her lapse into barbarity. Then she considered whether barbarity might not be needed in this case. She certainly intended to wreak havoc on the kidnappers.

      Beside her, Rokshan laid a hand on her arm. “It’s almost time.”

      “Then mount up.” It was getting easier, and Rokshan’s weight no longer bothered her, though she was still aware of him perched above her wings. The last bandit jumped from the bank to the boat, someone else gave a shove with a long pole, and the boat drifted into the river’s current and picked up speed. It was as fast as a fish, with a thick pole sticking up from its center that had a sheet of coarse fabric attached to it. The fabric caught the breeze as a dragon’s wing would and propelled the boat along.

      Lamprophyre scrambled on hands and feet parallel to the shore, pacing the boat until it was fully in the center of the broad river and well away from either bank. “Hold on,” she told Rokshan, and pushed off from the spongy ground.

      This time, she didn’t bother concealing herself, depending instead on speed and surprise to get the advantage of the bandits. She rose a few dragonlengths into the sky, hovered briefly to get her bearings, and as the first cries of alarm rang out, she dove at the boat and spat a great blast of fire.

      As she’d intended, it missed the boat by the barest margin and made the water on its left side steam. Screams of terror, and the sound of feet pounding the boards, warmed her heart. She drew in another breath and sent more fire over the right side of the boat, brushing its side and sending up a stink of charred wood with the cloud of steam.

      She landed near the pole and spread her wings wide as Rokshan tumbled off and away. In her deepest voice, she roared out, “Thieves! Give back what you stole!” It was for drama’s sake rather than because she believed her order would make them obey, but drama was deeply satisfying.

      A female, heavier-set than Rokshan and with dark black hair concealing the lower half of her face, hauled herself out of a square hole in the boat’s floor some distance away. She shouted, “Archers! Kill the beast!”

      Archers. That was another word Lamprophyre knew. She shut her nictitating membranes, making the world go slightly dim, as arrows plinked away at her impenetrable hide. Shoving off, she flapped a few times and dove at the female who had given the order. The female didn’t have time to move before Lamprophyre had her pinned with one of her deadly sharp claws at her throat. She instantly stilled. Lamprophyre wished she knew how to interpret human expressions to tell if she was afraid or angry. It didn’t matter. She was Lamprophyre’s prisoner.

      “Tell them to give me the egg, and I’ll spare your life,” she hissed, giving in to ancient instincts.

      Sweat beaded on the human’s forehead. “Give it the egg,” she shouted, her voice much deeper than Rokshan’s. “It’s not worth my life.”

      “Good choice,” Lamprophyre said with a smile.

      Something slapped Lamprophyre’s right haunch. Instantly the dim world turned rosy pink, and a flock of birds winged past, laughing with the voices of a hundred dragons. Lamprophyre turned her head to follow them and saw the moon hanging low in the sky, full and heavy and tinted orange. It looked like a fat orange, pebbly and rough, close enough to touch, so she reached out—

      “Lamprophyre!” Rokshan shouted.

      “I need to pluck the orange,” she said, reassuring him.

      Something cracked against the side of her face, a heavy blow that rattled her brains and made her teeth feel loose. She jerked away, blinking both sets of eyelids, and then flattened herself to the floor as the bandit chief swung a length of wood at her head again. The moon was gone, the sky was faded pale blue, and all she could hear was the rush of water past the sides of the boat and the shouts of angry, frightened humans.

      “Ow,” she said, and rose up from the floor to tackle the bandit chief. She caught the chief’s arm and wrenched the wooden beam from her grip. Tossing it aside, she threw her to the floor and put a heavy foot on her chest. The female gasped for breath, scrabbling at Lamprophyre’s foot and ankle with both hands.

      “Lamprophyre, help!” Rokshan shouted.

      She turned, not letting up on the bandit chief. Rokshan was wrestling one of the bandits for another length of wood. This one was finely carved and had a chunk of uncut sapphire half the size of Lamprophyre’s fist strapped to its tip with strips of leather. Other females—males?—circled the two, and one bandit looked like she was preparing to attack Rokshan.

      “Stones,” Lamprophyre cursed. She shoved the bandit chief hard into the floor and leaped for the bandits. Her tail whipped around and caught the nearest one, the one approaching Rokshan, below the knees, sending him to the floor. She reached for the stick Rokshan and the other bandit were fighting over.

      “Don’t touch it!” Rokshan said. “It’s a weapon. It will hurt you. Go get the egg!”

      Lamprophyre had no idea where the egg was. This plan had failed even faster than the first one had. Instead, she snatched the bandit grappling with Rokshan and shook him until he loosed his grip on the stick, then flung him overboard to sink screaming beneath the water.

      Something struck her hindquarters, and she turned to see the bandit chief once more holding the length of wood. “You’re a fool,” she said, and breathed out fire to engulf the female.

      The bandit chief screamed and dropped to the ground, beating at herself to put out the flames. Lamprophyre sneered. “That was a warning,” she said. She kicked the bandit’s weapon over the side of the boat and grabbed the bandit chief by her ankle, hauling the female up to dangle in front of her nose. “My fire can burn much hotter. Now. Last chance. Where is the egg?”

      The bandit chief appeared incapable of speech, but she waved her arms in some kind of signal. Lamprophyre looked over her shoulder. Rokshan stood behind her, brandishing the sapphire-tipped stick—that little thing, a weapon?—in a stance that said he was ready to attack anyone who approached. One of the bandits dropped into the square hole in the floor and clambered out holding the fabric-wrapped bundle. Lamprophyre took it with her free arm and shoved the wrappings aside with her nose. Golden eggshell gleamed.

      “Don’t try this again,” she said to the bandit chief. She dropped her on her head, making her cry out once and then go still and silent. Lamprophyre found, looking at the innocent egg, she didn’t much care if she’d killed her. How much damage had these humans done to it? And she didn’t dare burn the ship for fear so much death terror would mark the dragonet for life.

      “Stay close,” she murmured to Rokshan. She slowly turned in a circle, her tail held ready for an attack, until she was facing the rest of the bandits. “Now mount.”

      It was fortunate Rokshan no longer needed help in mounting, because the bandits looked poised to attack her again. That they were more afraid of losing the egg than they were of dying at her claws surprised and frightened her. To cover her fear, she said, “Whatever you had in mind, forget it. You won’t take us by surprise a second time.” Tucking the egg securely under one arm, she leaped into the sky.

      “You need to kill them,” Rokshan said. “Those men and women have killed so many humans, and I’m sure they would have killed us—couldn’t you perceive their thoughts?”

      “I was blocking them so I wouldn’t be distracted. And if I burn them, the dragonet will sense their deaths, and that could…” She didn’t want to finish that sentence. It might already be too late for this egg.

      “They’ll come after you again. You dragons, I mean.”

      “We’ll be ready for them.” That, Lamprophyre was sure of.
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      Nephrite was gone when they returned to the nest. Lamprophyre settled on the river bank and bent low to drink water from her cupped hand. She hadn’t realized she was thirsty until she tasted the delicious, cool water. Rokshan knelt by the river and scooped up a drink for himself. When he finished, he wiped his mouth and said, “What now?”

      “We can’t leave the egg unattended, and I don’t dare bring you back to the flight. I’m in enough trouble as it is. I’ll return you to your people and then take the egg back.”

      “Won’t that be dangerous?”

      “It’s already been hurt. A few hundred beats exposed to our thoughts can’t make a difference.” She eyed the stick, which lay on the ground near Rokshan’s feet. “And what am I supposed to do with that?”

      “It’s not safe for the dragons, and I don’t think humans should have it either. But breaking it could be a bad idea.”

      Lamprophyre resisted the urge to kick it into the river. “Why is that?”

      “Artifacts like that one are full of magical energy. Breaking it might release that energy explosively. It needs to be safely drained and then broken.” Rokshan picked it up and put a hand over the sapphire, squeezing it as if it were a fruit he could crush for its juice. “I don’t know why it doesn’t work on me. Somebody made this to hurt dragons. But nobody knew dragons existed until a few months ago, so why would it exist at all?”

      “Will it hurt me if I touch just the stick?” Lamprophyre held out a hand.

      Rokshan extended it toward her as if he expected it to discharge a pulse of magical energy that would kill them both. Lamprophyre closed her hand around the wooden shaft. “I don’t feel anything,” she said. “So it’s just the stone that does the damage.”

      “That still makes it dangerous.”

      “Less dangerous for us to keep it where we can see it.” She knelt for Rokshan to mount. “We should hurry. Princes are important, yes? So we don’t want your people getting upset and starting a war.”

      “I’m not that important. I’m the youngest of my father’s children and therefore redundant.”

      Lamprophyre shot into the air. “Your father’s children? Do human males give birth?” Rokshan had sounded uncharacteristically grim just then.

      “No, I meant that my father has had two wives. Elini died in a boating accident when her youngest was only a baby, and Father married my mother Satiya shortly after that. She had two children, and I’m the youngest.”

      “You sound as if that’s a problem.”

      Rokshan laughed, though it didn’t sound very cheerful. “My father and I don’t get along. Look, I think I see my company—there, to the left.”

      Lamprophyre thought about pressing Rokshan for more details, but decided it was none of her business what humans did in their families. How much better to be part of the flight, with your parents having no more or less influence on you than anyone else. A pang of ridiculous homesickness flashed through her, and she hugged the egg closer to her chest and thought calming thoughts. She wasn’t as effective as the egg’s father would be, but she had to be better than nothing.

      She alit a dozen dragonlengths from the humans and leaned over to let Rokshan off. “Thank you,” she said. “It wouldn’t have worked without you. I’ll be sure to tell Hyaloclast that.”

      “Good luck,” Rokshan said.

      He waved a farewell as she leapt into the sky. Another gesture humans and dragons had in common. Language, gestures, some memories of a distant past…Hyaloclast was right; none of that was enough to give them a shared foundation to work from.

      Lamprophyre wheeled and flew off toward home. She thought Rokshan might still be waving, but she didn’t look back to find out.
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      A twelveday later, Lamprophyre reclined on the rocky cliffside outside the caverns and soaked up the sun, so comforting in contrast to the brisk wind blowing across her scales. She needed that comfort to ease the tension that pulsed through the flight like a living thing, a snake gripping each dragon in its coils. Fluorspar and Nephrite’s egg had begun hatching before dawn, and while no one would intrude on their joyous moment, everyone longed to know who this dragonet would turn out to be.

      Lamprophyre felt inappropriately guilty every time she thought of the dragonet. If not for her and Rokshan, it would be lost to the flight entirely, but suppose she’d taken too long, and the bandits’ corruption wouldn’t have taken hold if she’d been faster? What if her passing overhead had been the distraction that had left Nephrite vulnerable to the magic stick? They were all nonsensical thoughts, but she still burned with humiliation over the incident that had brought Rokshan to the flight, and inappropriate guilt seemed part of that.

      She heard someone scrambling rapidly up the cliffside, climbing rather than flying, and opened her eyes to see Bromargyrite of her own clutch pull himself over the ledge and disappear into Hyaloclast’s cavern. Bromargyrite was the new dragonet’s sibling, Fluorspar and Nephrite’s previous egg, and while he wouldn’t have been allowed to be present for the hatching, he would have been close by. Lamprophyre sat up and unfurled her wings, focusing on each muscle to keep from leaping into the air and flying to where the dragonet was.

      Hyaloclast emerged, followed closely by Bromargyrite. She walked to the edge and stepped off, extending her wings before she hit the ground and swooping away. That was the signal for the rest of the flight to follow, at a respectful distance, of course. Lamprophyre lagged behind. If something was wrong with the dragonet, she didn’t want to know about it until she had to.

      The hatching cavern was the largest one in the mountains, big enough to hold twelve dragons at a time and high enough that a dragon could fly from one end to the other without so much as brushing a wingtip against the walls. Its mouth, on the other hand, was too narrow for more than one dragon to enter at once. Lamprophyre, waiting outside with those of the flight too slow to find a place inside, reflected that it would be easy to trap dragons inside the hatching cavern with a few well-placed boulders. It was a thought she wouldn’t have had before facing humans and being touched by their terrible weapon.

      She’d explained the magic stick to Hyaloclast as best she could without demonstrating it on anyone; the effect had been so terribly disorienting she couldn’t bring herself to inflict it on others. Hyaloclast had listened without saying anything until Lamprophyre had started repeating herself, then said, “I will warn the others, and put it where no one can easily reach it.”

      “But suppose humans find it again?”

      Hyaloclast had regarded her with amusement. “No human will ever get that far,” she had said, and that was the end of the conversation. Lamprophyre wasn’t sure the queen’s confidence was totally warranted—humans had to have made the stick, because it wasn’t something that had sprung fully-formed out of the earth, and who was to say they might not make another?—but she knew well that dragons were more than a match for ordinary human weapons, and she didn’t feel like arguing with the dragon queen.

      A couple of dragons emerged from the hatching cavern, and Lamprophyre leaned forward, eager despite herself. Neither of them looked concerned or afraid, but they also didn’t have the cheerful expressions of dragons who’d just welcomed a new addition to the flight. Lamprophyre subsided. That wasn’t so awful, if they weren’t upset. The dragonet probably wasn’t deformed, or mentally deficient, or—she made herself stop going over the list of possible ailments she’d generated and refined in the last twelveday.

      More dragons filed out, making way for others to enter. Chrysoprase stopped near Lamprophyre. “She’s not what anyone expected,” she said, “but it’s not so bad. You saved her, Lamprophyre. We’re all grateful for that.”

      “She’s not corrupted?” Lamprophyre asked.

      Chrysoprase frowned. “I wouldn’t call it corrupted, exactly. But nobody expected her to be completely untouched by her experience. Just remember how many twelvedays she was under Nephrite’s influence alone. A few thousand beats spent with humans, even vicious humans, isn’t enough to completely negate that.” She patted Lamprophyre’s shoulder. “Go on in. See what you think.”

      Lamprophyre hesitated in front of the cavern until a few more dragons emerged. Before she could let fear stop her, she ducked her head and entered the cavern, folding her wings closely along her back though there was plenty of room. A moment of darkness, as her body blocked the sunlight, and then her eyes adjusted to the luminescence filling the chamber. Two dragons came toward her, murmuring to each other. Lamprophyre stepped aside to let them exit, then walked forward to the cavern’s far end, where a hollowed-out platform of stone rose above the smooth floor. Fluorspar and Nephrite flanked it, settled back on their haunches as if the hatching had exhausted them. Hyaloclast sat nearby, towering over the new parents. Her body obscured Lamprophyre’s view of the stone nest, but she seemed relaxed.

      A high-pitched chattering echoed off the distant walls and ceiling, rapid like birdsong. It took Lamprophyre a moment to realize she was hearing speech. Mesmerized, she walked forward until the words became clear:

      “…and I want to see the trees and the birds and the rocks and the everything, yes, Mama and Papa? There are so many trees and they grow taller than us and they’re green, and not many dragons are green, they’re red and blue and purple and bronze and black like that dragon, she’s really big, bigger than Mama. And Mama is bigger than Papa and Papa is smaller than that one—”

      The dragonet was no bigger nor smaller than any other dragonet. Her scales were an unsurprising gray; her adult color would fade in over the first ten years of her life. She looked up at Lamprophyre with eyes that were pure liquid gold, and her flood of words cut off. Lamprophyre gazed at her, speechless.

      Finally, the dragonet said, “I remember your thoughts. Blood and death and fire. You killed humans.”

      It felt like a blow to both stomachs. “I thought I hadn’t,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      “I remember death,” the dragonet said. “It hovers over me and if I talk it floats away like a boat—what is a boat?”

      “It’s…a human thing that floats on water like a leaf, but it’s made of wood.”

      “I thought it was a living thing.” The dragonet yawned. “If I sleep, will I still hear screaming?”

      Lamprophyre felt like screaming herself. “I don’t know.”

      “I hope so. The screams are like a song.” The dragonet clambered over the lip of the hatching nest and snuggled between her father’s knees. She yawned again and lay still, a little gray ball that blended with the stone floor.

      Lamprophyre looked at Hyaloclast, her eyes wide. “I’m so sorry,” she began.

      “Her memories will dim as time passes,” Hyaloclast said. “Already she thinks of her experiences as a bad dream, though a vivid one. I don’t think the effect will be permanent.”

      “I swear I tried not to kill them. I really don’t remember—”

      “Enough, Lamprophyre,” Hyaloclast said. “The blame lies with the humans who stole her. But you will need to stay well away from young Opal until she heals. Contact with your memories will lengthen her recovery.”

      “Of course.” Lamprophyre dared to look at Fluorspar, who regarded her with the look of a parent who sees a threat to her child and wants it gone at any cost. “That makes sense.”

      She hurried back outside and took to the air, with no particular destination in mind, just filled with the desire to fly and fly and never come down to earth again. They were right, it wasn’t so bad. Opal would live. She might even turn out sane. If Lamprophyre had only been able to eliminate those bandits, everything would be…well, not perfect, but better than all right.

      She soared over the peaks toward Mother Stone, who rose endless and mighty over the lowlands. If she dared, she might fly higher, where the air was too thin to breathe and the cold could freeze your eyeballs. She might find the final resting place of all dragons, where the old and sick journeyed at the end of their lives. But that would mean the end of her own life, and she wasn’t so discouraged and low as to want that. She flipped a lazy roll in midair and headed for home.

      As she neared the flight’s caverns, movement on the lower slopes caught her eye. She swooped lower to examine it—a large deer, or a mountain lion, perhaps? Whatever it was moved steadily in the direction of the caves, and no animal would do that. Then she gasped, and dropped out of the sky to land near Rokshan. “What are you doing here?”

      “Wishing I had the wings of a dragon,” Rokshan said. “Will you give me a ride? I didn’t realize how long a journey this would be.” His normally brown skin was flushed ruddy with exertion, and the hair over his brow was matted and damp with sweat.

      “Give you a ride where? Rokshan, why did you come here?”

      Rokshan squatted and drank from a waterskin at his hip. “I told my father about you. All of you,” he said. “About how we’re wrong to simply come into your lands, prophecy or no. That we should treat you as we would any other kingdom, with respect. He’s authorized me to bring our requests before Hyaloclast.”

      “She won’t listen. You’re wasting your time.”

      “Lamprophyre,” Rokshan said, tilting his head to look up at her, “I have to take that chance. You don’t understand our position. The last time humans ignored a prophecy of this nature, thousands died. We don’t want to impose on you, but we must move north. I’m counting on being able to explain this to her.”

      Lamprophyre regarded him steadily. Rokshan’s expression was as incomprehensible as ever. “Fine,” she finally said. “But I still say you’re wasting your time.”

      “Then I waste my time. But if it means spending more time with you, I can live with that.” He hauled himself into the notch before her wings.

      “With me? Why would you care about that?” Lamprophyre launched herself into the sky.

      “Because you’re interesting. Because we’ve fought together, and saved each other’s lives. Among my people, that makes for a bond that isn’t easily dismissed.”

      “You’re strange. I’m a dragon. You’re a human. How much in common can we have?”

      “We both want humans and dragons to live in peace,” Rokshan said.

      That startled her. She’d been so intent on impressing Hyaloclast she hadn’t really cared how she might impress her. Solving the human problem had simply been a means to that end. But after meeting Rokshan, and fighting those bandits…humans weren’t just a faceless mob anymore. And she discovered she agreed with Rokshan: their two peoples needed to learn to live together, not humans invading dragon territory or dragons scaring humans away.

      “Did the dragonet hatch?” Rokshan asked.

      “This morning. She’s…well, she’s not entirely well, but she’ll recover. It’s better than death, or whatever fate those bandits had in mind.”

      “I’m glad. I took my men hunting those bandits, but they’d already fled downriver. Probably went to ground in Kolmira—that’s the next big city to the south along the Rindra River. I’m sorry we couldn’t catch them.”

      Ahead, the ledges of the flight’s caves loomed. It reminded her so much of that day a twelveday ago when she’d brought Rokshan so triumphantly to meet Hyaloclast she almost veered off and flew away. The thought of being humiliated once again curdled her second stomach. She could already feel Hyaloclast’s disdain. This was idiotic. She would never listen to Rokshan, might even decide to kill him, and his death would be on Lamprophyre’s head.

      But she knew Rokshan well enough—how strange, to think of knowing a human at all—to realize if she refused to take him, he’d come on his own, and Lamprophyre would be a coward as well as a fool. No, she owed it to both of them, and to all dragons, to see this through.

      She settled lightly on the outermost ledge and leaned over to help Rokshan dismount. “Wait here,” she told him, and climbed to the royal cavern. As she’d hoped, Hyaloclast had either seen her approach or been warned, and the queen waited outside the cavern for her. She caught a breath of Rokshan’s thoughts—big dragon could crush me like a bug—before shutting them out. The drifting thoughts of the flight were enough of a distraction.

      Hyaloclast regarded her closely, her nictitating membranes half-lidded in deep thought or disdain. Lamprophyre controlled her impulse to grovel and said, “The prince has returned with a request to negotiate.”

      Hyaloclast looked past her to where Rokshan stood. Lamprophyre risked glancing at him over her shoulder; he stood straight, his head bare and his feet planted securely as if he expected a stray gust of wind to knock him over the edge. It filled her with fear for him, and she resolved in that instant to carry him to safety if this went wrong as it surely would.

      “Negotiation is for those who want something,” Hyaloclast said. “We have nothing we want from the humans.”

      “But they want to live in harmony with us,” Lamprophyre said. “Our oldest stories say that was once possible. Why can’t it be again?”

      “Because they have nothing to offer.” Hyaloclast continued to stare at Rokshan. “Take him back where you found him.”

      “No.”

      Hyaloclast’s gaze snapped to Lamprophyre’s face. “No?”

      Lamprophyre swallowed. “No. You need to talk to him. Maybe there’s no chance for an accord, but shouldn’t you find that out rather than assuming it’s impossible?”

      “You dare challenge me?” A jet of white smoke shot from one of Hyaloclast’s nostrils.

      “It’s not about me. It’s a reminder of what’s true. Of what the queen owes her people.” Lamprophyre dropped to her knees, an uncomfortable pose for any dragon. “Please. Mother. Just listen to him.”

      More smoke rose to wreath the queen’s head. “You choose to trade on our relationship for this human?”

      “I won’t ask for anything ever again. That’s how important this is.” Lamprophyre’s knees ached and her thighs burned with the effort of staying upright.

      Hyaloclast looked at Rokshan again. “He has until midday,” she said, leaping down from the ledge to land lightly in front of Rokshan. Lamprophyre got to her feet and followed, ranging herself behind Rokshan. She hoped she didn’t look too much like she was poised to flee.
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      “Young prince,” Hyaloclast said, looming over him. She was nearly three times his height, but Rokshan stood unmoving, and that was body language even a dragon could understand. “You come as an emissary from your father the king?”

      “Yes, your majesty,” Rokshan said. “I apologize for using human terms of respect, but I’m afraid no one in the human world remembers how to speak to dragon royalty.”

      “Rational creatures do not take offense where none is intended,” Hyaloclast said.

      “I wish that were true of humans,” Rokshan said. “Your majesty, my father asked me to explain our situation and ask for your wisdom in solving our mutual problem.”

      “I see no problem for dragons,” Hyaloclast said, “but I’m willing to listen.”

      Lamprophyre cast an eye on the sky. It was already past mid-morning, and if Rokshan only had until midday, he had better talk fast.

      “I don’t know if you know anything about our religion,” Rokshan said. “Until I met Lamprophyre, I believed all thinking creatures shared the same faith. But you have to understand something of what we believe for this to make sense. The power that fills the universe, the Immanence that gives life to everything, communicates to our ecclesiasts through Jiwanyil, the Immanence given human flesh. He gives them glimpses of the future that he intends us to act on. About a hundred years ago, there was a prophecy that told the people of one of our largest inland cities to build boats. Boats on dry land. The people scoffed and ignored the prophecy—and were all drowned when their valley was flooded by a dam bursting. No human has ever forgotten that prophecy.”

      “Interesting. But it has nothing to do with us,” Hyaloclast said.

      Rokshan shook his head. “Seven months ago, the ecclesiasts received another prophecy in response to my father’s request. Tensions are high between Gonjiri and Fanishkor—that’s a kingdom west of Gonjiri. He wanted guidance as to how to deal with them. And the ecclesiasts told him he was to begin settling the wild northern lands. Nobody knew dragons still existed or that this was your territory, or we would have acted differently. We began settling, and you dragons scattered us. Reasonable, considering that we came upon you without warning. On behalf of my father and his people, I apologize for that intrusion.”

      Hyaloclast inclined her head. “I accept your apology, prince. Provided it does not happen again.”

      “I wish I could make that promise,” Rokshan said. “As I said, we don’t ignore prophecies anymore. We have to continue settling here.”

      “That’s foolishly confident of you. And when dragons raze your settlements to the ground, what will you think of your prophecy then?”

      “That this must be what Jiwanyil intended.” Rokshan tilted his head to look the dragon queen in the eye. “We will abide by whatever rules you set. We will pay whatever tribute you ask. We ask only that you allow us the use of parts of your territory. No human will encroach on your mountains or go anywhere you tell us to avoid. Name your price, and we’ll pay it.”

      Hyaloclast’s lip curled in a smile. “You are a terrible negotiator.”

      “Negotiations are for two people who each offer the other something. We come before you as supplicants. What we ask is for your help in saving our people from whatever disaster this prophecy is meant to avoid.”

      Lamprophyre held her breath. Her fingers twitched in preparation for hauling Rokshan away from Hyaloclast’s fire or claws. Hyaloclast gazed down at Rokshan. “You are correct,” she said. “You have nothing to offer us. We are stronger, wiser, better armed, and have a good defensive position if humans choose to attack.”

      Lamprophyre’s shoulders ached with tension. Rokshan sagged a little. “Your majesty,” he began.

      “But that does not mean we cannot treat together as rational creatures,” Hyaloclast continued. “We don’t worship your God, but we know what it is like to live in the shelter of someone greater, and we understand your predicament. It would be cruel of us to deny you survival.” She sat back on her haunches. “We’ll allow your people to settle in the lowlands, provided they do not spread beyond the mark I will give you. But the land will be under dragon rule, and their settlement will not be considered part of the kingdom of Gonjiri. This is not a thing I will make an exception for.”

      “I’ll present it to my father. He won’t be happy about it.”

      “If he’s truly only interested in the survival of his people, he will accept it. And you will not present it to him. My emissary will.”

      Rokshan’s head came up. “Ah, your majesty, an emissary? You mean, a dragon living among humans?”

      “I do. I will insist on one of my people receiving the honors due an ambassador. She will be my voice. And I hope she will begin a new tradition of mutual respect between our peoples.”

      The moment Hyaloclast said “she” Lamprophyre’s heart sank. “Hyaloclast,” she said, “an ambassador?”

      “You’ve already championed this relationship,” Hyaloclast said. “Are you not committed to your proud words?”

      “I am,” Lamprophyre said. “But—” She found herself unable to remind Hyaloclast of her earlier humiliation, but that didn’t make it any less relevant now. She was foolish, young, brash. Hyaloclast couldn’t possibly think she was a good choice for ambassador.

      “You have made many mistakes,” Hyaloclast said, pitching her voice so everyone could hear. “You were too quick to act and you made foolish decisions based on not enough information. You are also brave, honorable, willing to learn, and decisive. And if the king of Gonjiri is willing to send one of his own into possible death as a negotiator, I believe it is only fair that the dragon ambassador be of my own blood as well.”

      Lamprophyre thought about arguing. She had no preparation for such a role, was barely an adult, would no doubt make mistakes, some of them potentially harmful. She watched Hyaloclast, who in turn was watching her with a look of anticipation. Hyaloclast was giving her the chance to refuse—a refusal that would reduce her in her mother’s eyes, lose her any chance of gaining the queen’s respect. And by the look in Hyaloclast’s eyes, refusal was what she expected from Lamprophyre. It angered her so much she sat upright and said, “I’ll go.”

      Hyaloclast’s eyes gleamed. To Lamprophyre’s surprise, she saw satisfaction and pride there. “Join me,” the queen said, “while I give you your instructions. You need to know what I intend you to say to these humans.”

      Lamprophyre followed her into the cavern. Its phosphorescent light turned Hyaloclast’s black scales blue and made Lamprophyre seem to glow. “I won’t let you down,” Lamprophyre said.

      “Never mind that,” Hyaloclast said impatiently. “I have no interest in treating with humans. Stand firm on the territory issue, and refuse to make agreements on any other subject. That is not why I’m sending you.”

      “But—Rokshan came here in honor. Shouldn’t we respect that?”

      “I’m not saying you should lie to them, Lamprophyre. I’m saying they will want treaties with us, mining rights almost certainly, and you are not to give them anything regardless of what they offer.”

      Lamprophyre wanted to ask how Hyaloclast knew anything about what humans wanted—what the Stones were mining rights?—but Hyaloclast had already moved on. “What I want,” she said, “is for you to discover who sent those bandits after young Opal’s egg, and who created that foul magical item whose sole purpose is to incapacitate a dragon. Whoever is responsible is in one of their cities, where they will have the resources to do such a thing. And when you have discovered that their king is behind it, bring me word, and we will burn the city to smoldering ash.”

      “But—” Lamprophyre’s jaw slackened. “It might not be the king. We can’t make that assumption.”

      “It’s an informed guess. The king might have sent his son to ‘help’ us retrieve the egg to make us more responsive to his plea.” Hyaloclast let out a deep breath that wreathed her head in white smoke. “But I will not act rashly. We will have proof first.”

      “I want that person found as much as you do. But I refuse to believe Rokshan is involved.”

      Hyaloclast snorted. “The boy is an idealistic fool. He was probably his father’s dupe. But don’t trust him. He’s not one of us and your loyalty is to your people.”

      “I understand.” She felt profoundly uncomfortable, as if Hyaloclast had asked her to betray Rokshan. It surprised her to discover she felt loyal to him despite his species. Maybe they weren’t so different, after all. “I’ll find whoever did this.”

      “Good.” Hyaloclast brushed past her out of the cavern. Lamprophyre followed more slowly, dragging her tail behind her. She hadn’t even reached the human city and already she was tangled in deception.

      Rokshan hadn’t moved. He looked completely undisturbed by being surrounded by dragons. Lamprophyre wished she felt as calm at the prospect of being surrounded by humans.

      “A fair sendoff for Lamprophyre, ambassador to the humans,” Hyaloclast shouted.

      Every dragon within earshot sat back on their haunches and snapped their wings open with a crack like thunder splitting the sky. Half of them tilted their heads back, drew breath, and blew great gouts of fire to stream in the wind that chased round the peaks night and day. More fires ascended as the female dragons farther away saw the flames and joined in. The fire tangled with the wind to trace delicate runes before extinguishing.
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