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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: ABOUT DRAGONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dragons have six fingers on each hand, and the number twelve has a semi-religious importance 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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      Lamprophyre perched atop the highest tower in the city of Tanajital and surveyed the landscape below. The last rays of the sun tinted the stone and plaster of the buildings orange, warming the city despite the coolness in the air. Winter was coming, creeping over the lowlands so slowly she hadn’t realized the weather was changing until it already had.

      She gazed past the city wall, built of pinkish granite blocks even a dragon would have trouble lifting. The fields that had been golden with crops last spring and then turned verdant green with the rains of summer were dry and bare now, waiting for humans to lay in new crops. To the west, the Green River ran slow and shallow, its name even less appropriate than usual as winter drew near.

      She’d rather be home in the mountains for winter, her favorite time of year. Snow covered the bare crags, softening their lines and giving the dragons something to roll around in. When storms raged, the flight took shelter in the many caves dotting the peaks, some of them natural, some hollowed out by dragons over centuries. The females heated stones with their fire and made the caves cozy and comfortable, and the dragons entertained each other with poetry recitation or drawing on the walls. Sometimes the oldest dragons told stories of what they remembered, taking the flight’s imagination back in time almost to the Great Cataclysm. Lamprophyre always remembered her father Aegirine at this time, how he’d buried her laughing in snowdrifts when she was small and flung snowballs at her when she grew too large to be buried. She looked forward to winter every year.

      This year, she wasn’t so sure. She hadn’t seen any of the signs of winter she was accustomed to, just changes that might have meant anything. First, the constant rains of summer had lessened and then disappeared, drying the air slightly. Then the sun had gradually shifted its position southward, and the brutal heat had diminished with it. Now, only three twelvedays from the shortest day of the year, the sun no longer beat down with such punishing heat, and the nights actually verged on chilly.

      Even so, chilly wasn’t the same as cold, and there was no way snow would fall on Tanajital. Lamprophyre looked at all the landmarks she was now so familiar with. The palace with its dozen gilded roofs, tawny in the light of the setting sun, surrounded by a rich green parkland of trees and grass. The stone mountain of the city guard headquarters, a symmetrical pyramid of square segments that might have been cut from the granite by dragon claws, and the great plaza in front of it. The Archprelate’s palace, low and squat except for the spire piercing its center, reaching for heaven. And, just north of where she clung, the dragon embassy, with its blue roof and matching painted decorations. She was too distant to smell supper cooking, but she imagined it anyway.

      She let go of the tower and fell about a dragonlength before snapping her wings open to soar over the streets and houses of the human capital. Flying was wonderful no matter where she did it, but it was especially fun to listen to the excited thoughts of the humans below, just within range of her mental hearing. It had been months—she prided herself on finally understanding human measurements of days and time—since dragons had come to Tanajital, and almost all the humans were used to them by now. Lamprophyre rarely heard fear from them anymore.

      She coasted above the wide street that ended at the embassy, which had once been a customs house for human trade, and landed neatly on the roof ridge beam to look down into the courtyard. There were more humans than usual, beggars come for a free meal, but Lamprophyre never knew why some days were busier than others. So long as the embassy had enough soup, it didn’t matter.

      She climbed down the rear of the embassy and entered the dining pavilion near the kitchen. Depik looked up when she loomed over him. “Five minutes, my lady,” he said.

      “It smells done now,” Lamprophyre said, drawing in a big whiff of hot cooked cow, her favorite meal.

      “It has to finish cooking outside the oven, you know I’ve told you that, my lady,” Depik said with a smile.

      Lamprophyre scowled, but half-heartedly. Depik’s genius needed to be obeyed. “I know. I just hoped for once it would magically cook faster.”

      “I’m sure magic can’t do better than me.” Depik chuckled. “I’ll bring it to you soon.”

      Lamprophyre proceeded to the main area of the dining pavilion and sat heavily in her accustomed place. Outside, Bhakriya was ladling soup into bowls, aided by young Rassika. “Good evening, my lady,” Bhakriya said over her shoulder. “It’s been a lovely day.”

      “If I were home, I’d be playing in the snow,” Lamprophyre said. “It’s so different here.”

      “What’s snow?” Rassika asked.

      “It’s what happens when rain freezes. It’s light and very cold, like frozen feathers.”

      Rassika’s puzzlement deepened. “What’s freezes?”

      “It’s hard to explain. It never gets cold enough in Tanajital for anything to freeze.”

      Rassika shrugged and picked up another wooden bowl. She’d changed so thoroughly since she and her baby sister Kavari had come to live with Lamprophyre it was hard to reconcile the clean, alert, helpful young woman with the dirty, frightened girl she’d once been.

      Lamprophyre took a look around the courtyard. She didn’t see any of her regulars, most of whom stood out in one way or another. Like Sumaan, the one-legged young man who’d been coming less often recently. Lamprophyre wasn’t sure whether to worry about him or not. Maybe it meant he’d found work and didn’t need a free meal so often. Darsha, the Sister of the Red prostitute who spied on Lamprophyre for Crown Princess Tekentriya, wasn’t here either. But Lamprophyre didn’t worry about her at all. Darsha was clever and capable and was almost certainly busy with a client.

      The idea of paying someone to have sex with you was still utterly foreign to Lamprophyre, and not just because dragons didn’t use coin. She tried not to judge humans by dragon behavior. It seemed wrong and unfair to expect humans to do everything the way dragons did. But sex for dragons was tied so closely to mental communication, to the intimacy of knowing another’s thoughts, Lamprophyre had trouble not being judgmental. She reminded herself again that her best friend Rokshan had had sex without being married and it didn’t make him a bad person.

      The thought of Rokshan made her wonder where he was. He’d left last night saying only that today was reserved for family matters, but she’d thought he meant the daylight hours and that he’d join her for supper as he usually did. Lamprophyre sat up straighter as the creak of trolley wheels signaled Depik’s approach with her cow. It wasn’t as if she wouldn’t see him tomorrow. She’d just gotten used to eating with him in the evenings.

      She tore into her cow with more alacrity than usual. Hot juices ran down her chin, and she licked up what she could manage and mopped the rest with a clean cloth Depik provided. He was more concerned about her dining manners than she was, saying frequently that ambassadors needed to set a good example. Lamprophyre had grumbled about her manners being perfectly acceptable among dragons, but she’d understood his point. So she used the cloth and pretended she was a dainty human eating soup in the palace dining hall.

      She’d never actually seen the palace dining hall. It was deep within the palace, which wasn’t built to accommodate dragons. But Rokshan had described it, filled with candles so it was lit bright as day regardless of the hour, the tables set in a U with the king and his family sitting at the base of the U and the guests spread out along the two long sides. The open space between was for entertainment, dancers or musicians or performing animals. Lamprophyre never wished she could be human—the very thought made her scales tingle with disgust—but she did wish she could see the entertainments.

      “Rokshan didn’t send word he wasn’t coming, did he?” she asked between mouthfuls.

      “No, and we haven’t seen him, my lady,” Bhakriya said.

      Lamprophyre grumbled to herself. Rokshan was a prince and the youngest of five royal children. His family had many duties associated with ruling Gonjiri. He might be her diplomatic liaison, but that didn’t mean he could ignore all his other responsibilities. Even so, she looked forward to seeing him every day and it made her irritable when she didn’t.

      She tore off a somewhat larger mouthful of cow and chewed vigorously. “I suppose this ceremony has him preoccupied,” she said when her mouth was mostly empty. “This pair-bonding thing…what did you call it?”

      “The royal wedding,” Bhakriya said. She released the ladle with a small splash and turned to face Lamprophyre. “It’s so romantic. Princess Anchala and her betrothed from Sachetan…it’s like a storybook romance, the way he swept her off her feet.”

      Rassika scowled. “I think it’s silly. All that mush.”

      “You’ll think differently when you’re older, sweetheart,” Bhakriya said fondly. Rassika scowled more deeply. “Falling in love is the most wonderful thing in the world.”

      Lamprophyre heard Depik’s thoughts sharpen and realized he was listening carefully to this. She considered half a dozen leading questions before deciding there was no good way to approach what she wanted to know, which was whether Bhakriya’s feelings for Depik were as deep as his for her. “For dragons too,” she said instead. “My parents loved each other very much. I hope I fall in love like that someday.”

      “Aren’t you in love with Porphyry?” Rassika asked. “He’s here all the time.”

      “No, Porphyry and I are just good friends and clutchmates,” Lamprophyre said. “I don’t feel that way about any of the clutch.” She listened to Bhakriya’s thoughts, but heard nothing that might indicate she was thinking of Depik when she thought of love. Disappointed, she added, “But there are lots of dragons near my age. I’m sure someday one will be right for me.”

      “You just have to be patient,” Bhakriya said. “I…it’s not important. But love is sweeter when it comes slowly.”

      Asking Bhakriya to elaborate was probably a bad idea, given that her former husband had beaten her and tormented her, so whatever love they’d originally felt for each other hadn’t lasted. Lamprophyre blocked out Depik’s painfully clear thoughts and wondered, as she often did, whether it wasn’t cruel to let him live in such close proximity to Bhakriya, if he loved her and she didn’t feel the same. But it wasn’t as if she could kick either of them out.

      “I’ll remember that,” she said, and took a last bite of cow. “Rassika, would you fetch me a slab of mica? The courtyard is too full for me to safely cross.”

      Rassika nodded and darted away. Lamprophyre cracked a bone and sucked out the delicious marrow. Rokshan’s absence aside, this was a beautiful evening.

      She accepted the mica from Rassika and chewed the brittle, easily fractured mineral happily. It crunched like tiny bird bones in her teeth, but without the tickling sensation of feathers. Depik took the remains of the carcass away without comment and without looking at Bhakriya. Lamprophyre felt so bad for him. She’d been so sure Bhakriya would see Depik’s wonderful qualities and fall in love with him. But now it seemed Bhakriya wasn’t interested in falling in love with anyone. Lamprophyre wished she could pummel Bhakriya’s former husband for hurting her so badly, emotionally as well as physically.

      Movement at the mouth of the street caught her attention, and she sat up straight. “Rokshan!”

      “Sorry about that,” Rokshan said as he approached. “Lots of ceremonies today, all of them centered on the families meeting. It’s important everyone receive attention according to their status, which means negotiations and politeness and I thought I might actually die of boredom.”

      “I thought your family outranked Lord Torannum’s. Doesn’t that make it easy?”

      Rokshan lowered himself to sit beside her, his legs crossed under him. “You would think so, yes? But a woman who isn’t heir to a title takes her husband’s rank, and there’s always dispute over when exactly that transfer of rank takes place. And Torannum, Jiwanyil bless him, has a very status-conscious mother and a father who defers to his wife in everything. So Lady Risha makes every ceremony longer with her ‘are you sure that’s how it should be’ and her ‘of course I don’t know how you do it in Gonjiri, but in Sachetan…’ and the way she clears her throat.”

      Lamprophyre settled back, amused, and took another bite of mica. “I didn’t think there was more than one way to clear one’s throat.”

      Rokshan rolled his eyes. “God’s breath, Lamprophyre, the woman has turned throat-clearing into an art form.” He stiffened his spine and put two fingers delicately over his mouth, and said, “A-hem,” blurring the syllables so the word was barely intelligible. Lamprophyre laughed and wiped crumbs of mica from her lips.

      “But Torannum is nice?” she asked.

      “Very nice. He dotes on Anchala, but not in a servile way, and I think I like him best of all my brothers-in-law.”

      “I thought there was only one. Tekentriya’s husband what’s-his-name.”

      “Zekran, and you’re not the only one who forgets about him. He’s not a bad sort, just kind of a nonentity.”

      “I can easily understand how Tekentriya would overshadow anyone she’s married to.” Tekentriya, Crown Princess, was smart, powerful, domineering, and suspicious. It had been a surprise to learn she was pair-bonded at all, let alone that she had three children.

      “Anyway, yes, he’s the only living one. Manishi’s husband Vorshan died of an illness years ago, and I disliked him intensely, if I can be allowed to speak ill of the dead—”

      “You know that’s not a dragon custom. Speak away.”

      “He was a braggart, and he and Manishi fought constantly, making everyone around them uncomfortable. They, of course, loved the fighting and didn’t care what anyone else thought. I didn’t wish Vorshan ill, naturally, but it was such a relief to have an end to the fighting.”

      Lamprophyre nodded. “I’m glad Torannum is a good man. I like Anchala.”

      Rokshan leaned against her flank. “And Dharan escapes his doom. Though just between us, I think Anchala was only interested in Dharan because he was a challenge. Torannum is a much better match for her.”

      “Will the…what did you call it? Will the wedding party come to the races tomorrow?”

      “That’s the plan, yes. Lady Risha demonstrated the first genuine emotion I’ve seen from her when my father told her about it. It seems she’s fascinated by dragons. You might want to stay away from her, because she’s the sort of person who would ask for a ride and not understand a refusal.”

      Lamprophyre shuddered. She swept the mica crumbs into a pile and pinched them into her mouth. “Thanks for the warning. What about Khadar? Will he deign to grace us with his presence?”

      Rokshan tilted his head back. “He and the other High Ecclesiasts are performing purification rituals with the Archprelate, readying the training grounds to be a suitable location for a royal wedding. Though he did say the Archprelate was sorry to miss the races. She’s fond of dragons, too.”

      Lamprophyre nodded. Shevaan, the new Archprelate, was only in her mid-thirties and much more active than her predecessor, who’d been very old when Lamprophyre had known him. Lamprophyre had met the new Archprelate a few days after the woman’s appointment, if you could call being touched by Jiwanyil’s light an appointment, and hadn’t known what to expect. But the new Archprelate had a winning smile and a friendly, open demeanor, and had said, “Gonjiri is blessed indeed to receive such wonderful creatures. I hope you will feel welcome here.” Lamprophyre, still smarting over several twelvedays’ worth of insults and casual cruelties by ecclesiasts who’d felt themselves justified on religious grounds, smiled and bowed and said nothing. It wasn’t this Archprelate’s fault the former Third Ecclesiast had been corrupted by an evil entity into lying about prophecy, and Lamprophyre felt she could be generous.

      “And Khadar’s change of heart has lasted longer than I expected,” Rokshan went on. “He and I had a civil conversation this morning, and he never took a single opportunity to lecture me on the evils of consorting with dragons.”

      “I thought all that was over.”

      “Over as far as official doctrine goes. There are still plenty of ecclesiasts who believe dragons should worship Katayan. And the truth is, that makes sense from a certain perspective. The Lonely God Katayan has dragons to worship him for the first time in nearly a millennium, so I can see how some humans might think the fact that dragons don’t would be a problem.”

      “Just so they don’t nag me, or threaten my friends again, they can think whatever they want.”

      Rokshan nodded. “Are you racing tomorrow?”

      “Maybe once or twice. I’m out of practice. And no one’s figured out a racing harness yet.” Lamprophyre settled herself more comfortably, putting out a hand to keep from knocking Rokshan over. “Though none of us are sure we’re comfortable with the idea. It’s not as if we need riders when we race.”

      “I admit my interest is purely selfish. I like the idea of racing with you. I just don’t want to worry about being thrown off.” Rokshan yawned. “But I understand it might be undignified.”

      Lamprophyre laughed. “We’re all too young to worry about our dignity. Except Chrysoprase, who is awfully stodgy for someone only twenty-seven years older than my clutch.”

      “I didn’t know she was here. Will she race, too?”

      “She and Massicot came down this morning to help build the obstacle course. It’s going to be so much fun! Even if Chrysoprase is likely to win all the speed challenges.”

      Rokshan yawned again. “I should get back. I didn’t realize how sleepy I was.”

      “You could sleep here,” Lamprophyre pointed out.

      “No, the ceremonies start at dawn. Much as I’d prefer to stay.” He got heavily to his feet. “Give me a ride?”

      “You must be tired if you’re that lazy.”

      Rokshan made a perfunctory rude gesture in Lamprophyre’s direction. “If you were in my place, you’d realize how exhausting all this social activity is.”

      Lamprophyre moved slowly into the courtyard, giving the remaining beggars time to get out of her way, and crouched to give Rokshan a leg up. It was almost full dark, and Depik had lit the lanterns illuminating the courtyard, but despite the dimness there were still plenty of men and women loitering. Lamprophyre flapped her wings a few times, hoping the humans would take the hint, then leaped into the sky, prompting a cry of exultation from Rokshan.

      It had been a surprise to discover how much more she liked flying when she had a companion. It wasn’t as if she were suddenly a more competent flyer, and as she’d said, dragons didn’t need human direction to stay on course. But having someone to talk to was invigorating, and Rokshan loved flying so much it felt as if she’d discovered it all over again.

      She dipped low over the palace, made a wide circle around the parkland as she descended, and alit neatly in front of the great front doors, closed now but still guarded by soldiers with halberds. Rokshan hopped down and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow, all right? And let the others know Torannum and his family would like to meet them. I’ll see if I can’t impress upon Lady Risha the impropriety of asking to ride a dragon.”

      “We’ll be all right,” Lamprophyre said.

      She watched until the great doors shut behind Rokshan before taking to the skies once more. With the light of the half-moon silvering the towers and rooftops, night flying wasn’t very dangerous, not the way it was in the big open spaces between here and the mountains, but it still wasn’t something Lamprophyre felt comfortable doing. And not because she felt unsafe; she had promised Hyaloclast, the dragon queen, that she wouldn’t do it anymore, and keeping that promise felt important. Lamprophyre was sure that feeling didn’t arise from her desire to please her mother, but instead came from a sense that the thrill of risking herself was…childish, perhaps?

      In any case, she hurried back to the embassy and settled herself in the hall. The courtyard had cleared during her short flight, and no one moved throughout the embassy grounds. Lamprophyre closed her eyes and listened to the thoughts of her household. Depik and Bhakriya were in the kitchen, washing up. Rassika was behind the embassy where the servants’ houses lay, putting Bhakriya’s son Abhit and Rassika’s sister Kavari to bed. They were just like a little family, and if only Bhakriya…but it was wrong to lay all of Lamprophyre’s wishes on Bhakriya. If she didn’t love Depik, that’s all there was to it. And they’d all still care for each other regardless.

      Lamprophyre sighed and lay down with her head pillowed on her arms. Time for her to stop wishing for the world to run her way and to accept the way it was.

      She listened to the quiet sounds of washing and the idle thoughts of Bhakriya and Depik, both of whom weren’t thinking anything more personal than how weary they were, but in a good way, the kind of weariness that comes from honest exertion and accomplishment. The courtyard dimmed further as the lights in the dining pavilion went out, and further still when Depik extinguished the lanterns flanking the embassy doorway. Then the night was still, with nothing but the distant hum of the living city to disturb the quiet.

      Lamprophyre closed her eyes and made one last mental check of her human friends. Ever since the night, months ago, she’d been poisoned by someone who’d sneaked into the embassy grounds and tainted her food, she’d had worries about something like that happening again. Only her fears weren’t for herself, but for the others in her household. So every night, she listened to their thoughts to assure herself they were well. The children were asleep. Depik was thinking of Bhakriya. Bhakriya was thinking of her daughter Preyanka, a young ecclesiast living in the Archprelate’s palace while she learned to control her prophetic powers. Everything was fine. She let herself relax until she gradually drifted off to sleep.

      She woke abruptly, disturbed by a sound she couldn’t remember, something that in her dream had been two hands clapping once. Pitchy darkness surrounded her, far darker than night ever was, and she blinked as if that might clear her vision. In her confusion, she could tell only that she was surrounded by people—humans, they had to be humans because so many dragons wouldn’t fit—whose wordless thoughts were sharp and intent on moving silently. “What—” she began.

      Something grabbed her and twisted, making her scream in agony. All her bones grated against each other, muscles tore, and she tried to draw breath for another scream and found her lungs unresponsive. A high, keening whistle filled her ears, a shrill sound that felt like a needle drilling through her ears into her skull.

      She felt as if she were falling, but the sensation went on and on without pause. Disoriented, she flung out her arms, desperate for balance. Her hands smacked the hard earth floor of the embassy. It felt strange, the surface grainier and rougher than before, and the smell of the dirt was distant, like the memory of a smell.

      The hands wrung her again, and she smelled blood, faint as the smell of earth. She became aware that she was crouched on her hands and knees, and the floor still felt strange, as if she were suddenly aware of every particle on the clean-swept surface digging into her scales. The humans’ thoughts intensified, and she heard stop her screaming and wake the others just as giant hands, far larger than any dragon’s, took hold of her again. Someone shoved a large wad of cloth into her mouth, and when she reached up to remove it, those giant hands grabbed her wrists and hauled her to her feet.

      She felt weak, so weak her legs wouldn’t support her, and as off-balance as if her wings were frozen numb and unresponsive. She tried to break free of the giant, but then something struck her hard across the side of her head, and she saw sparks. My eyes work fine, she thought crazily, and then something smooth and cold touched the center of her forehead, and despite everything, she fell helplessly into sleep.
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      She woke slowly, her dream fading into memory. Faceless shadows grabbing her, immobilizing her, and pain—

      That brought her fully awake. One never felt pain in dreams. That had been real. She blinked, and saw only darkness, the velvety blackness that meant she was indoors rather than the shadowy dimness of a moonless night. Or…had she gone blind? She pushed herself onto one elbow, waved a hand in front of her face, felt the movement of air, but saw nothing. Panic gripped her, and she drew in a deep breath to mingle air with the fiery contents of her second stomach and let a gout of flame explode out of her.

      But nothing happened. She didn’t even taste the unique flavor of the burning liquid, hot and sweet and ashy all at once. Dismayed, she concentrated again, focusing all her attention on her stomach and willing it to expel matter or even just produce a hot burp. Nothing. It was as if her second stomach wasn’t there.

      She tried to sit up, but her arms shook so badly she went back to lying on the floor. It felt grainy and slightly warm, like her own embassy floor, but the smells were all wrong: musty and dank like large animals, horse or cow or ox or something like that. Faint, too, as if whatever animal had made them had been gone a long time.

      The air was very still, another clue that she was indoors somewhere. Somehow, impossibly, humans had captured her and brought her to this place; it was the only explanation. They’d had an artifact to incapacitate her, probably a sapphire if history was anything to go by, and another to put her to sleep. There must have been many of them to carry her off. But why? Once she recovered from the effects of the artifacts, once her stomachs had settled, she would tear through this place and burn the humans who’d dared attack her.

      Then she remembered the rest of her captors’ thoughts, and fear for her human friends struck her. If they’d killed Depik and the others to prevent them intervening…they could do whatever they liked to her, but hurt her friends and she would see them all painfully dead.

      She tried sitting up again and this time managed to make it to hands and knees, where she paused, trembling with pain and exhaustion. Her muscles and joints still ached from the artifact’s attack, and she felt lightheaded—no, light and dizzy all over, as if she might float away if she weren’t careful.

      Finally, she pushed herself into a kneeling position—and nearly fell over backward when her tail didn’t catch her. Confused, she felt around behind her and found nothing but empty space. Empty space…the panic that had subsided returned full force.

      She ran a hand down her spine and let out a scream when her hand touched, not scales, but something smooth and warm that ended in round curves. Her tail was gone. Her scales were gone. She screamed again and found herself on her feet, teetering for balance. She flung out her wings to steady herself and felt nothing, just a shifting of muscles near her shoulder blades.

      She ran her hands over her body, her legs and stomach and unnaturally large chest. She was squishy and smooth and her skin gave unpleasantly when she pinched it. Every nerve felt exposed, sensitive in ways she’d never experienced. She groped at her face, which was flat and bumpy, screamed again when she found hair straggling over her shoulders, and lost her balance and fell to the floor, banging her knees and scraping her outthrust palms. It was impossible, but it had to be true. Her captors had turned her human.

      A line of light appeared, then another, and a door in the unseen wall eased open, sliding sideways to let in light from a lantern. Lamprophyre closed her nictitating eyelids and let out a whimper when it turned out she didn’t have any. She flung up an arm to protect her eyes and saw a dark human silhouette in the doorway, impossibly tall—but no, it was she who’d shrunk. The human brought the lantern forward, and light illuminated his face. He had shaggy black hair and a thick black beard obscuring his features, and his eyes surveyed her as if she bored him.

      “Here,” he said in a gruff voice, and tossed a bundle of cloth at her. It struck her chest and rebounded to hit the floor. “And food’s by this door. Better get it before I take the light.”

      “What have you done to me?” Lamprophyre shouted. Her voice sounded unnaturally high and shrill, and speaking made her throat ache.

      The man stepped backward, out of the doorway. “You got one minute, and then I shut the door,” he said.

      Lamprophyre rose to her feet and took a few tottering, unbalanced steps toward the man. “You dare lock me up,” she said. “Treat me like an animal—let me go or I’ll make you suffer.”

      A smile cracked the man’s impassive demeanor. It wasn’t a nice smile. “Like to see you try, girl,” he said. “You want the food, better take it now.”

      Lamprophyre took two more steps and overbalanced, crying out in pain as she hit the floor. From there, she could see a battered metal tray bearing a flat round of bread and a tin mug of stale-smelling water. Hating the man with every step, she crawled the rest of the way and gulped down the water. Her mouth was an unfamiliar shape, and she spilled most of the liquid down her front. It was cold against her bare skin—skin, not scales!—but she got enough of it into her that it soothed her throat. She snatched the bread aside, picked up the tray, and swung it at the man’s knees.

      The man grunted in pain as the edge of the tray struck him. “Nice try, girl,” he said, wrenching the tray from her hands as easily as if she’d been a newborn dragonet. Then he kicked her in the stomach, sending air whooshing out of her lungs. She curled in on herself, desperately sucking in air. The man nudged the bread with his foot until it rested against her face. Then, without another word, he closed the door, leaving her in darkness.

      Lamprophyre lay curled on the floor until her breathing settled to only a little faster than normal. She took hold of the bread and sniffed it. It smelled of yeast and flour and, like everything else she’d smelled in this place, the scent was very far away even when she pressed her nubbin of a nose to it. Her stomach rumbled as the scent roused her hunger. Impossible. Bread was inedible to dragons. She breathed in the smell again, then tore off a small piece and put it on her tongue. The taste was incredible, cool and dry and doughy all at once, and before she knew it, she’d chewed the morsel and swallowed it down.

      She clutched the flat, floppy bread to her chest and shuddered. She’d eaten bread and liked it. Her tail was gone and so were her wings. Her skin was smooth and sensitive and she was soft rather than hard. She pressed her fingers to her face again. Human. How was that even possible?

      No wonder they’d been able to take her prisoner so easily. Humans were fragile and small, and human females—if she was female—were even more so than the males. They’d transformed her, put her to sleep, and carried her off to Stones knew where. She was lost and helpless and had no idea what to do next.

      She bit off the next mouthful of bread and nearly choked on it when it turned out to be too large. Chewing more slowly, she managed to sit upright and take stock of her surroundings. An interior room, with no windows and presumably only one door—that was something she could investigate when she’d eaten. The smell of large animals still faintly permeated the room, so it might be a barn or a stable; she didn’t know enough about animals to be able to guess more than that. She didn’t know how long her magical sleep had lasted, or she might be able to figure out if she was still in Tanajital. As it was, she might not even be in Gonjiri any longer.

      She was able to eat half the bread before her stomach protested at being over-full. She tucked the bread under one arm, reluctant to set it down when she might not find it again in the darkness. That reminded her of the bundle of cloth the man had thrown at her. She crawled into the open space, sweeping one hand before her in search of the cloth, but felt nothing but rough earth. Finally, she bumped her head against the wall. It was of rough, splintery wood that smelled dry and dusty. She ran her newly-sensitive fingertips along it, rising on teetering feet and reaching as high as she could manage, but found nothing useful, no closed windows, no loose boards she might break through.

      Down on her knees again, she followed the wall, bumping against it with her shoulder occasionally to keep herself oriented. Before long, she came to a corner, where she repeated the process of standing and fumbling along the wooden wall. Still nothing. When she continued along this new wall, however, she almost immediately came to a third wall. This one vibrated when she ran head-first into it, as if it were thinner than the others. Confused, she trailed along beside it until she came to empty air. Why build a wall that led nowhere?

      She sniffed. The smell of animals was stronger here. Stronger, like they had been kept in this place longer than the rest of the building. A memory occurred to her, an image of the abattoir when she occasionally went to get her food on days when Depik’s illness overcame him. Humans built wooden partitions to contain animals. She hadn’t paid attention to what they were called and didn’t remember, stops or stands or—no, stalls. This was a stall. There were probably more of them. What good that would do her, she didn’t know, but in dangerous situations, more knowledge was always better.

      She explored the other stalls—there were four in all—before finding the heavier wooden barrier she guessed was the outer wall. Following that one led her, finally, to a door. Two doors, actually, with iron handles. She tugged hard on one handle, making the door shake slightly, but it didn’t open. She thought back to the human who’d opened the door, and turned sideways and leaned away from it with all her weight. It barely shifted. Screaming, she hurled herself against it. Pain shot through her shoulder and arm and hip as they slammed into the door. The door didn’t so much as budge.

      Cursing her weak, frail human body, she leaned against the wall next to the door and set the half-eaten bread down. The door was a landmark, not a very good one, but enough that she would be able to find the bread again. Finding the cloth…what could it be? She was reluctant to give up anything that might give her an advantage.

      She thought back to where she’d been before the door opened. Near the center of the room, she thought, and facing the door. She oriented herself as best she could and struck out again for the emptiness that was the rest of the room. Feeling about her, with her palms and knees abraded by the floor, she felt despair try to overtake her and ruthlessly pushed it away. She might be stuck in this awful human body, but she was still a dragon, and dragons didn’t give up under any circumstances. But it was hard to remember that, especially when she realized her heart rate was faster in this form than in her dragon body and she couldn’t even keep track of time by beats.

      She didn’t know how long it took—she tried to guess at how many human heartbeats corresponded to a dragon’s—but it felt like forever before her seeking hand brushed against something soft. Snatching it up, she sniffed it all over, but smelled only dry fabric that didn’t even smell of soap. The bundle was tied with a rope Lamprophyre tried to cut with her claws—the ones she didn’t have anymore. Swearing at the inadequacies of this form, she picked at the knot until it came undone. The cloth came free of its bundle and cascaded over her hands and her lower body where she knelt on the floor. It felt like linen. She turned it blindly in her hands. It might be a blanket—no, it had gaps here and there. It must be a shirt or tunic or something.

      She struggled to get it over her head, then struggled further putting her arms through the sleeve holes. Her flesh jiggled unpleasantly as she raised her arms. Breasts. Darsha had taught her the names for all sorts of human body parts. She was female, at least.

      The tunic, or shirt, had sleeves that came past her elbows and a hem that went to the middle of her thighs. Another wad of fabric turned out to be too-large trousers with a string threaded through the waistband. She pulled on the string and found it cinched up the fabric around her waist so the trousers wouldn’t fall down. Why her captors wanted her dressed instead of naked, which would make her even more vulnerable, she didn’t know. What she did know was that humans felt more confident when they were clothed, and she would take every advantage she could get.

      Wearing clothing felt so strange. Her human skin was much more sensitive than dragon scales, and the constant touch of fabric against that skin made her want to strip the fabric off again. She told herself she could endure anything her captors might throw at her, even how the linen shirt rubbed against her breasts, which were more sensitive than the rest of her. She squeezed one experimentally; it was heavy and squishy and shifted unpleasantly whenever she moved. She didn’t know how human females put up with them.

      She made her way back to the door and leaned against the wall. Anyone entering the room wouldn’t see her immediately, and maybe she could scramble past the person and reach freedom, even if only for a few beats. Minutes. Seconds. Her grasp of human timekeeping had deserted her in this dark, timeless, horrible room.

      She twisted the rope that had tied the bundle and then measured it out. Her hand was too small to serve as a handspan measure, but she used her forearm, which was slightly shorter than a handspan, and counted off lengths. The rope was perhaps five handspans long, which made it about five feet in human measurement. If she could tie the rope to the sides of the door, she might trip whoever came through…but there was nothing to tie it to, no convenient protrusions. Maybe she could tackle the person and use the rope to bind his feet or his hands. It was a slim possibility, but she refused to give in and be a victim.

      She went back to exploring the room, walking slowly around its perimeter, testing her tailless balance, until she reached the door again. It was surprisingly large—though why surprising, she didn’t know, because she had no idea what the size of the room meant to her captors. Maybe it was just the only suitable room available. The thought angered her, that she could think so civilly about the humans who’d taken her. If only she were herself…but of course, if she were herself, none of this would have happened. She settled herself next to the door, gripped the rope in both hands, and waited.

      Time passed. Lamprophyre listened for thoughts, to see if there were humans nearby, but heard nothing but the thrumming of her blood in her ears. It occurred to her that she hadn’t heard thoughts from the man who’d brought the food. Had she tried to hear them? She couldn’t remember. She’d been so disoriented, maybe she just hadn’t been listening. On the other hand, if she didn’t have a dragon body anymore, would she even be able to hear thoughts? The idea brought the despair back full force, and this time she couldn’t dispel it. Not hearing thoughts…that was almost worse than the loss of her body.

      She heard the sound of metal rasping against metal, and the door began to open. Swiftly, Lamprophyre crouched, holding the rope wrapped around both fists with a length between them she snapped taut. A human stepped into the room, bringing a lantern with him. Lamprophyre pounced, wrapping the rope around his ankles and pulling tight. The human exclaimed, and the light swung wildly as he waved his arms for balance. Lamprophyre set her shoulder against his calf and shoved. With another cry, the man went down. The lantern hit the ground and shattered. The light went out. And Lamprophyre dropped the rope and darted past the fallen man, heading for freedom.

      Cool air brushing her face told her she was outdoors, as did the welcome starry sky. No moon, so she hadn’t been asleep for days, and the line of pale gold along the horizon meant it might still be the same night. Tall buildings rose up around her, some of them lit by lanterns affixed to their door frames. It felt like being at the bottom of a canyon, towered over by cliffs. But the buildings were spaced widely apart, too widely for this to be Tanajital, and Lamprophyre had to remind her panicking self that they only looked tall because she was so very short now.

      Behind her, someone shouted, and then other voices took up the cry. Underneath the shouts, Lamprophyre heard anger and anxiety, and for a moment she felt relieved, because she hadn’t lost everything in the transformation. But hearing her captors’ thoughts was no benefit right now. Lamprophyre cast about for salvation. She couldn’t enter any of these buildings, because she would certainly be trapping herself. She was shorter than the humans she’d seen and probably couldn’t outrun them. That meant she needed to hide, but where?

      Doors opened ahead of her, and men and women spilled out of the buildings to left and right. They caught sight of Lamprophyre and headed her way, their thoughts full of determination to catch her. Lamprophyre turned and ran to her right, where the fewest buildings were. There was a narrow passage between two of them, narrow enough that she almost shied away from it before remembering her current size. She bolted for it, hugging the annoying breasts close so they wouldn’t jiggle, and dove for the alley just as her first pursuers reached her.

      As she’d hoped, they didn’t follow her. She didn’t waste time looking back to see what they were doing, just ran, wincing when the ground tore at the soles of her bare feet. She burst from the passage, too late hearing the human waiting for her—and hands grabbed her, lifted her into the air and shook her until her teeth rattled.

      “Fast little minx,” the man said. He was unshaven and his breath smelled of stale onion. He was one of those whose thoughts mirrored exactly his words, and Lamprophyre could hear no indication of what he intended to do with her. She struggled to free herself, but he hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her away, ignoring how she beat at his shoulders with her tiny fists and the sound of her angry screams.

      He carried her, not back to the animal building, but up three steps and through the door of what Lamprophyre thought was a house. She’d never been inside a house before, but she had seen chairs and couches and tables, and there were a lot of those in this place. The stinky man swung her off his shoulder in a dizzying arc and let her fall to the floor. She cried out in pain as she struck the wooden surface. It was smoother than the animal building wall, not at all splintery, but every bit as hard.

      She sat, breathing heavily, for a few beats before pushing herself to her feet and heading for the door. She pulled up short before she reached it, seeing the stinky man and a hard-looking woman standing in front of it. “Let me go,” she demanded. “Let me go, and I won’t destroy you.”

      The hard-looking woman smirked. The stinky man laughed like she’d made a hilarious joke. Neither of them spoke, but the stinky man was still thinking fast little minx and the woman’s thoughts were all can’t believe she was a dragon and not so big now. Lamprophyre assessed her chances against them and knew they were impossible odds.

      “How interesting, that you feel you still have power,” a voice from behind her said. “You dragons are so arrogant—but then, you have no natural enemies, correct? So maybe it’s not arrogance so much as conviction.”

      Lamprophyre turned around. There were stairs at the far side of the room, leading up, and descending them was the thinnest human Lamprophyre had ever seen. He looked like flesh stretched over bone, like someone who might snap if you breathed on him the wrong way. His bald brown head gleamed in the lamplight, sharp-edged with cheekbones like knife blades and deep-set black eyes dark enough that the pupils weren’t distinguishable from the irises. He wasn’t smiling, and despite the condescension in his tone, Lamprophyre felt he didn’t actually care whether she was dragon or human.

      She listened hard for his thoughts and heard the background hum of a human wearing a chlorite artifact to blur his thoughts. Fear struck her, fear that he knew her secret power and could defend against it. But no, she was certain that was a secret the dragons had successfully kept, and this was just coincidence. In desperation, Lamprophyre ran at the man, grabbing his wrist in the mad hope that he was thin and brittle enough that she could hurt him. She twisted, but his bones might have been dragon’s bones for all they moved.

      The skeletal man looked down at where her hand wrapped around his wrist. “I don’t believe I gave you permission to touch me,” he said, and tore her fingers free with his other hand. “Now, if you’ll sit, we can talk like civilized people—something I hear you dragons pride yourselves on being.” He turned away from her and crossed the room to sit on one of the low chairs.

      Lamprophyre stared at him, her mind numb. She couldn’t hurt him. She couldn’t hear his thoughts. She really was helpless.

      “Sit,” the man invited, gesturing to a chair opposite his. Slowly, feeling like a sleepwalker, Lamprophyre walked toward him and sat.

      “Why did you do this to me?” she asked.

      “Ah, so we’re not going to waste time with pleasantries. Good,” the man said. “What makes you believe I’m the one who did it?”

      “Because you don’t act like someone who trusts his inferiors,” Lamprophyre replied. She didn’t know what prompted that response, had no idea whether or not she was right, but deep within her, she felt it was true.

      The man’s eyes widened. “Interesting,” he said again. “I think you’re guessing.”

      “Am I?” Lamprophyre said. “You used two artifacts on me. One of them put me to sleep. The other…did this.” She swept a hand down herself. “It’s no guess to know you want something from me. So what was the point of this transformation?” She felt dizzy again, swept along on a tide of words spilling out of herself that made her sound confident and in control. It was a lie.

      The skeletal man tapped a finger against his lips, a gesture Lamprophyre had seen her friend Dharan make countless times. “Very well,” he said. “I want something from you. Something simple. But as everyone knows, dragons are invulnerable to almost everything, and keeping a dragon captured is virtually impossible. So…this transformation, as you put it, was necessary to compel your cooperation. Give me what I want, and I’ll turn you back.”

      Lamprophyre clasped her hands together to control their furious trembling, not wanting him to interpret it as fear. “And what is it you want?”

      The man leaned forward. “I want your dragon hoard,” he said.
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      Lamprophyre’s mouth fell open. “You…what?”

      “I need money to fund my magical experiments,” the man said. “I know dragons are wealthy. Give me your hoard, and I’ll turn you back—once me and mine are safely away, of course.”

      “But…who told you about dragon hoards?”

      The man shrugged. “Irrelevant. Now, do we have a deal? Or should I return you to the stables until you become more compliant?”

      Lamprophyre shook her head. The urge to scream warred with the urge to laugh. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you’ve been misinformed. Dragons don’t have hoards.”

      The skeletal man’s eyes narrowed. “You do realize your fate is in my hands,” he said. “No one knows where you are. In that body, you’re vulnerable to pain, injury, and death. Defying me is a very bad idea.”

      “I know very well I’m at your mercy,” Lamprophyre said. “It’s still true. Dragon hoards are just a story humans made up—”

      “Do not lie to me,” the man shouted, erupting from his seat and making Lamprophyre cringe involuntarily. “I know from an impeccable source that dragons have access to gold, gems, valuable magical minerals. You will give me your hoard or you will suffer!”

      Lamprophyre made herself sit up straight and gaze fearlessly at him, though she was painfully aware of how much taller he was and how mad he looked. Such a man might do anything. “I cannot give you what I do not have,” she said, enunciating precisely, “and you are wrong to try to coerce me. Why can’t you earn money the way everyone else does? If you’re an adept, you need stone—you could trade with us for that. You don’t need to kidnap me.”

      The door opened, drawing both their attention. A woman shorter than the hard-looking woman at the door stepped through. “Master Evart,” she said, “the dragons are on the move.”

      Lamprophyre’s heart leaped. Evart walked away from her a few steps. “Are they headed this way?” he asked.

      The woman shook her head. “They’re circling over the city.” Her thoughts weren’t fearful, just alert, as if she were capable of fighting dragons as an equal. Lamprophyre longed to have her body back so she could teach the woman a lesson about fighting dragons.

      “We should move out anyway. We’ve been here too long.” Evart turned back to look at Lamprophyre. “Time to choose, ambassador. Give up your hoard, or give up your freedom.”

      Lamprophyre glared at him in silence.

      Evart shrugged. “Bind her, and put her in the wagon,” he said. “We’ll head west at dawn.”

      Lamprophyre rose and backed away as the stinky man came toward her with his hand outstretched. “Don’t do it,” she warned. “Once I’m free, I will make you suffer.”

      The stinky man smiled. To her surprise, it was a friendly smile, as if she’d just offered him a treat rather than a threat. “You’re a real spitfire,” he said.

      Lamprophyre gasped as he grabbed her wrist and spun her around, securing first one, then the other hand behind her back. Rough, ticklish rope went around her wrists, and then he hoisted her once more like a sack of grain over his shoulder and went through the door held open by the hard-looking woman.

      The line of light along the horizon had brightened, but lanterns were still needed to illuminate the buildings. Now that she wasn’t running for her life, she could look at her surroundings more closely. Lamprophyre knew what farms were, and she guessed this was one, either abandoned or the property of someone who agreed with Evart. Or maybe it belonged to Evart himself. If he wanted money, he could sell this place instead of abducting dragons for ridiculous reasons.

      Lamprophyre, bouncing along over the stinky man’s shoulder, wished she had some means of attacking him. Biting his ear or his neck, maybe—she tried twisting around, but couldn’t bring her head in range of his. His thoughts were unexpectedly friendly, and it made her furious.

      The stinky man swung her off his shoulder and laid her, almost gently, in the bed of a wagon. Barrels and sacks that smelled of grain filled the back half of it, and Lamprophyre used her feet to scoot herself against them so she could sit up. As she did so, a huge dark shape settled over her, and she felt canvas press against her head. Why they needed to protect the cargo when there was no rain on the horizon anywhere, she didn’t know…or was it she who needed protecting, say, from the keen eyes of dragons searching for her?

      She scooted down a little so her hair didn’t rub so uncomfortably against the canvas. The space beneath the canvas was dark, but light coming through an opening at the foot of the wagon made it less oppressive than the animal building had been. Her wrists were sore and her shoulders ached from having her hands tied behind her back, but she ignored the pains and examined her surroundings more closely, looking for a way out. The barrels didn’t smell of anything, even water, so maybe they were empty. She wasn’t sure she could do anything with that fact. The smell of grain dust filled the air, and if she had her second stomach she could make it blaze bright. She grimaced. Time to stop thinking about what she didn’t have.

      She heard people running around, and low-voiced conversations as if they were afraid someone might overhear them. Lamprophyre strained to listen, but heard only murmurs, and their thoughts were incoherent, the sound of dozens of people in close proximity. Despite her resolve, fear crept over her. Her friends would have no reason to suspect she’d been transformed into a human, unless Depik or Bhakriya had seen something—but she couldn’t count on these people having left her human friends alive. Better assume no one knew her current form. And for all the dragons knew, Lamprophyre might have gone off on a night flight, or a gleaning trip. They might not start worrying until it was race time and she didn’t show up.

      But no, the woman had said the dragons were moving. It was too early for the clutch to start racing, or even to get ready for racing. If they were moving over Tanajital, it had to be because they were searching for her. But they would be searching for a dragon, not a human woman. That would take them so far astray it was impossible they would ever find her. She needed to figure out how to free herself.

      She began working at the ropes tying her wrists, but couldn’t find the knots to untie them. Grumbling to herself, she looked around for some sharp protrusion, a nail or a sharp piece of metal. The interior of the wagon was clean and well-kept, and it smelled of varnish, which suggested it was new; no chance of finding anything out of place. Finally, after wriggling over the entire wagon, she lay back on a grain sack and sighed. If she wanted to escape, she would have to wait until they moved her out of the wagon.

      The light coming into the wagon was almost bright enough for her to see the wagon’s contents. She wiggled into a more upright position just as the wagon lurched, then moved forward, bumping her painfully into one of the barrels. She wedged herself against it and spread her legs to brace herself further. Wherever they were going, she hoped they reached it quickly.

      The wagon jostled her along for longer than she could keep count, either in dragon or human measurements. Despite the movement, she drifted into a hazy sleep, semiconscious and imagining that she was flying through a warm, dry, dust-smelling storm that shook her with turbulent winds. Rokshan was there, but silent, and she’d begun to worry that he was dead when the wagon came to a halt, waking her fully. Her hands felt numb and her eyes were dry and painfully itchy. She blinked rapidly to moisten them. It was full day, and light filtered through the weave of the canvas as well as through the opening at one end.

      Outside, she heard running footsteps again, then shouts. Then the shouts turned into screams. The incoherent thoughts became panicked. Lamprophyre heard the heavy, unmistakable sound of dragon wings, and she added her screams to those of her kidnappers, though joyful instead of terrified.

      She wriggled her way toward the opening, thinking maybe in the commotion no one would be watching her. Above, beyond the canvas, the light grew orange and then gold. Lamprophyre realized what that meant in time to flatten herself into the wagon bed as Coquina’s fire engulfed the wagon.

      Lamprophyre had never felt the ferocity of fire before. Hot air parched her skin and filled her lungs, and the canvas caught fire. Breathless, Lamprophyre flung herself at the opening, desperate to get free before the flames consumed her. She rolled out just as the canvas disintegrated into a flaming mass that landed on the wagon’s contents and started them burning as well. Lamprophyre drew in a cool breath untainted by dragon fire and lay with her face pressed to soft grass. No one shouted anything that might have been a warning that she was escaping; no hard hands grabbed hold of her to drag her away.

      She rolled onto her side, realized there was nothing she could do in that position, and awkwardly got to her knees. Everything was in chaos. Dragons swooped overhead, taking turns making runs across the kidnappers’ procession, which turned out to be several wagons drawn by horses that were either panicked or dead. The stink of acid filled the air, and little fires burned here and there on the ground. A couple of wagons, including hers, were on fire.

      Someone grabbed Lamprophyre by the arm and hauled her to her feet. “You will get me out of here,” Evart said. His face and clothes were singed, but he seemed unharmed. In his other hand, he held a slim wand that ended in long, thin claws at one end. Those claws clutched a fat rod of a green and black mottled stone Lamprophyre recognized as serpentine, half a handspan long and roughly faceted like a prism. Evart held the wand loosely, as if he’d forgotten it was there.

      Lamprophyre tried to pull away, but his grip was implacable. “Turn me back, and I’ll convince them not to kill you,” she said.

      Evart laughed. “You lie. You’d never let me go.”

      “Dragons don’t lie. Release me.”

      Evart tugged on her arm and made her run with him, ducking and dodging the crippled wagons and the panicked horses. “If I die, you’ll never return to your true form.” He gestured with the wand. “You don’t know how to use this.”

      “You’re mad. This can’t have been your whole plan—turn me human and extort money from me! Where did you even come up with such a ridiculous idea?”

      Evart’s grin was manic. “Night thoughts,” he said, “ideas that come to you on the verge of sleep, like a little voice in your head whispering truth.”

      A chill struck Lamprophyre. “Like a little voice?” she said. “Or actually a little voice?”

      A red wall dropped out of the sky before them. Lamprophyre screamed in terror and stumbled backward, dragging Evart with her. In the next breath, she recognized Porphyry. He was enormous. She’d been bigger than him her whole life and now he towered over her, wings spread, black acid dripping from the corner of his mouth. His wordless thoughts were filled with fury.

      “Where is she?” he boomed, his normally pleasant voice deep and menacing. Lamprophyre, stunned, stared up at him, mute and terrified.

      Evart looked at Lamprophyre, his expression confused. “But it should have worked. I was promised it would work,” he said, mostly to himself. Then he took the wand in both hands. “Better a dead man than a live tool,” he said, and snapped the wand across his knee.

      White light flared, and something punched Lamprophyre in the chest, flinging her backward to slam into something hard and angular. Something snapped, sending pain coursing through her left arm. Barely conscious, she tried rolling away from the angular thing and managed to fall face-first to the softer ground. Grass filled her mouth and nostrils, and she coughed and raised her head. The pain in her arm was a dull ache so long as she didn’t try to move it, and when she did, more pain shot through her, making her dizzy and sick. She lay still and concentrated on breathing.

      Someone grabbed her arm—her left arm—and hauled her to her feet. She screamed at the pain and struggled to get away from her captor. To her surprise, the person let her go, thinking didn’t hurt her. Beyond the pain, the thoughts sounded familiar. Lamprophyre took a couple of stumbling steps and crouched, head bowed, sucking in air and trying not to fall over.

      “God’s breath, you’re a captive,” Rokshan said.

      She jerked upright and stared at him. Rokshan had drawn his belt knife and was approaching her slowly, his other hand spread wide to show he was no threat. His hair was a mess and soot covered his face and shirt, but he looked unharmed. He was taller than she now, something she observed with wonder—tiny Rokshan, taller than a dragon…a dragon in a human body, so that wasn’t so strange… She realized her thoughts were running in mad circles and closed her eyes to make herself focus.

      “It’s all right,” Rokshan was saying, “hold still and I’ll free you.” She felt the cold metal of the knife slip between her wrists, and then the ropes fell away. She opened her eyes and rubbed feeling back into her hands, then stopped doing that when another sharp pain shot up her arm. Rokshan was looking at her as if she were a stranger, and it felt as if he’d plunged that knife into her chest.

      “Rokshan,” she whispered, “it’s me.”
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      Rokshan’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement. “Do I know you?”

      A tangle of emotions filled her, sorrow and fear and even embarrassment, as if their friendship was irrationally diminished by his inability to recognize her no matter her form. “I—he transformed me,” she stammered. “It’s me. Lamprophyre.”

      Rokshan blinked, uncomprehending. He took a few steps forward, his gaze fixed on her eyes. Then horror crossed his face. “Lamprophyre,” he said, reaching for her shoulder but letting his hand fall before he touched her. “God’s breath, what did they do to you?”

      “He transformed—” She shook her head, clearing away the last of the confusion from being flung into whatever it was. “The wand,” she breathed. “He broke the wand.” She pushed past Rokshan and ran toward where she’d seen Evart last, her left arm folded across her chest.

      Porphyry was gone. Part of Lamprophyre’s awareness registered this, and wondered if he was all right, but the rest of her attention was on Evart. The man lay sprawled on the ground in the center of a bare circle of earth perhaps half a dragonlength in diameter. His eyes were open and staring at the sun in a way impossible for a human. Nothing was left of the wand.

      Lamprophyre dropped to her knees and felt around with her right hand, hoping madly that her fingers might find the remnants of the wand where her eyes couldn’t. Maybe the wand was broken, but the serpentine stone was still intact. The stone was what mattered, yes? An adept could put it back together if only she had the stone.

      “Lamprophyre, what are you doing?” Rokshan said. He crouched beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. Lamprophyre wrenched away and continued searching. She fumbled through Evart’s clothes, searching for the stone—maybe it had tangled in his shirt or embedded itself in his flesh. She found a quartz pendant streaky with chlorite inclusions attached to a chain around his neck and yanked it off, clutching it without being conscious of what she held. No serpentine.

      Over her shoulder, she said, “He had an artifact. It gave me a human body. We need to find it, or what’s left of it—”

      “The wand he broke,” Rokshan said. “I was about thirty feet away when it happened. He snapped it in half, and it released all its energy—Lamprophyre, it’s gone. It’s gone.”

      “It is not gone!” she shrieked. “We have to get it back—I can’t live like this, don’t you understand! I can’t live in this horrible human body, with its hair and squishy parts and this nose that doesn’t work right!” Her eyes ached and felt swollen, as if they were going to pop out of her skull, and she didn’t understand why. She didn’t understand a…a damn thing about this stupid human form.

      Rokshan gently touched her shoulder again. “We’ll find another artifact,” he said. “If someone made it work once, someone else can do it again. It will be all right, Lamprophyre.”

      The pressure eased, and her eyes were suddenly hot and wet, with water trickling down her face. Tears. Humans cried when they were miserable. It was surprisingly soothing. At least one thing about this ridiculous body wasn’t awful.

      “We need to make sure Porphyry is all right,” Rokshan said. “He was right next to the blast, too.” He helped Lamprophyre to her feet and guided her away from Evart’s body, toward where the dragons had gathered around a recumbent crimson form. Fear for her clutchmate made it impossible for her to fear for herself, and she ran with Rokshan toward the others.

      “…just see double for a while,” Porphyry was saying as they approached. He was lying on his side with his wings folded away beneath him. He didn’t look injured, though the scales on his belly were a strangely mottled orange.

      “She’s not here,” Orthoclase said. “We should have left some of them alive.”

      “She is here,” Coquina said irritably. She wore an iridescent stone on a thin chain around her neck and an expression of extreme displeasure. “The stone is clear about it. I don’t know why we trusted Manishi.”

      Flint glanced at Rokshan, then stared more closely at Lamprophyre. “I guess we did leave someone…” His voice trailed off, and he leaned close to Lamprophyre, peering at her face. No, he thought. “Stones,” he swore. “It’s you.”

      “What?” Coquina exclaimed.

      “Her eyes…Lamprophyre, what happened?” Flint exclaimed.

      “That man transformed my body into a human’s,” Lamprophyre said, feeling like crying again. She sniffled, wiped her eyes, and added, “I think he got the idea from someone else. Someone old and evil.”

      “But…how is that even possible?” Orthoclase said.

      “The artifact had a serpentine stone,” Lamprophyre said. “I was looking for it—”

      “Everyone sniff around,” Flint said. “Maybe it’s not broken.”

      Dolomite grunted and bent to pick something up. He displayed a jagged shard of green and black stone. “Is this it?”

      Lamprophyre sank to the ground and buried her face in her hands. “It’s not enough.”

      “We don’t know that,” Flint said. “We’ll ask an adept. Someone will be able to recreate it.”

      “That’s what I said,” Rokshan said.

      “We can’t,” Coquina said.

      Lamprophyre looked up at the enormous grass-green dragon. “Why not?”

      Coquina looked grim. “We can’t let anyone know dragons are vulnerable to this kind of attack. Anyone who wanted to hurt a dragon would be able to, with nothing more than that one artifact. Stones, we can’t even let people know it’s happened to Lamprophyre!”

      “But I can’t stay in this form forever!” Lamprophyre exclaimed.

      “I know. We’ll have to figure something else out.” Coquina crouched next to Lamprophyre. “We’ll put it to Hyaloclast. She’ll have a better idea of how to handle the politics.”

      “But she doesn’t know anything about magic,” Rokshan said. “We absolutely have to talk to an adept.”

      “But who?” Flint said. “Obviously not Manishi. Sabarna?”

      “Sabarna is smart, but she’s not a practicing adept, and I think creating one of these artifacts might be beyond her.” Rokshan started to pace. “And we can’t ask around, looking for someone who is capable, without giving the secret away. This is a thousand times worse than kyanite.”

      “We can start by finding out if people do other things with serpentine,” Flint said. “I’d never seen it before.”

      “Neither had I,” Lamprophyre said.

      “I don’t understand how you know what it is if you’d never seen it before,” Rokshan said.

      Lamprophyre drew in a breath. “Dragons know stones. It’s something that’s bred into us. Every stone, everywhere, regardless of whether it’s a stone that’s found where we live. There’s no serpentine in our mountains, so we need to know if it’s even a stone humans here know about.” It should have cheered her to realize there was one more part of her that was still dragon, but recognizing stone seemed useless.

      Bromargyrite, who’d been silent this whole time, stirred. “I can find that out,” he said. “My adept contact still believes he’s using me for information, and he doesn’t know I can hear his thoughts.”

      “It’s a start,” Lamprophyre said, taking a few steps toward Bromargyrite. She moved her left arm the wrong way and hissed at the sharp pain.

      “What’s wrong?” Rokshan asked.

      “My arm hurts. I don’t know why.”

      Rokshan gently ran his fingers along her forearm, making her wince. “It’s broken.”

      Lamprophyre blinked. “It’s…dragon bones don’t break.” She grimaced. “And this isn’t a dragon body. What do I do?”

      Rokshan let out a deep breath. “We have to get you to a healing center quickly, before your natural processes start working on mending that bone. And after that…you can’t stay at the embassy, and you can’t survive a winter in the dragon caves. You’ll have to live somewhere in Tanajital.” His eyes widened. “In the palace.”

      “I can’t live in the palace!” Lamprophyre exclaimed. “People will figure it out.”

      “No one will believe you’re really a dragon, not the way you look,” Rokshan said. “You’ll be a guest here for the royal wedding. Maybe a distant relative. But we’ll have to tell my father. Look, I know it’s not ideal,” he went on, fending off the dragons’ protests, “but if the dragon ambassador just disappears, he’s going to worry. He needs to know the truth. I promise he’ll be discreet. He needs this alliance.”

      “I don’t like it,” Coquina said, “but you’re right.” She looked over her shoulder in the direction of distant Tanajital. “We need to clean this mess up. It can’t look like dragons were here. And then somebody needs to tell Hyaloclast what happened. This isn’t something we can communicate via the chalcedony artifact—we actually need to fly home.”

      “Not you,” Lamprophyre said. “You’ll need to be acting ambassador while I’m…let’s see…gone home for the winter festivities.”

      “What winter festivities?” Dolomite said, looking puzzled.

      “The ones we don’t have,” Lamprophyre said, “but humans will believe are a possibility. It’s pretending, right? We’re all going to pretend I went home for the winter, and that Coquina is in charge.”

      “I’ll fly back,” Orthoclase said. “But we have to clean this up fast, because the races are this afternoon and we need to act like everything is well.”

      “Stones, I forgot about the races,” Lamprophyre said. “This is a nightmare.”

      “Flint, you and Dolomite take Rokshan and Lamprophyre back to the city,” Coquina said, “then hurry back here. Lamprophyre, can you meet me at the embassy tonight? I really don’t want your job. Too much diplomacy.”

      “It has to be a female to seem legitimate,” Lamprophyre said. Her various aches were catching up with her, and she wanted nothing more than to fall asleep somewhere, preferably somewhere her arm could be fixed. “I’ll be there at suppertime—oh, Stones, we can’t tell my household the truth!”

      “It’s all right, Lamprophyre, I’ll take care of them,” Coquina said. “Now, get moving.” She turned away and began tearing up the turf where acid had splattered long, jagged lines of black burn marks.

      Lamprophyre looked up at Flint. He looked even bigger up close than Porphyry had. “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Hurry, Lamprophyre, unless you want that arm to heal the slow way,” Rokshan said. He had already climbed up into the notch behind Dolomite’s shoulders.

      Flint crouched low so Lamprophyre could climb up. One-handed, it was an ordeal to get herself settled, but finally she had a firm grip on Flint’s scaly ridge and her knees clasped his shoulders tightly. “Hang on,” Flint said, making Lamprophyre grab on more securely, and with a mighty thrust of his legs, he launched himself skyward.

      Lamprophyre bit back a scream. Suppose it startled Flint, and he dropped her? She’d always loved flying under her own power, but this—this horrible, uncontrollable flight, all that empty air beneath her, terrified her more than being trapped in a human body had. She clutched her broken arm to her chest and focused on the back of Flint’s head. No looking down. No wiggling. No letting go of the death grip she had on Flint’s ruff. She forced her breathing to become calm and told herself it would be over soon. Rokshan was mad to think this was a wonderful way to travel.

      She didn’t realize they’d reached Tanajital until Flint banked slightly to pass a tower, tilting her sideways. She shrieked and grabbed for Flint with both hands, then yelped as the movement jarred her broken arm. “What’s wrong?” Flint shouted. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, just…get us there quickly,” Lamprophyre said. Once again she made herself breathe slowly. Flint wasn’t going to drop her, she wasn’t going to fall screaming to her death, everything was fine.

      They landed outside the palace, within the ring of the parkland circling it. Rokshan helped Lamprophyre down and kept a steadying hand on her right elbow when she reached the ground. “Tonight, at the embassy,” he said.

      “Take care,” Flint said, and then he and Dolomite were gone.

      Rokshan smiled reassuringly at Lamprophyre. “It will be all right,” he said.

      “Don’t lie to me, Rokshan. This is bad.”

      The smile fell away. “It’s bad,” he agreed, “but we’ll figure it out. And I won’t abandon you.”

      “I know.” Lamprophyre sighed. “Where do we go now?”

      “The healing center.” Rokshan tugged on her uninjured arm. “Everything else can wait.”
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      Past the parkland, humans thronged the streets, pushing and jostling and shouting at each other, their thoughts as much a din as their voices until she blocked them out. The sounds and movements made Lamprophyre feel sick and a little afraid. This must be what it felt like to be human and towered over by a dragon. She was nearly a head shorter than Rokshan, who she knew was of average height for a man, and it felt as if everyone she passed was taller and broader and heavier than she. She drew closer to Rokshan, using him as a shield, and tried not to let anger overcome her. She hated Evart for what he’d done to her, and for such a stupid, selfish reason.

      But it hadn’t been his idea, had it? She’d forgotten, in the chaos of deciding what steps to take, what Evart had said. “Little voices in the night,” and something about how someone had promised him it would work. A little frisson of fear overrode her anger briefly. She’d heard that little voice in the night. It was the voice of their enemy—an ancient evil nobody knew more about than that it had corrupted one of Jiwanyil’s own High Ecclesiasts and had a plan that would lead to utter destruction.

      “Rokshan,” she said, then spoke his name more loudly when he didn’t hear her over the din.

      He looked down at her. For a moment, he looked confused, as if he’d forgotten who she was. Then his expression became so neutral it made Lamprophyre feel sick again. It was the face of someone who’d seen his companion fatally wounded and didn’t know how to tell her her fate. He took her hand to keep her from being buffeted away by the crowd. “Are you all right?”

      “No. I mean, nothing new—never mind, we can talk about it later.” This bustling, noisy, smelly crowd wasn’t the place to discuss anything important.

      The air was thick with dust and the stink of human bodies packed close together. For the first time since her transformation, it felt like her sense of smell worked properly. She wished it didn’t. A lot of humans all in one place smelled sour and sweaty, the least pleasant odor Lamprophyre had ever smelled. She clung to Rokshan’s hand, which was firm and a little rough—this body felt everything, as if she’d been skinned, except that would be painful and this was just unnerving—and looked around at the buildings. It was so different seeing them from this perspective, even the shortest ones much taller than she, looming over her as if they might fall and crush her.

      She cringed away from a donkey that nosed her broken arm, hating herself for being so fearful. Dragons weren’t afraid of anything. This was temporary. She wished again that Evart were alive, this time so she could boil the flesh from his bones. How dare he do this to her?

      Rokshan tugged on her hand to guide her across the street, weaving between pedestrians who didn’t pay any attention to them. She’d thought Rokshan was recognizable within the city, but everyone they passed looked intent on their own business. If they acknowledged him, it was with a grunt or a muttered word that might have been apology if they bumped into him. Rokshan ignored the other humans and led Lamprophyre to a low, squat building whose door was the color of green jade. There were no windows, nothing to indicate what the building was, but Rokshan opened the door with no hesitation.

      Inside, the air was fresh and cool and smelled not of a musty, enclosed space, but of the outdoors. Lamprophyre couldn’t understand it, because the place where they stood was a hallway with no other doors at this end but the one they’d entered by. A light breeze touched her cheeks, bringing with it the scent of cut grass like she’d only ever smelled in the parkland around the palace.

      Rokshan drew her along after him down the hall to another door. This one had a big square hole cut in its top, large enough for Lamprophyre to climb through in her current form, and light came through the hole along with another breeze. Rokshan pushed this door open as well. “It’s quiet today,” he said. “They must not be very busy.”

      “Is that good?”

      “In the sense that people aren’t hurting, yes. They’d still care for you even if there were fifty patients waiting for treatment.”

      Lamprophyre followed him through the door, then stopped, amazed at what she saw. The room—if you could call it that, because it was as big as her embassy—was open above to the outdoors, with roofs circling a central garden through which flowed a tiny stream. Short, clipped grass covered the hilly ground, and stone benches dotted the low rises here and there. Most of them were occupied by pairs of men and women, apparently doing nothing but breathing in the warm, grass-scented air. Their thoughts were peaceful, even the ones that were tinged with pain. The soothing calmness relaxed her.
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