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			Character List

			THE DRAGONS

			GABRIAL: a young, impulsive blue dragon. Despite his good intent to serve the Wearle well, Gabrial is often drawn into dangerous conflicts and arguments with his superiors. Guardian to the wearlings Gariffred and Gayl.

			GALARHADE: Prime of the second Wearle to visit Erth. Died at the age of 239.

			GALLEN: ex-commander of the feared wyng of fighting dragons known as the Veng. Met an untimely end during the goyle wars.

			GANNET: a good-natured green roamer.

			(per) GANTISS: Mentor to many young dragons, including the intelligent blue, Goodle.

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

			GARODOR: a highly intelligent member of the De:allus class, sent to Erth to research and assess the situation after the devastating battles with the goyles.

			GARON: Gabrial’s father, who went missing, presumed dead, during the first goyle war.

			GARRET: a talented dragon whose principal role is to construct maps of any territories the Wearle wish to colonise.

			GARRISON: a seasoned roamer, promoted to second-in-command of the Wearle after the shock death of Gallen.

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

			GIVNAY: spiritual leader turned traitor. His lust for power and his brooding resentment of Grystina’s nobility ultimately contributed to his gruesome end.

			GOODLE: a studious blue dragon with ambitions to be a healer.

			GORENFUSSENTAL THE TWENTY-THIRD: the fusty curator of the mysterious Kashic Archive, a role his family have undertaken for as long as records have been kept.

			GORME: a young roamer ridiculed for becoming lost in the boundless Kashic Archive.

			GOSSANA: an ageing and fearsome matrial, originally sent to Erth to oversee Grystina’s laying cycle. Promoted to Elder status after the deaths of Givnay and Galarhade.

			GREFFAN: leader of the first Wearle to visit Erth.

			GRENDEL: a young, intelligent female with touches of gold in her purple colouring. She bravely fosters Grystina’s wearlings and is the emerging queen of the entire Erth colony.

			GRENDISAR: an historical De:allus whose theories about the legend of Graven once caused much controversy among the superior ranks of dragons on Ki:mera.

			GRINWALD: an aged dragon of the De:allus class.

			(per) GROGAN: aged mentor to Gabrial, who becomes a tragic victim of Givnay’s deceits.

			GRUDER: a good-natured green sweeper with a kind, but nervous disposition.

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

			GRYNT: a tough, no-nonsense Elder who assumes command of the Wearle following the death of Prime Galarhade. His shaky leadership decisions often cause him to clash with his advisors, particularly De:allus Garodor.

			GRYSTINA: a high-born female who comes to Erth of her own volition, apparently to maintain the Wearle’s breeding programme. Her suspicions about Givnay’s motives eventually lead her into tragedy.

			GUS: a gentle giant of a roamer. His one desire is to serve his Wearle faithfully and well.

			THE HOM (THE KAAL TRIBE)

			REN WHITEHAIR: a boy of twelve winters who is obsessed with dragons, a passion that ultimately takes him right into the heart of the Wearle – and beyond.

			NED WHITEHAIR: Ren’s father. A brave but slightly reckless man, who clashed, mortally, with his own tribe about their plans to win back the Kaal’s mountain territories.

			MELL WHITEHAIR: Ren’s mother. A brave, free-spirited soul who is never afraid to do what’s best for her family and her tribe.

			PINE ONETOOTH: an orphan girl who ‘wafts around the settlement like a leaf on the breeze’. Pine’s life is changed for ever when she is bitten on the hand by the wearmyss, Gayl.

			ROLAN WOODKNOT: a young man, not much older than Ren. He is catapulted into a dangerous quest to raise an enemy against the dragons, only to be captured by the Wearle.

			WAYLEN TREADER: A farmer, one of many men lost in the conflict with the dragons.

			THE TREEMEN (or Tree People)

			LEIF: a free-spirited treegirl who volunteers for a quest to make an alliance with the Kaal, a journey that will lead her into terrible danger.

			ODUM: a simple treeman who aids Leif on her journey to the Kaal.

			THE WYVERN

			L’WEN-GAR: a female Wyvern who becomes the voice of their community when visitors unexpectedly arrive from the Wearle on Erth.

			THE GIBBUS

			A warrior tribe from the Wild Lands, unnamed.

			THE FIREBIRDS

			AZKIAR: a grumpy male firebird who is never keen to leave his comfortable shelf on the upper floors of the Librarium.

			AURIELLE: a female firebird who is the one who normally alerts Azkiar to the fact that they have work to do …

			ALSO:

			AGATHA WHITE: a distant relative of Mell Whitehair, charged with the responsibility of passing on the legacy of dragons to the rest of humankind.

			DOCTOR WHITAKER: a doctor who visits Agatha when she is elderly and in a care home.

			EMILY: an employee at Agatha’s care home.

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

			GRAVEN and G’RESTYN: the two fabled sons of Godith, who allegedly fell out in a spat of jealousy, which ended with G’restyn dying in his brother’s flames and Graven’s third heart being ripped from his chest by his grieving mother. Superstitious dragons have always believed that Graven will rise again one day and take his revenge on all dragonkind.

			WIND: Ren’s strangely magical horse, inherited from his father, Ned.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			i: What Aurielle Chased

			Floor 47 of The Great Librarium
Time period: Undefined

			Wind. It always worried Aurielle whenever there was wind around the Librarium. Sunshine, she loved. All firebirds did. It brought out the best of their brightly coloured plumage. She didn’t mind the rain when it came, either. Rain made the daisies grow and brought a welcome freshness to the air. It also left pools on the great stone sills in which she could dip her fluffy cream feathers to wash out the dust from the books. There were a lot of books in a building as tall and lean as this, and an awful lot of dust.

			But wind. Wind moved things around. It played with the dust motes and made the aged bookshelves creak. It also made the daisies bend, making it harder to spot irregular patterns evolving in the timelines. A junior firebird’s most important duty was to monitor glitches in the spacetime continuum. Wind could be a serious nuisance.

			Raising her long hooked beak, Aurielle glanced at the sky for a moment. The clouds were puffy and mostly still, sitting happy in the blue infinity. Yet there was a definite ripple in her ear tufts. And ripples in ear tufts could not be ignored. She drummed her claws and hopped a little closer to the edge of the sill, so she could see the daisy fields better. Time was running smoothly all over the universe, except for a tiny wiggle in the sector belonging to the dragon world, Ki:mera. That made her heart pump a little bit faster. Dragons were the only creatures other than firebirds who were allowed to phase across the verges of space. Whenever dragons got involved in timeline disruptions, there was always … well, there was always trouble.

			She sat back and pondered a little. Should she go and wake Azkiar from his nest of twigs on Floor 108? He wouldn’t be happy to be woken, but then he never was. Sometimes she wondered if the only true benefit of rising up the Librarium floors was that you simply got to sleep more often and were allowed to be grumpier when you woke. All the same, if an Event was forming, especially one that might involve dragons, a senior firebird ought to be told.

			She stood up and spread her wings. At the very same moment, a gust struck. A proper blow of wind that whined as it wrapped itself around the Librarium. She heard a thud and looked back into the room. Zooks! A row of books had tipped to one side. The tiny spiracles in Aurielle’s neck nearly popped. As she turned for another look at the daisy fields, an object flapped past her. It was thin and papery and fluttery and free.

			A single page had escaped from a book.

			There was no time to gasp (though the Librarium kindly allowed her some); she had to catch that page and check its contents. Oh, it led her on a merry flight! Room after Room. Floor after Floor. This shelf. That shelf. So much dust! Up, up, up she went, paying no attention to how high she was flying. Until, of all the places the page might land, it skipped through a window on Floor 108 and draped itself over Azkiar’s nest.

			Aurielle skidded to a halt. Oops.

			Azkiar rose up very slowly, stretching his bright red wings. He dragged the page off his beak. He did not look happy.

			‘What?’ he said, catching sight of Aurielle. Azkiar was a bird of very few words. There was an infinite supply of words all around him. Why add excessively to the count?

			‘There was a gust!’ she panted, flapping her wings in a circular motion. ‘I need to see which book that page came from!’

			Azkiar sighed and cast his eye over it.

			As was his way with words, the senior firebird had very few changes of expression. Aurielle thought she had seen them all. She was wrong. She had never seen him pale before. And that wasn’t easy for a bird with deep red plumage.

			‘Graven,’ he muttered.

			Aurielle gulped. Her tail feathers began to quiver. Graven? The fallen son of the dragon deity, Godith? Long, long ago he’d been banished (in part) to a planet called Erth for accidentally killing his brother, G’restyn.

			‘This can only mean his heart has been found,’ said Azkiar. ‘You’d better study this.’

			He crunched the page between his claws and threw it into the air. It rolled out its header for Aurielle to read:

			Chronicle #264986343: The Day of Moons

			Underneath the header was a myriad of i:mages.

			Azkiar blew on the first and a scene played out.

			Aurielle watched it through twice. After the second play, she said, ‘We’re going to need a plan to deal with this, aren’t we?’ A very BIG plan, she thought.

			She was wondering how Azkiar meant to go about it, when he settled back into his nest and said, ‘The page came from a book in your sector. For some reason, the Librarium wants you to repair this.’

			‘Me?’ she squawked.

			‘You,’ he repeated, when his ear tufts had recovered. He collapsed the web of i:mages into a sheet and handed the page back. ‘Get on to it. Immediately. And Aurielle.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Try not to mess it up …’

			ii: What Aurielle Saw

			Chronicle #264986343: The Day of Moons
Recorded on the dragon world, Ki:mera, shortly before the exploration of Erth by the Wearle of Prime Greffan

			Matrial Grystina.

			Grystina gave a start. It always alarmed her when a dragon came close and spoke to her in thought, not words. Had it been any dragon other than Elder Givnay she might have been tempted to snort a rack of flame. As it happened, Givnay was a mute and could therefore be forgiven, though why he had chosen to speak to her at all had come as a mild surprise. Of all the dragons gathered in this viewing place, waiting to see the eclipse of Seren, why did she have to be positioned next to him? Long ago, when Givnay was a wearling, Grystina’s great-father had caused the injury that had crushed Givnay’s throat, draining his colours and leaving him without speech or fire. An accident, of course. But the tension between the families had been high ever after. Even now, more than half a century on, they barely acknowledged one another. But Givnay had spoken and she must respond.

			‘Elder,’ she said, nodding, not bowing.

			In most circumstances, that would have been enough – had De:allus Grinwald, sitting on Grystina’s other side, not drawn them into conversation.

			‘Such a splendid sight,’ he exclaimed, training his elderly yellow eyes on the pale star at the centre of Ki:mera. ‘See how the shadow approaches, Matrial. It can only be moments now before Crune floats perfectly across Cantorus and Seren is eclipsed.’

			Grystina did her best to look interested. ‘I hope it’s worth a wait of 247 orbits.’

			‘246.9,’ he corrected her. ‘Would you like me to explain why Seren changes colour, rather than darkens? It’s really rather fascinating.’

			I find it odd, Givnay butted in, saving Grystina the need to make a choice, that we mark the exile of Graven with such … ceremonial enthusiasm.

			‘Oh come, come. It’s hardly that,’ said Grinwald, clearing a wedge of phlegm from his throat. ‘I’m surprised at you, Elder. G’ravity moves these moons, not fable. The De:allus do not hold with the myth of Graven.’

			I disagree, Givnay said. Curtly, Grystina thought. I’ve been studying the work of De:allus Grendisar. His maps of the planet Erth are intriguing. He was of the opinion that—

			‘Oh, yes. We all know about Grendisar,’ Grinwald cut in. ‘His deluded search for Graven is a subject of much amusement at the Academy Scientii. Such a waste of a brilliant mind. I told him once that if Godith had shattered Graven’s heart there would have been blood. Search for the blood! I advised him. A jest, of course. Matrial, forgive me. I did not intend to tire you with gory talk about dark dragons.’

			‘I’m not offended,’ she said, ‘though perhaps I should move to another viewing ledge and let you and the Elder continue your debate without me?’

			Grinwald rumbled low down and bowed.

			Grystina flexed her wings to leave. But before she could rise, another thought from Givnay had passed across her mind. Would it have crystallised or soaked away?

			‘What? What, what?’

			The blood, De:allus. Soaked or crystallised? Theoretically, of course.

			Grinwald gave a blustery snort. ‘Well, that’s impossible to say. It would depend on’ – he twiddled his claws as he fashioned a list – ‘ground conditions, wind movement, precipitation, sedimentary drag. An entire forest could have grown over the spill by now. And the whole composition of the blood might have changed.’

			How?

			‘How? Are you serious?’

			Grystina looked at Givnay and saw he was serious. Deadly so. It chilled her to see his green eyes narrow. Had she known then what tragedy her next few words would lead to, she might have slipped away as she’d first intended. Instead, she heard the gasp from the dragons around her and looked up at Seren. Crune and Cantorus were in alignment. The eclipse was happening. ‘Perhaps the blood … changes colour,’ she said.

			Givnay threw her a questioning look.

			She pointed at Seren, her eyes lit with humour.

			He turned his head slowly to view the star.

			It was glowing a subtle shade of pink …
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			Leif
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			The Whispering Forest, home to the people known as the Treemen
During the second colonisation of Erth by dragons

			When the burning of the scaled creature was done, and the rain had finally quenched the flames and stopped the fire ravaging deep into the forest, the Treemen came to look upon the savagery and mourn the loss of life, of wood. Where a gathering of ancient pines had stood, fully green and reaching tall to the sky, there was now nothing more than a filthy stubble of perishing timber. Charred stumps poked out of a forest floor sullied and dead and still daring to flicker. The damp was foul, the calm distressing. Nothing moved except threads of smoke and the scent of dying heartwood. No wild thing scuttled through the smouldering ash. No birds flew across it.

			At the centre of it all lay the wasted body of the creature, its form sketched out by what still stood of its desiccated bones. No bright green scales protected it now or held back the fumes from its cauterised innards. Not a claw or a stig or an eye had survived. And though toughened scraps of the vast wing canopy clung resolutely to the framework of the carcase, it was hard to believe that a thing of such bulk had once soared easily over the forest. The beasts who had come to seal it in flame had done their work well.
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			Leif, daughter of Leif and Leif before her, had seen the whole drama unfold. On the day before the burning, she had been gathering brown-capped frooms when a great flock of crows had descended on the trees. Crows were not forest birds, and the trees were soon irked by their grating cries and querulous shuffling. Leif put a hand on the nearest tree to calm it. She called high to the birds, asking why so many were present. The birds replied gruffly that they had been summoned.

			Who summons you? Leif had wanted to know.

			Being the belligerent sorts they were, the crows told her to mind her business.

			They caarked in unison and warned her away.

			And so Leif quickly cached her harvest, worried now that danger was approaching. The trees, having woken, were already sending restless ripples throughout their network of aged roots. The forest floor was bristling, the tree bark quivering. Creatures were diving for their holes.

			Leif put her ear to the bracken and listened. Among the pattering drops of rain, she heard the tree roots crackling in fear. Something dark had invaded the forest, at the end where the hill flattened out towards the river.

			What is this something? Leif asked the forest. Other members of the tribe would be kneeling with their ears to the ground by now. News would fly faster than a needle could fall, but Leif wanted it first from the trees themselves.

			The forest breathed its reply. The darkness has the shape of a child of the Kaal.

			Leif jumped straight up. The Kaal were not welcome in the forest. They took little from it and rarely left scars, but their home was the mountains – at least it had been until the scaled ones had driven them out to the flatlands, beyond a line the creatures had burned in the erth. The Treemen avoided the Kaal wherever possible. Their hunting men were swift to anger, and far too quick with arrows and scorn. They mocked the Treemen’s fingers of wood, and laughed at the array of moss and flowers that grew across their erthy backs. But the Kaal had never caused trouble before, not the kind the forest was warning of now.

			Leif pricked her ears and listened to the calls bouncing through the trees. A lone voice chipped by many growth rings told of smoke rising near the river, started by one of the flying giants. Leif felt her heartwood moan. Every creature of the forest lived in terror of the beasts she had heard the Kaal call ‘skalers’. Nothing bore destruction in its wake like them.

			She started to run for the river end. But barely had she crossed a single twig when she heard the crows screaming, Attack! Attack! Aark!

			Into the sky went the flock. Puzzled, Leif changed her mind about running and scrabbled up the nearest pine instead. Faster than a nutterling could open a cone, she was at the top. Despite the rain slanting in from the mountains, the air was wild with waves of heat. To Leif’s amazement, a bright green skaler was battling an army of crows. She saw a bird ignite from wing tip to wing tip as it gyred too close to a spurt of flame. Many more expired in the same lick of fire. They were falling all around like fizzing hail, spreading sparks among the branches as they hissed through the treetops. Leif had to leap to another branch as a half-blazed bird came hurtling towards her. She beat out its fire and looked up again. The death toll of crows was steadily mounting, but Leif could see that the birds were winning. One by one they were landing on the skaler, pecking every part of its wiry body, until there were so many on its back that the green of its scales was fully obscured. The creature wailed and clawed at the sky. Leif thought then it would crash into the forest, but she could never have predicted the way it would happen.

			A second skaler bore down on the first. It was blue, this one. Wide of wing. It flashed through the rainclouds quicker than anything Leif had ever seen. She heard the click as its jaws sprang open. A ferocious burst of fire lit the sky, driving a wall of steam at its head. For the crow-covered skaler, there was no escape. Leif squealed in fright as the fire erupted on its broadest side and spread to the furthest points of the body, engulfing the helpless creature in flame.

			Down came the crow-covered beast, streaming incinerated feathers in its wake. The smell was horrendous, tarred and thick, cloying enough to choke the life out of any delicate, air-breathing flora. Leif dived for the safety of the lower branches, knowing that the impact would feel like thunder cracking in her breast. Ba-whump! The forest reeled beneath the huge entanglement of weight. Leif was flung sideways, almost punctured by a severed branch. She caught her breath and held on tightly, fearful of the small fires springing up around her. She could hear the lament of the injured trees but guessed the shock wasn’t done with yet. The smitten trunks, though sturdy and strong, were struggling to hold the body aloft. The beast was going to fall.

			Sure enough, as the forest steadied and the skies above cleared, the creature began to slide. Some of its less-scaled underparts had been speared in the impact and would never see the ground again. But the heavy tail had already found a downward course and was slowly dragging the rest along with it. Branches snapped like brittle leaves as the body gathered momentum and dropped in a hump to the forest floor, dead.
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			For one day, that was how it remained: a stinking mound of alien fauna, a swelling that was going to take years to seed and overgrow.

			That was the first time any Tree People spoke of vengeance.

			Leif and her tribe had gathered round the corpse, where there was talk of what they might do to fight back. Some voices were saying they should form an alliance with the Kaal and join them in their struggle against the beasts. One voice said they had met a Kaal boy who ran with a skriking skaler at his breast and could send out shoots of fire from his hand. Aye, his hand, they insisted. They pointed to Odum’s beard, which had been burned in the conflict, they said. But the old ones ridiculed this, and in the end it was left to the wise ones to decide there was nothing to be done. The beasts were too powerful to fight. Let the next rings of wood record that the People of the Trees would mark this spot with healing flowers. All present would bend their heads and whisper to the Erth sprites. Pray that this beast would feed the ground, not poison it.

			Spears were raised in agreement.

			Aye. Let the forest be at peace.

			And it was – for less time than the passing of a shadow.

			As Leif started to make her way back into the forest, she saw the Kaal child who had caused the trees to quake. A pale-skinned girl with straggly hair. She looked plain enough to Leif, but there was blood all down her tattered robe. Black points marked the centres of her eyes.

			Her teeth were very strange.

			The trees begged Leif to stay clear of the waif, and Leif was glad she did, though she continued to watch the girl well. Not long after, a boy turned up. The girl drew him into a wide clearing. She called him ‘Whitehair’; he called her ‘goyle’. They argued, but Leif did not see it all. For one of them summoned up a dreadful phantom, a vapor in the shape of a snarling skaler. Leif was greatly afraid of vapors. She fled in terror and waited for the trees to tell her the rest. To her relief no trees were harmed this time, despite the fact that some skalers had landed in the clearing and one had used fire against the boy.

			And the girl? she asked. What of her?

			Taken, said the trees.

			By the skalers?

			By the boy. He left unharmed on the spirit of a whinney.

			Unharmed? Leif sank into the bracken, drawing her knees tight up to her chin. Is he a sprite? she asked.

			The forest did not know.
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			The next morning, the burning began.

			Leif woke to see shadows crossing the tops. Skalers! They had returned in force. Leif thought at first they might be looking for the boy, but they had come instead to burn to ash the skaler the crows had attacked. In doing so they set a fire so feral it ran like a pool of hot blood through the forest. Leif called on the rain sprites, begging their aid. Other Tree People did the same. The sprites answered as fast as they could, dragging dark clouds across the sky. In time those clouds did quench the fire and later flake the forest with snow. But many trees had been razed by then, whittled to black by a cruel and needless act of destruction.

			The Treemen gathered again, though some never made it as far as the ruin. Their heartwood sobbed so much that their sap ran free and they fell to the forest floor in grief. Those that survived looked at the hole and swore they would not rest until the skalers were punished.

			There must be a way! they cried.

			But what use were a few crooked spears against creatures with claws that could tear down bark?

			Poison, said some. We have roots and wild frooms that would kill a strong man. Why not a beast?

			Aye, they said. Poison.

			But how to deliver it? How to put venom in the mouths of the monsters?

			Bait, said a voice. Slaughter ten snorters and pack them with frooms.

			The tribe agreed. Aye! Throw the bodies of the snorters over the scorch line and let the beasts feed on them, all they will!

			Now Leif was right at the front of this talk and she spoke up loud and well. Snorters have no grievance with skalers. I would liken their deaths to the wasting of the trees. Would the Erth sprites not be angered by this?

			That made for a solemn moment.

			The treeman, Odum, said, The Kaal do not see sprites. They could set the bait.

			There were murmurs of agreement, but Leif shook her head. If we ask the Kaal to do our work for us, I say we will yet have to answer to the sprites.

			But the ugly seed was sown. Louder voices began to water it.

			Who shall go? they cried. Who will carry this plan to the Kaal?

			A cold wind stirred the ashes of the trees. The silence tickled Leif’s throat. Me, she said quietly. I will go.

			They did not mock her, for this was brave talk. Crossing into Kaal territory was dangerous. Even to step outside the forest for too long was a risk. Leif’s people revered the sun, for it warmed the soil and made the trees grow. But too much exposure to the Orb of Plenty could weaken a treeman and cause his skin to crack and dry out.

			I will pray to the sprites, Leif said, unafraid. I will ask them to show me fair passage – and beg them to forgive me if I do any wrong against the Erth.

			But Leif, you are nought but a child, said a voice.

			Aye, and fast across the ground, said she. Light enough to be lifted by the wind. She raised her voice again. I am no threat to the Kaal. I will carry no spear, only frooms and words – if that is what the old ones wish.

			The old ones rubbed their beards.

			They nodded.

			You must take them something – to prove our bond, said one.

			What? said Leif. What shall I take? What gift would a murderous Kaal desire?

			An old one gestured at the bones of the beast. Odum put down his spear and moved cautiously across the ash. He wrestled something off the corpse.

			Take this, he said.

			He held up part of the broken skull of the beast.

			The skull of the Veng commander, Gallen.

		

	
		
			2

			The skull was lighter than Leif had imagined, but long in her hands and awkward to carry. Odum offered to carry it out of the forest, to spare Leif’s strength for the long walk down the river, a path that would lead her to the Kaal settlement. Leif accepted Odum’s help but had an idea of her own. If she made a strong raft, she could float to the settlement on the river’s current. There would be no need to walk.

			They praised her quickness of mind and set to it. The raft was made at the water’s edge, from thick lily pads and whittled wood. Odum launched it on a spill of reeded water out of the pull of the main current. Leif jumped on with her strange cargo. The raft felt good. It sat evenly in the water and sprang no leaks. Odum threw her a carrying pack made from a mulch of leaves and twigs. She secured it to her back with loops of twine. In the pack was a mass of deadly frooms.

			Lastly, he handed her a branch to steer by. May the sprites protect you, he grunted.

			He bade her a nervous farewell.

			Leif said in return, I will be back before the moon sees me gone.

			Find the boy! Odum called as she pushed against the mud flats and the raft spun slowly towards the river. He tugged at what was left of his beard.

			He was in my dreams this last night, she replied. I will try, Odum.

			She waved to him once, and was off.
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			The current was kind, the steering easy. No river rocks came to poke at the raft. Thick clouds shaded the midday sun. A weary but refreshing mizzle fell. Birds flew over in the shape of an arrow, honking as they made their way towards the sea. The wind was light, the going ponderous. But the sky was clear of skaler patrols, the one thing Leif had truly feared.

			So in time, she came upon a run of trees that bent their branches into the flattest part of the river. This was the mark she’d been given by Odum. Look for the willowing trees, he’d said. Behind them lies the Kaal settlement. It was all the information he’d been able to glean from the twittering birds who lived off Kaal scraps and occasionally came to the forest for shelter.

			Leif steered the raft to the shore. Through the gaps in the trees, over a shallow rise in the ground, she could see the mudstone walls of Kaal dwelling places.

			She stepped on to the bank and wedged the raft among the willow branches. Then she tightened the twine on her pack of frooms and dragged the skull ashore.

			For the first time, her heartwood began to creak. There was no way of telling how the Kaal would react to a forest girl carrying the bones of a skaler. Many Kaal had died in skaler fires. They were sure to be wary of any new arrival. And arrows flew faster than Leif could run.

			She crept forward, moving from tree to tree with as much stealth as the skull would allow. At the last tree she made an important decision. She laid the skull down and covered it with leaves. When the time came, if the Kaal proved agreeable, she could bring them to the tree and the gift would be given, the bond made. If they rose up against her instead, she would have a better chance to flee at pace.

			She gave her sap a moment to settle, then stepped into the open. As she did, the wind changed and she detected smoke. She knew from her teachings that the Kaal made fires to heat meats upon; she thought it was nothing more than that.

			She was wrong.

			As she pressed against the rear of the first dwelling place and carefully peered into the central clearing, she noticed burn holes in the thatched roofs opposite. They had been recently lit.

			Skalers. That was Leif’s first thought. But if skalers had burned these dwellings, there would be nothing left for the rain to save. That meant the fires had been set by hand. But why? Why would the Kaal want to burn their own homes?

			She lifted the flap on a window space and peeped inside. What she saw nearly made her crumble to dust. The bodies of at least eight men were lying in a row, already pestered by anything that buzzed. The chest of the nearest man had been opened. A mutt was lapping at the blood in the hole.

			Leif gasped and dropped the flap.

			Too late. The mutt had seen her.

			Why it had to bark, she would never really know.

			She turned immediately, intending to run.

			Blocking her way was a figure that in some ways was more grotesque than the body in the hut. She guessed right away what it was. Until the skalers had invaded their world, there was only one monster the Treemen feared: a warrior tribe from the Wild Lands beyond the Barley Down Hills.

			They called themselves the Gibbus.

			In form, they were somewhere between the Kaal and the Treemen. They stood erect on two clawed feet, which were as good to them as hands when they swung through trees. Their muscular bodies hunched forward at the shoulders where men’s ran straight. Most of their body was covered in hair. They wore no cloth of any kind. Their faces were ugly, their eyes set back. Small eyes. Brown. Deceptively quick. More fearsome than their claws were their prominent teeth, as big as flat stones when they rolled their lips back. The teeth on this one were hidden from Leif.

			It was holding the skaler skull to its face.

			She turned in terror and ran into the clearing, where she was quickly surrounded by a whole clutch of Gibbus.

			‘I mean no harm on your kind!’ she cried. ‘My enemies are skalers! I seek help to fight them! I—’

			A powerful hand clamped her mouth. One Gibbus tore the pack off her back, ripped it open and spilled the contents. Two Gibbus went for the frooms, squealing over who should have them. But as fast as the first show of teeth, an awed hush fell upon the camp. The Gibbus with the skull had walked into the clearing. It barked what sounded like a fatal warning. The two Gibbus backed away, leaving the frooms scattered on the ground, but not before one of them had filled its face with the frooms he’d managed to grasp. Leif shuddered as she watched the creature swallow. In less than two days its gut would shrivel. Without sweet clover, the beast would die.

			On the orders of the skulled one she was dragged away and thrown into one of the shelters. There were Kaal in there, kneeling, their feet and hands bound. All were women and children.

			The Gibbus bound Leif too and growled at her. Silence!

			‘I have done no wrong on you!’ she wailed.

			For that, it struck her with his heavy-boned hand.

			‘Child, be still,’ a voice beside her whispered. ‘They will hurt you sorely if you cry out again.’

			Leif looked up, hot sap trickling from her eyes.

			The speaker was a woman. She had kind green eyes and waves of red hair. ‘What is your name?’ the woman asked quietly.

			‘Leif,’ Leif replied, twig dust dropping from the soft-woven bracken that formed her dark hair.

			‘What brings you among us, Leif? What foul wind blew so slight a creature this far from her forest home?’

			‘Skalers,’ Leif said. Her sap dripped on to the erth.

			The woman gritted her teeth and nodded. ‘Skalers have brought this world to its knees. And now they draw these Gibbus upon us.’

			Leif shivered. ‘What do they want?’

			‘I know not,’ said the woman. ‘They have killed our few men, but spared the rest. They came a day ago as we were readying to leave in search of new lands. Their talk is as good as mush to my ears, but I see their eyes turning long to the mountains. They have some ugly purpose there.’

			‘You think they have come to war with the skalers?’

			The woman gave a shake of her curls. ‘Whatever they are planning, it will be of no value to your tribe or mine.’ She moved nearer to Leif to warm her a little. ‘Leif. That is a kindly name. It sits well on you.’

			Leif gave a small nod of thanks. ‘And you? What do I name you?’

			‘Mell,’ said the woman. ‘My name is Mell Whitehair.’

			Leif jerked her head up. ‘Whitehair? You have a boy of that name?’

			‘I did once,’ said Mell. ‘Ren is disappeared, taken by skalers.’

			‘Nay,’ said Leif. ‘I spied him in the forest, with a girl of odd teeth.’

			‘Pine?’ Mell’s eyes came alive. ‘He was with Pine? What else do you know?’

			‘Only what the forest whispers: he lives and rides free on the spirit of a whinney.’

			Mell closed her eyes. She let loose a sigh and put her head back. ‘Bless you, child. You have answered my prayers. Now, now it will come.’

			‘What will come?’ said Leif.

			Mell opened her eyes. She looked through the hole in the roof of the shelter and smiled as if the stars were shining upon her. ‘Hope,’ she said quietly. ‘Hope.’
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			Darkness fell. And with it some snow. With that came a stabbing cold, though it wasn’t the chill outside the shelter causing Leif’s delicate teeth to chatter.

			The Gibbus who had taken the frooms was dying. Leif could hear its death throes splitting the night. Its whimpering growls were hard on her ears, but the fate she knew must fall on her was worse.

			‘Leif, why do you weep?’

			Mell shuffled up, settling herself with her back against the wall. The Gibbus had moved their prisoners to a different dwelling a short way beyond the main settlement. It had once been the keep of the farmer, Waylen Treader. Its roof was sagging but mostly intact. Every now and then, when the clouds would allow, weak strikes of moonlight broke through a window space, throwing some rays across the straw-covered floor. The shadow of a Gibbus guard regularly appeared in them.

			‘They will hurt me,’ Leif whispered. ‘When it dies, they will come.’ She explained about the frooms – and their deadly purpose. That plan – to poison skalers – was blown away now.

			Mell chewed her lip in thought. ‘Can you speak the Gibbus tongue?’

			Leif wriggled her shoulders. ‘Some words are easier than others. But I do not think they will listen to my plea – if that is what you were thinking.’

			Mell shook her head. ‘I must ask you something. Did you arrive here alone?’

			‘Aye.’

			‘By what means?’

			‘I came along the river. By raft.’

			Mell nodded. ‘Did you lodge it on the riverbank?’

			‘Aye. In the shallows, where the trees droop.’

			Mell nodded again. A determined smile passed across her lips. ‘How many small ones do you think it will carry?’

			Leif looked at the children, huddled up in the shadows. ‘You have a plan for them?’

			‘Ssssh. Yes. How many?’

			Leif counted the heads. ‘Some, not all.’

			‘Good. Harken well to me now. On my word, I want you to call the guard. Use whatever talk you think it will know. Say you are unwell, in need of healing. You must draw it through the door space, into the shelter.’

			Leif looked at the bulky shadow. ‘Why?’

			‘Our captors are not as wily as they think. This place was once the home of a farmer. He kept tools here. On my word. Be ready.’

			With that, Mell nodded at a woman in the corner. That woman in turn passed a message to another. Quietly, the second woman moved aside some of the straw with her feet. Leif, whose eyes were used to seeing in shade, could make out a large iron ring in the floor. Her sap quickly rose. A trapdoor!

			On a nod from Mell, who was all the while watching for movement from the guard, one of the women, a broad-shouldered lass of about Mell’s age, knelt by the door and extended her hands to slip her fingers into the ring.

			She clenched her teeth and tugged.

			Up came the door. But not high enough. Mell nodded at two other women. Both shuffled round and pushed their legs into the gap, supporting the weight of the door between them.

			Now the first woman let go of the ring and put her hands under the door itself. With a mighty effort she straightened her back. The door surrendered with the slightest of creaks. Another woman managed to stop it with her shoulder before it could knock back against the wall. Gently, she set it there to rest.

			Mell shuffled forward. By the time she had reached the hatch, one of the women had dipped into Waylen’s cache of tools and lifted out a knife between her feet. She quickly moved the knife into the hands of another, who turned to creep over behind Mell’s back. Moments later, Mell’s hands were free. Praise you, she said to Waylen’s spirit. The farmer had always kept his tools sharp.

			Mell cut through the ties at her ankles and swiftly cut the twine on the women who’d opened the trap. While they raided the store for any kind of weapon, Mell began releasing others from their binds, including Leif. As she freed the children, she touched her fingers to their trembling lips and bade them shut their eyes and bow their heads.

			Mell stood up. She looked at a woman who was handing out tools. The woman threw an object across the gap between them. Mell caught it and twisted her fist around the grip. Leif gulped. It was a hooked blade, a sickle, used for reaping crops.

			With all the stealth of a creature of the night, Mell slipped into the shadows close to the door. She closed both hands firmly round the handle of the blade. Now, she mouthed at Leif.

			Leif’s sap was bitter with fear. But the pity she felt in her heartwood for the children spurred her on. This might be their only chance to live.

			Putting her hands behind her back to mimic her fastening, she gave out an aching moan. The guard didn’t move. On a nod from Mell, Leif moaned again. This time, the guard looked into the shelter. It barked a command, clearly wanting silence. ‘Help me,’ Leif groaned. The guard barked again. ‘I have fever,’ said Leif.

			She rolled on to her side.

			The guard filled the doorway, blocking the light. It snapped out two harsh words. The words were rough and set deep in the throat, but Leif understood them as, ‘Come. Show.’

			‘Too weak,’ she wailed.

			She brought froth to her mouth.

			The guard snorted and bared its teeth. It looked over its shoulder, perhaps thinking it should call for assistance.

			That would have been a wise move.

			Instead, it stepped into the shelter alone and bent its head to stare at Leif.

			The instant she saw Mell move, Leif turned her face aside. She heard the swish of a blade falling fast through the air. Something warm and moist sprayed across her face. She heard a sickening thump as the Gibbus collapsed. When Mell touched her on the shoulder a moment later it was all Leif could do not to wail in terror. She was shaking like a sapling in the wind.

			‘Be swift,’ Mell whispered closely. She ran her hand down the treegirl’s face. ‘Do not look at the beast, for I tell you plain it cannot look at you. What’s done is done. Blood for blood. We must go. To the river. Take my hand, girl. Come!’

			And they fled, ushering the children first, carrying any that could not run. A light wash of snow had stuck to the ground, making their passage soft and quiet. Leif was worried about the trail they had left and told Mell this when they reached the river.

			‘There is nought we can do,’ Mell said. ‘If they come, they come. It was a risk worth taking.’

			Leif looked down the bank. The raft was already filled with children. Two women were in the water, guiding the raft out into the river. ‘What are you planning?’ said Leif, a little panic in her voice. ‘The raft will only hold so many and the mothers will freeze in the water. If the Gibbus come they will slaughter the innocents left on the shore and—’

			‘Ssssh,’ Mell said kindly, ‘be calm. We will ferry the young to the far side of the river. The Gibbus do not like water. And have no fears for the Kaal. We are mountain people. We wear the cold well.’

			Despite these words, Leif could see it was going to take at least three crossings to move every child to safety. And so she spoke to the nearest willow and broke off a branch, one with many twigs and leaves. She said to Mell, ‘I am going back – to sweep the trail.’



OEBPS/image/NewAge_TTPs.jpg
THE ERTH

DRAGONS

CHRIS D'’LACEY

RRRRRRR





OEBPS/image/NewAge_cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/Dragon_breaks.jpg





