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Each novd requires effort from a platoon of professionals working behind the scenes, represented by
nothing more than the chip-sized graphic of the publisher’ simprint. Sharp-eyed copy editors and
imaginative artists, painstaking typesetters and overloaded editorid assistants, plus the agents, sales staff,
lawyers, accountants, and executives. ..

| thank you all.

One important face behind that little orange-and-black icon has gone missing, however. Liz Scheier
recently moved on to adifferent publishing house. Thisvolume representsthelast of our efforts together.
She was (and is) aclever wordsmith, an inspired advocate for my work, an aly in successaswell as
adverdty, and apatient “boss.” Her flair and polish iswoven into this saga. Like the young Copper fellow
you're about to mest, | fed like I’ ve got abad leg and a bum wing without her.

Thanks, Liz.
Dragon Outcast
BOOK ONE

Hatchling
“A BAD START ISSTILL A START.”
—Tyr FeHazathant

Chapter 1

N o pleasant dream, this. Discomfort and darkness, cold and cramp, clinging tendrils binding. The
redrictions vexed him.

The hatchling struggled againgt historment, twisting his neck to amore comfortable position, for his head
kept jerking uncontrollgbly.

Suddenly his nosetore free of its bonds with a startling crack that ran down his body to thetail-tip. A
membrane gave way, air tickled a hisnose, and hislungs greedily pulled initsenticing freshnessand a
comforting, musky odor that filled him with longing.

A weight dragged at his belly, and he knew he had to be free of it. He reached up arear claw and tore it
away, the smal pain worth the greater freedom.

The pain brought an additiona benefit: Hismind cleared of dreams and confusion and doubt. Ingtinct
took over hislittle body, from deepest fiber to smallest hatchling scale. He pushed in every direction at
once, head twisting and battering at the gap as his nose worked out.

Thenit al gave way and he sprawled, whipping histail around and fighting to right himsdlf in amass of
clinging membrane and white shards. He opened his eyes, but the light pained and confused him, so he
shut them again.

A wet web hung on him. It stuck everywherein hisscaes, in the folds of hide and bone behind hisjaw,
hiscrest, hisclaws.

Strange, strange, strange. No clouds or currents or friendly sun, yet he was not frightened at the newness.
The musky smdll told him that al waswell. He was safe.



He brought up aforeimb and wiped the web away from his eyes and off his crest. Now he could go to
work with hislong, flexible neck and sharp teeth, getting it off hislimbs.

“WEe ve doneit; oh, thank Susirion and the four shapers, helives.” The voice, the mind, more than haf his
own, had spoken to him in the egg. Through it he had seen brilliant sunlight and hot, flowing gold, blended
and poured into his consciousness. Thiswas the voice of his dreams, the spinner of images bright but
vague around the edges, sunlight, crashing ocean waves, herds of blotch-backed beasts thundering
below, legthery wings flapping and a proud, booming voice shaking the mountains de with song.

“Open your eyes, my jewe. See your mother and your world!”
Mother!

He opened his eyes, and it took amoment for hisvision to clear. Too much to takein: awall of green
scale, curled-down head with its sniffing nogtrils and shining, wide-open eyes, darknessfilled with strange
columns bathed in aglow from pools of light gathered on the floor, even agentle, probing tail-tip asthick
ashismidwast flicking bitsof ...of ...shdl, hisbrain supplied.. .flicking bits of shell off hishaunches.

Wave after wave of love, ddight, contentment rolled out of her and over him. Thiswas better than any of
the dreams before. The hatchling basked init, atiny thrumming deep in histhroat answering her powerful
one. They prrumed to each other. The ground amost vibrated with the low, resonant thrumming.

Two other eggs stirred. Onerolled into the other with a soft tap.

The shifted egg opened like ajagged-toothed mouth, and a powerful red form spilled out. Its back legs
outdroveitsfront, and it collapsed forward for amoment, jaw flat against the hard ground.

It squawked. He listened to the echoes and determined that they were in aconfined space, but avery
large one, and that avast distance—to hisfew moments of experience—yawned behind, like his body,
far longer than it was high.

The hatchling hardly noticed its smaller forelegs, its powerful neck, the clinging goo trailing from itsrear
limbs and bits of egg flying off itswhipping tail. He had eyes only for its crest, ashort rise of flattened
horn sweeping back from itseyes.

Every ingtinct screeched: Threst, threst, threat!

The Red snorted liquid out of his nose. He opened his eyes and blinked. Thetiny sharp spur crowning his
nose turned toward the hatchling. The Red gathered himself, short flgps of armored skin behind his
jawlinerattling angrily againgt the base of hiscres.

The hatchling found his own flgps answering the sound.
Tchkkatchak tchkka-tchak tchkka-tchak!

The Red lowered his head and exploded toward him in aflash of glittering scales, mouth agape, fans
wide and menacing.

He shifted to dodge him, but the clumsy new body didn’t react the way it did in dreams. They reared up
on hindquarters, claws scrabbling and mouths biting—

—suddenly they were suspended in space.

Fdling, but not for long.



They hit hard, the hatchling atop the Red, the Red' s crest striking first and absorbing much of the blow.

The hatchling brought up arear limb and raked the Red' s flank. When the Red shifted he bit, but hisjaws
closed on air asthe Red lurched away.

The Red swung around, rushed him, used hisweight to roll the Copper, got atop him. Bit down—

He put up hisleft forelimb to protect his neck, and the Red’ sjaws closed on it rather than hisneck and
they rolled again. They clawed and scratched at each other’ s scales. He tried to push the Red away and
right himsdf. A tearing painin hisforelimb, and the Red tightened his grip, braced those massive rear
haunches, and began to pull, jerking his head back and forth, rending muscle and joints as the hatchling
sguawked and tried to bite at the Red’ s neck.

Craack!

The hatchling didn’t know what caused the Red to drop hislimb. Then the Red jumped off him and
climbed up, up, toward the eggs and another crested head.

The hatchling jumped after him—mno foe is getting away that easy!—but he sorawled as he took hisfirst
step, hurt forelimb not where it should be. It seemed to be folding itself againgt his breadt, claw turned
inward.

He wobbled on three limbs and tried to climb, but fell on the first attempt. He heard high-pitched, angry
criesfromthevicinity of the eggs.

His second attempt at aclimb went alittle better, as he braced himself with histail. But he fell again when
he shifted hisrear limbsand histail dipped on the hot, wet liquid dripping from hislimb.

Thethird time he used hisjaws, gripping aprojection with histeeth when histail could no longer support
hisweight. Panting, he heaved himsdf over the edge, up among the eggs again.

Hisvision blurred amoment and he felt dizzy from the dlimb. When it cleared again...

The Red fought another hatchling, adight gray thing compared to the Red' sbulk. It had leathery skin
rather than scales. The Red used hisweight to upset the Gray and managed to get hisjaws around the
Gray’ sneck.

The hatchling saw his chance. He coiled and jumped, throwing himself on the Red’ s back with his
powerful back limbs. He got his jaws around the Red’ s neck, where it was thinnest just under thejaw....

The Red thrashed, used hisweight to knock him over, and scrabbled. The hatchling bore down, fedling
the Red’ s panting breath and pounding neck heartsthrough histeeth....

The Red dtiffened, every musclein hisbody aquiver, and went limp. The hatchling closed histeeth on his
throat, fedling the neck heartsrattle and die.

The hatchling went as limp asthe Red.
Movement. The Gray was on hisfeet, facing him crest-to-crest.
Kill it! Kill and est!

The Gray sidestepped to get around the corpse of the Red and rushed him, aiming straight for the bloody
wound on hisinjured limb. The hatchling shifted to protect it, and the Gray drove hiscrest into hisside,

pushing, pushing....



He squawked as he went over a second time, grabbed for the Gray, but the hatchling danced out of the
way of hisrear claw and hefdll....

Right on hisbad fordimb.

The pain blinded him; it took him amoment to recover, and when he opened his eyes again he was done
at the base of the egg shelf, listening to more cracking sounds.

More?
He couldn’t even beat the lighter Gray. Suppose another such asthe Red...?

But though he did not know it, he was the son of a powerful line, and his young hearts knew no despair.
And he had hismother’ swit il intact. He rested, gathering strength. He' d et the others weary
themselves tearing one another to bits and then come up fresh....

Except he felt so weak. Helicked a hiswounded limb, and the blood-tang I eft him both hungry and
revolted.

No cries of battle greeted his ears. Maybe they were dl bled out. He examined the wall to the egg shelf
firgt, looked for an ascent with plenty of good grips.

Thistime, when he began to dip, hejust tightened his grip and searched for arest for histail until he
found the strength to climb on. He passed over thelip....

Nothing. Just two sprawled green hatchlings, uncrested and therefore innocuous, digging into the corpse
of the Red. The blood smell inflamed his appetite.

My victory! My feast!

Othersenjoyed hiskill. He jumped on the Red' s corpse, claiming it, baring histeeth at the hapless
Greens,

One, shorter of length and powerfully built like the Red, backed away. The other, longer and thinner even
than the Gray, tripped, thrashed weskly.

Drive her away, his appetite roared.

Hejumped on her, pushing, nipping her a the shoulder and hip points. She squeaked in darm, pulled
away.

Hetore free apiece of fleshy tail she'd been gnawing at.
The other Green intervened with agrowl, opening her jaws, glaring at him like the combative Red.

He caught aflash of motion off hisweak sde. It wasthe Gray again, bounding up from atrickle of water
at the other end of the egg shelf.

The Green advanced, covering her sister with her own bulk.

He couldn'’t fight them both at once. He mouthed the chunk of tail and fled, finding he could usethe
elbow of hisinjured forelimb when running, though it pained him. He jumped back off the egg shelf. If
they tried to jump down after him, he’ d get them at a disadvantage when they aighted.

The Gray yapped down at him, but showed no sign of plunging to the cave floor. The Copper gnawed at



the mesty tail, feing the energy entering his bloodstream from the swallowed hunks of tissue.

The Gray’ s head disappeared, and the battle fury |eft the Copper. He felt cold, alone, and wandered
over to thetrickle and lapped alittle water. He cooled hisinjured limb in the pool. Above, Mother
started to sing. He crept closer so he could catch the end of the song:

...and thelong years of dragonhood are sure to be thine.

Hetried to climb up to the egg shelf, but failed, the pain in histhrobbing limb overcoming him. Helay in
the cold, hearing Mother’ s soft throat music, half song and half prrum.

He made one more attempt at the climb. Not to fight thistime, but to be by Mother, safe and warm,
wrapped in music and belly heat. Mother’ s grest tail dropped over the edge and pushed him down. She
looked down a him from the heights of her neck.

“No, little one, Auron haswon the egg shdf. If you come up again hewill kill you.”

Hetried to reply, but the only noises he seemed to be able to make were squeaks, not words. He tried,
came close, tried again:

13 F\IVWI?l
“I’'m sorry, hatchling. Y ou are an outcast. Y ou must learn to overcome on your own.”
He huddled against the base of the egg shelf, cold and alone.

No pleasant dream, this.

Chapter 2

L oneliness was a constant companion to the outcast. Often hunger tagged aong throughout the day,
gnawing at him from belly to tail-tip, but hunger wandered off a night as he dreamed of warm, rich feedts.
Loneinesswould not be so easily seen off.

Only lonélinessismineto hold,
Scalel-edge sharp and dreadful cold.
The outcast rhymed to himsdlf, in imitation of the songs he heard from the egg shelf.

He made hisfirg kill aimost by accident. While deeping, tucked into acrack lest the Gray attack him
again with a pounce and a triumphant squawk, hefelt an odd tickle at histail. A wide, flat thing, rather
like histongue save for a questing projection that stuck up from its front—he knew the front judging by
the direction it durped—had touched histail and recoiled.

Hefdl onit without redly knowing what he was doing and tore it open as he landed. It till writhed, so he
batted it about some more before biting off the head. 1t mindlessy crept down histhroat, seeking tight,
wet safety, and heindtinctively swallowed.

It tasted vile and dimy, but filled hisbdlly. He ate the other half and suffered noiill effects savefor a
hunger that came back all the fiercer for having once been assuaged.

Hunger drove him out into the cave when his belly sagged, empty, and loneliness forced him back to the
crevices under the egg shelf.



He explored the cave from the egg shelf to the entrance hole, knew its drains and its hollows and its
patches of shining green moss that brought light to the blackness, thriving on dragon waste and bat
droppings.

Often he clung to the Side of the egg shelf, straining to pick up mind-pictures from Mother as she taught
therest of her clutch. Stories, lessons, songs, rhymes, she bubbled like the trickle at the other end of the
egg shelf whenever shedidn’t deep.

The Gray was named Auron, he knew. Hisnoisy ssterswere Wistdlaand Jzara.
And then he met hisfather.

Father was amassve bronze mass, frightening in the quiet with which he moved. One moment the
outcast wasfollowing adug trail in the hope of another ephemeral mea of dug mest, and the next it
seemed as though the cave wall had shifted next to him, astartling mass of diding scales gpproaching the
egg shdf.

He keened up at Father, tried to form words, sat up on his hindguarters and yapped until his head swam.

Father stared at his gtiff, maimed limb, snorted, and continued his journey toward the egg shelf. He had to
dodge Father’ sswinging tail by retreating into acrevice.

Of course, he and Mother began to discuss Auron, the Gray Rat. To the Copper his brother was rather
like an overszed rat: quick, quiet, and vicious.

Thusthe pattern of his days was st.

He managed agrubby sort of surviva, living off dugs, rats, and the bit of hoof or tail that he could
sometimes filch by sneaking up onto the egg shelf when the others were deeping.

How helonged to join them, basking in Mother’ s heat!

Once hetried to settle up against them, under Mother’ s protective wing, but she began to shift and
rumble and woke Auron. He had to scramble off the egg shelf, pursued by his brother’ sangry yaps.

He sat at the base of the egg shdlf, picking up a stray mind-picture or two from Mother as she taught the
othersin dreams. He hugged the memory of Mother’ s attention at his hatching. Would it be too much for
her to stretch her neck and give him alick, breathe afew bars of one of the long songs she sangto himin
theegg...?

Tdl him hisname?
Little crying coughs escaped his body.

Helearned to differentiate his ssters. Wistalawas quick of tongue, Jizaralong, elegant, and with a
melodious voice.

He avoided Auron. The Gray seemed vulnerable, with athick, pebbly skin instead of scales, but wasfast
and dert and hard to hear coming. And he was growing strong on what he and the sisters hunted and the
choicest hits of whatever Father brought back.

But soon the Copper redized he only thought he knew unhappiness and longing.



It happened during one of Father’ slonger viditsto the cavern. Every now and then he spent a period
between hunting trips inspecting every nook and cranny with eyes, ears, and nose. Coming to a crack
that the outcast knew contained nothing but dark, Father neverthel ess stuck his nose deep insde and
drew along breath. He snorted out dirt and mucus.

“What do, Fazer?’ the Copper said, greetly daring. The dragon-smell made his hearts pound againgt his
in.

The huge, six-horned head lifted and turned. “Ah. It syou.”
Which wasn't much of an answer.
“What name 1?1 name how?’

“You're not of the nest, cripple. Y ou don’t need to be named. I’m not even sure you can be called a
dragoninthelifesong.”

That just made him miserable, and he lowered his head.

“That'sno way to look, hatchling. Y ou' re unique, asfar as my family memory goes. None of my line of
sresever saw asecond mae survive. You're not of the clutch, yet you're of our kind, and the cave' s so
big Auron can drive you away, but not out, so to speak. Neither scale nor claw, son nor stranger.”

The Copper formed his next words carefully, and they came out better. “Y ou my father. That prove me
your son!”

“Y ou may belamein body, but your wit's quick enough. That’s your mother speaking with your tongue.
If you've got her brains, | expect you'll survive at least until you leave the cave.”

“Tolight?” The Copper knew that tidbit from egg-dreams.

“Y es. The Upper World isadangerous place, and your wings are ftill afull clawset of winters off. Look
at your scales! Poor little blighter. Y ou need abdlyful of coin. Follow me.”

The Copper dmost danced in Father’ swake, the dragon’ s dangerous smell no longer terrifying but
thrilling. Father approached asmall ledge, descended, and approached a heavy stoneresting in asmall
snk. A dead trickle of water was thick with dried dark moss.

Father grasped the stone with hisfront sii and wrestled it out of the rock.

“I’ve been meaning to give the girls some play-pretties. But you need something more substantia. Can't
do more; there slittleenough asitis”

He stuck his head down the hole, and the Copper smelled something he’ d never experienced before: an
aroma hard and rich and metallic. Hefelt his scales bristle and his griff descend and flutter againgt hisjaw
and neck, giving afant rettle.

Father’ s head came back up. His eyes burned.
“Indeed, little enough! Why should | part with any to awretched nothing? Cripple! Outcast!”
The Copper backed up, haf-terrified and half-furious. The gold smell made him want to leap and claw.

Father tilted his head back and forth as though gauging distance; then he suddenly relaxed. “ Servesme
right for depriving mysdf.” He swallowed something that clinked. Then hisbristling scae relaxed and he



gave abrief, satisfied prrum. He reached down again and spit out afew gold and silver coins, thick with
dime

“That’sto get you started. All there'll be, I'm afraid, unless | get lucky.”

The Copper sniffed aslver disk. He needed itslight, its brightness. His mouth went thick and wet all
over. He gobbled it down, and then the others, quickly, as though they were anest of rats about to

escape.
Father’ sfeet samped restlesdly.

“I suppose no harm’ sdone. Auron won't need it, after dll.” Father exhaded in awhoosh that flattened the
Copper’ sscde. “Maybe we Il have better luck with malesin another clutch.”

The Copper smelled more gold down the hole. He hurried toward it, following the smell, which seemed
to have seized hold of hisbrain.

The boulder came down, and he ran nose-first into it.

“A dragon must win hisown hoard, outcast,” Father said, moving off toward the egg shelf.

Chapter 3

T he Gray Rat and he made a sort of peace. The Gray kept to his hunting perches, keeping an eye out
for dugs, and aslong as the Copper avoided the usua spotsthey’d go long stretches without seeing each
other. Wistalg, the chatterer, seemed aways to be talking to her mother or brother or sister, and wasthe
most successful hunter.

Of course, they were usualy hunting the best spots, so the Copper had to make do with trying to catch
the white, long-whiskered caveratsin the offd pile while the others dept. They were smart, quick, and
vicious, and to get on he had to be smarter, quicker, and even more vicious. Hetried piling bones and
loose rocksin such away that they loomed over ajuicy bit of dragon-waste, then toppling them when he
heard noisesin the pile, but he found that the rats would worm through the bones and hooves easier than
if hetried to catch them on the hop.

Hefound that if he smeared himsdlf first with dime from the receding pools and then with dragon-waste,
they couldn’t smdl him, thanksto the wet, and would often get within ajump’ s distance. But he learned
an enervating lesson when he overhunted the garbage pile, for the rats quit coming. Hetook to visiting it
only after the other hatchlings ate something Father brought back, for sometimesthey missed atail or an
ear or abit of marrow. Then he hunted the pile with an appetite that would have taken many, many rats
tofill, but took away only one or two for dl thefilth and bother.

Of course, this necessitated agood deal of washing afterward.

While scrubbing off after one med he heard ahigh, pleasant trilling coming from the egg shelf above. The
words and tune warmed him like the sunlight he dreamed of. The running, splashing water devoured the
words, so he climbed up the egg shelf and peeked over.

Farther down the egg shelf, amost out of the mosdight, his mother dumbered, and he saw thetall of the
Gray Rat wrapped around her tail-tip. Wistala s nose pegped from under Mother’ stail.

The longer and thinner of histwo ssterslay acrossthe trickle, arching her back in the water cascading
down the side of the cave, warbling to hersdif:



Paint my wings, asastranger in paradise,

Takemenot from the city’ slight,

through white towers| long to soar ...

“Oh,” she squeaked, seeing him. She shrank againgt the cave wall.
“Why did you stop?’ he asked.

“Do you want to use the trickle?’

“Useit?

“The cascade. It smarvelous for cleaning under the scales, especidly that bit that falsall the way from
theceiling.”

“Your nameisJzara” he sad, marveling at how easily the word formed in his mouth.

“That’ sjust for songs and such. Zararolls off the tongue so much easier. Y ou don't spegk very well. |
suppose you don't get much chance for talking.”

“Will you sing more?” Hefdt the clumsiness of hiswords.

Sheuncoiled alittle. “You like my Snging?’

“It'sbeautiful.” He edged up on the other side of thetrickle.

Sheturned alittle degper green as her scalesrose and fell. “ Y ou won't....you won't jump on me?’
“Why should |7’

“Auron doesit al thetime.”

It felt so good to talk, he was wondering if he wanted asong to interrupt. “I’ll stay on thisside of the
trickle”

“What do you want to hear?” shefinally asked.

“What was that you were singing before?’

“A song of Sverhigh, the ancient. They made such beautiful songs. | can only sng themwhenI’m done.”
“Why?

“Y ou sound just like Auron! Mother said it was awicked place full of foolish dragons.”

“But they made beautiful songs. Sing.”

She went on, and he found himsdf relaxing, joint by joint, claw by claw, lulled by the music. Then hewas
adeep.

Hewoke in glorious warmth. Jzaralay wrapped right around him, nose-tip to tail-point. But then she had
an extraordinarily long neck.

A golden eye opened. Sheyawned. “Y ou'rerather small. AlImost like anew hatchling of my own,” she



said. “Youfell adeep, so | came over to your side.” Shelooked away. “Oh, Mother isstirring. I’ d better
get back. She gets angry when we wander while she deeps.”

“When will you sing to meagain?’ he asked.

She retreated from the intensity of hiswords, jumping acrossthetrickle. “1 don't know. A day? Another
day after that?’

Why couldn’t she be more precise? Day had no real meaning in the Lower World. “I’ll wait for you.”
“And I'll sing for you, brother. A-la, now.”
Her voice cdling him brother settled in his head like amother dragon on an egg perch.

He lurked about the base of the egg shelf too much, waiting for her to return, growing even hungrier.
They met twice more, but one hardly counted, for Auron woke and the Copper had to run as soon as he
saw him gretching his neck. After each meeting he hugged the momentsto himsdlf, played themin his
mind so it seemed they’ d never parted. They had played agame asthey taked, trying to mirror their
tall-tips, and he would go to his pool and play against himsdlf, pretending the vague reflection was his
gder.

Siger. Brother. Such lovely wordsto alondy little dragon.

But the fourth time he saw her, shelooked down into the water between them and wouldn’t meet his
eyes.

“I’m not to sing to you anymore,” she said.

He was shocked into speechlessness. Everything appeared as usud at the other end of the egg shelf,
Mother apparently adeep—

“Y ou're nameless. Outcast.”
Hefound hisvoice. “Zara you aredl | have”

“Shesaysthat if | truly carefor you, I’ll do thisand you'll go up out of the cave on your own and find
more food and grow strong. Don’t you see how weak you are? Y ou look positively hag-ridden. Y ou've
no chance at metas. Y our scalesarethin asan eydid!”

A glubbing sound came out when hetried to reply.

“Mother says Auron isgrowing. Hemay kill you in an attempt to drive you out of the cave.”
“| hate being done! I'd rather die.”

“Mother has amessage for you.”

“Shedoes?’

“Shetold methat you can overcomethis. Y ou' ve got agift, in away, achance to establish your own line.
A whole new family of dragons, dl tracing their songs back to you! Not even Auron hasthat. Go, and
maybe one day we' |l meet again in the Upper World.”

Chapter 4



H elingered in the cave, however, keeping to the edges, avoiding the others. Once or twice he ventured
up the passage Father used on his hunting trips, but they smelled of old dragonblood, and he found
broken pieces of scae.

He was tempted to try eating it for the metalsit contained, but the smell disgusted him and he wondered
what the sharp edgeswould do to hisinsdes.

Thetrickles of the cavern dried up into practically nothing, and the dugs ceased roaming. He became
hungrier than ever—his gppetite grew and thrived and seemed to tap ingstently at the backs of hiseyes,
and heworried the edges of his clawswith sharp little teeth, pulling up dead skin until he bled.

Hedrank and bathed at alittle pool in afar corner of the cavern. Onceit had been fed by afall that made
thetrickle on the egg shelf seem like arainy bit of nothing, but now even the cascade had dried to athick
dampness on the cave wall.

Whilelicking at it one day he noticed air moving around a projection. Even better, the air carried with it
thesmel of dugs.

He squeezed around the rock and found a crack, ajagged projection that narrowed at the bottom like a
claw. Somewater trickled from the bottom, carrying a more definite dug smell. He wormed through the
crack and heard afew loose scales—it seemed al his scales were loose these days—fdl into the water.

Theair in here was wetter, and the cave moss dtill grew thickly in aring around the poal, offering some
light and playing on the bubbles that popped up now and then through the pool, which had spongy pads
growing on the surface. He saw dugs squeezing themsel ves between rocks and under the pads and fell
on them, and upset one of the padsin histhrashing.

The other side of the pad held little white spheres, clustered together so it was hard to tell where one
began and the next ended. He sniffed them and they smelled ddlicious.

Hetried swallowing one and amost immediately felt better. Eggsl They were probably dug eggs, they
certainly smelled like the dugs. He devoured six more before he remembered how he had overhunted the
ratsin the offd pile. Eat up too many eggs and there'll beno dugs. ...

He tongued down two more anyway, and let out a soft burp. His blood flowed with new life.

He watched the water flow into the pool from acrack at adightly higher level, less of awaterfall than a
water step, and alittle flowed out into “his’ pool on the other side of the crack. The volume comingin
and the volume going out seemed out of balance; atorrent camein but atrickle flowed out.

Of course—the bubbles. Water was going down, asit dways did, and air wandered up, each aways
looking for company of its own kind.

He dove, followed the bubbles, hoping for another chamber with more dug eggsto raid. Though solittle
light filtered down that it was the next thing to black, he couldn’t get lost; the bubbles would guide him
back up. He found another shelf, with the bubbles gathering momentarily before diding up and out.

But adigtinct glow came, not from the source of the bubbles, but from deeper within the shelf. He swvam
toward it, hiswhole body moving in an easy, back-and-forth manner, though the cold made his hearts
beat hard.

Then the light burned above him and herose.
The pool top had more of the spongy pad growths, but only partidly covering the pool, like a half-closed



eye. He grabbed onto one of the pad stalksto arrest hisrise and stuck his nose out among the pads.

Ingtinct made him take asmall, cautious nogtrilful. The air smelled good. He haf emptied hislungsand
drew in fresh air, then examined the scents of the room. He smelled mosses and some dug trail and rats
and astrangerich, dry smell and dirt and adirtier, sweaty smell, like horse hoof and...meta!

He took three more bresths and found some more sug eggs under the pads. Then he risked popping the
ridge of his head up.

Cave moss, brighter than any growths he' d ever seen, lit the room from a big mound next to the poal.
The chamber was shaped rather like adragon’ s head and neck, with the pool resting at neck level, ahigh
rise above that had air moving up it, and then it seemed to narrow off in one direction, like hissnout. The
pool next to the chamber had been cleared of the spongy pads, and a meta tube like his own neck rose
out of the pool and turned at the top.

The metal came from what looked like flats and pits carved into the one. The artificidly straight lineson
the metd and the worked stone set off someinner darm.

Go back. Thisisnot for you.
But the maddening, metallic smell made his mouth go thick and dimy. He had to find it.

He swam across the pool and heard rat claws scritch as he rose dripping from the water, sniffing and
listening. The passage led off downward, narrowing even further. The sounds of anything coming up it
would be forced in asingle direction toward him, and he’ d have plenty of warning, so herelaxed alittle.

The metallic column rising from the water smelled delicious, but wastoo big to swallow. It made aloop
above and turned back down over abig stonework hollow. It had avaguely greasy smell toiit, like food.

Strange, fashioned objects of arough, dry, wholesome-smelling substance—wood, some old memory
echo told him—held growth of some kind. The wood had bits of metal embedded into it.

Ah, here sthemetd. And here. And here.

Theflats and pits of the chamber had bits of metal, some with wooden handles, many of them redolent of
mesats and scorching, and even better, afew were smal enough to be swallowed. He found a hollow tube
sedled at one end, the same color as his scales, and found that if he stood on it he could crushit. He
folded it in half and smashed it down again—he enjoyed compacting the metal more than he' d enjoyed
anything since listening to Zara sing—and soon he had it in ashape that could fit down histhroat.

Mog satisfying.
Now food.

Where the moss grew thickly there was agarbage pile sorich in tidbitsit felt like agift. He broke up a
few bones and extracted the marrow, found severa chunks of rat-gnawed gristle and delicious, charred
skinswith the hair conveniently burned down to astubble.

Now, thisisafeast worthy of adragon!

With nothing but some gassy burps to keep him company, he explored a pit where some kind of fire had
burned recently and found more wooden holders, some with metal bands. He decided the vaguely
greasy, dirty smel was some manner of hominid. Didn’t dwarves spend alot of time tunneling and

mining?



He heard a clattering echo from degp down the passage and decided to |eave the chamber, filching one
more tube of metal on hisway out. HE d have fun flattening and devouring it later.

While hunger gnawed at him back in the home cave, he argued with himsalf about going back. Certainly
the metals he' d eaten would be missed, and the dwarves, if they were dwarves, would be put on their
guard.

He visited the cave a second time, and lurked long in the pool before emerging. He spent most of the
time rooting in the garbage heap and hunting rats. He very much doubted the dwarveswould missafew
rats. He did find asingle coin, fallen and rolled into a shadow behind one of the wooden boxes, and
gobbled it eagerly. Coinswere a perfect Size to dide comfortably down ahatchling' s gullet.

But the metallic tang nagged at him, wanting company. He worked one of the metal talons driven into the
wood loose with his teeth—there were so many others he didn’t see how one would be missed.

Since the second trip went so well he planned athird, though he waited what felt like ages, just in case.
Hekept himsdf in practice hunting up dugs. Thetricklesinto the egg chamber increased day by
day—evidently the dry period above was ending. The other hatchlings had dl grown substantialy,
ranging over dmost the whole cave now, and he couldn’t avoid them with hisusua paths. Luckily he
could hear Wigtdla, for shewas awaystaking to Jzara

Quick, quiet Auron was something else entirely. The Gray Rat almost killed him with a pounce and
chased him dl the way across the egg cavern, and the Copper had to dive into the rising pool to escape
him by wiggling through the crack, now underwater again.

Auron wasn't satisfied with having Mother and Zaraand the chatterer and food and Father’ s horded
gold. Rich in everything, he wanted even the lightless edges and holes and cold corners of the egg cave.

But Auron had aweakness, and in his arrogance didn’t see his own faults. The Gray Rat had no scales. If
the Copper could build up his strength alittle, thicken his scaes, he could close with Auron and take
back the clutch.

The thought made hisfire bladder bail.

With the waters rising again it meant alittle longer swim to the treasure chamber. He took extratime
smdling the air and certainly smelled no dwarves, though there was adirtier scent, of the kind he
associated with bits brought down from the Upper World.

The garbage pile had some meaty tidbits, and he lingered at the edge of the pool, ready for afast dive,
dowly nosing drier garbage aside while he extracted the meety joints.

Then hesmdled the Slver.

It wasn't astrong smell, and lesther masked the aroma. He investigated next to the benches and
cubbyholes—they smdlled of the recently cooked meat—listening, dways listening, and probing with eye
and ear before he placed afoot.

The slver-and-lesther smell came from pegs driven into awooden wall hung with bits of woven fabric,
most of which smelled like either grease or charcod. Farther down the tunnel were stacks of fragrant
wood, and many roots and herbs hung up and drying—perhaps the dwarves were replenishing supplies
as the season changed above.



Hefound the source of the enticing smell. A leather bag containing afew coins—copper, siver, and even
afaint aromaof gold—hung there. The top had some kind of binding on it, evidently to closeit, and had
been |eft loose, dlowing the smell of coin to escape.

The Copper sdivated. The dwarf would pay for hisforgetfulness....
He nosed the bag off the peg.

Kathunk!

The peg, relieved of the coin’ sweight, sprang up in itswooden dot.

Hairy masses of rope engulfed him. Festoons dropped from the cave roof, weighted with chains, and his
eyesight went white as one of them struck him across the snout. The boxesto either side exploded open,
throwing more linesthat sprang from them. He felt weights and hooks and dick little circles of metal
skittering acrossthefloor.

When his eyesight returned he saw shadows dl around, their beards glowing faintly. Hefdt tugsat his
limbs asthey attached lines.

He d never been so terrified. His hearts felt asthough they’ d burst out of his chest or from behind his
griff. Auron’ slegps and sudden pins were nothing to this.

One wastrying to extract the purse from his mouth, grunting as he pulled. The Copper sawed at the
purse strings and the dwarf fell back. Defiantly, he swallowed the slver. The dwarves might win a
three-limbed hatchling, but they’ d lose their silver.

The dwarves made noisesthat al seemed to be some variety of yak or grumt or phmumph.

They drove metd claws into the rocks and tied him, snout and tail, and set bands of leather about his
limbs. A massive dwarf with an ax watched the whole thing, gurgling to his companions, ready to sever
hishead if hewiggled free.

But the dwarvish hands seemed made of rock and iron, and he was soon covered with their greasy smell.
Then the beatings began.

They took iron bars and smashed them againgt his vulnerable pinioned tail. The pain ran up hisbody,
fired in each digit, sparked yelow in his eye sockets, whirled about his organs so that each bregath

brought agony.
He whimpered; he cried; he sent mind-pictures begging them to stop.

That pain was nothing to what came when they stopped, gave him time to deep and hedl, and then
garted in on histail again. During the second beating his teeth came together and tore a mouth edge and
tongue until he spit blood.

Even through the pain aclarity took over and he wondered at the dwarves. What sort of creatures cauise
pain just for the sake of pain? There was no contest for control of acavern, and they weren't killing him
to eat him. The torture was its own end.

By thethird beating the pain wasn't so bad, just dull warmth with the occasiond jalt, like afading cramp.



He heard a heavy step and shifted his body, felt scales give way. His skin had stuck to the floor with his
own dried blood.

Hedid hisbest to tuck histail. It moved clumslly, ftiff and heavy, unableto curl. Herolled an eye
upward, saw avague sort of shadow, ahominid huge and dark looming above. The hominid smelled of

dogs.

Thetdl one grunted and turned away, dmost as an afterthought giving him a swiping kick to the nose
with the side of his hedl. Pain shot across both eyes.

A warbling broke out, and another hominid fell to its—no, her—kneesin front of him. Her flat face was
scarred on one side, and she wore an eye patch. A light brown eye, with just atouch of Mother’sgold
and ahint of green, looked into his.

“Oh, how they’ ve hurt you, young one,” shesaid in intelligible Drakine. “Poor thing.”

His hearts woke to the words, the sympathy of her tone, even if the Drakine was nasal and harsh. She
reached out and rubbed him between the eyes. If his snout hadn’t been tied shut, he would have brushed
her with the tip of histongue, so grateful was he for the sympathy.

“Worthlesslittle scut,” thetall, broad, dog-scented man said in far worse Drakine. He lifted his boot
again, and the Copper shut hiseyes.

The one-eyed one interposed her body, and he noticed that she had leavesin her hair. That should mean
something, hefdt, but the achesin his body kept whatever vestigia memorieshe' d received in the egg
deep and dark.

“The dwarves blame you for the crimes of your parents,” she whispered. “ They’ ve been hunting avery
wicked pair, abronze and his mate, who' ve betrayed and stolen from the dwarves. Dwarves will move
mountainsto reclaim their own, if you don’'t know.”

Shelooked at her companion, off on the other side of the tunndl talking to the dwarves. Oneleaned on
one of theiron rodsthey’ d used to beat him. Another, more potbellied than the rest, pulled at his
dim-glowing beard as the man spoke, making noncommittal hmpf sounds at the pauses. Thetal man
unrolled some kind of map, and the potbellied dwarf sneezed.

“I don’t hold with blaming offspring for the crimes of their parents, do you?’

He hesitated amoment before answering. Wasit wisetotak to a...a...leaf-hair? EIf! So satisfied washe
that he had finally summoned the name that he croaked, “No.”

The dlf showed her teeth when he answered, even though the word was muffled by the binding about his
shout.

Thetdl man came over and talked to the other in their unknown barking tongue. Casualy, while he
gpoke, he brought his hedl down on the Copper’ stail. The agony made him whimper and writhe, and the

df findly pushed him away.

Sheyelled at the others until they shrank away from her fury. If only Mother had been this protective of
her own hatchling.

Then she kndlt besde him again. “Little one, I'm here hunting hatchlings. The dwarves have abuyer
willing to pay aprincely sum for healthy males or femaes. That was your sire' s bargain with the dwarves,
aset of eggsin exchange for much gold and silver. But they reneged and fled.



“I know dragons. | suspect you were driven out of the nest by the stronger male. Let me capture your
brother and sigters, if any, and I'll seeto it you get enough copper—silver even—to stuff yoursdlf for a
year.”

Shereached into abag on her belt and extracted some coins and let him sniff. Evenin his shattered and
weskened dtate, the smell turned his mouth dick.

She put the coins back, looked at the others. The man approached, drawing along sword, an evil carved
blade extending from the wide-open jaws of adragon.

“Some king and queen of dragons, this hatchling’ssres,” the man said. “If my babe disgppeared from his
home, I’ d drag the sky down into the degpest corners of the earth to find him.”

The df snarled something to him in their tongue.

Heignored her. “ Just what you' d expect from dragons, leaving their hatchling in the hands of some
vengeful dwarves. I'll take his griff asatrophy and the dwarves can finish him.”

Another dwarf picked up aniron rod.

“No!” the ef protested in Drakine. The Copper would wonder, much later, how and where she learned
the tongue. Even hate himsdf for not being suspicious at their use of Drakinein thelr arguments. “I can
make a bargain with him. Even the dwarves will accept abargain.”

Sheturned to him, caressed him under the chin. “Little one, you must let me help you. Show meto the
egg shdlf. We ll take your brother and siblings. They’ Il be well treated and prized by their eventua
owner, and the feud between your parents and the dwarves will be over. You'll have the egg shelf.”

The Copper didn’'t care what they did with his brother. Or the chatterer—they could drag them both off,
for dl he cared. But Jzara. ..

“I havetwo sgters,” he said. “One goes. One stays. Her nameis Jizara; she' s got the longer neck and
tall. She stays”

The ef’seye widened and he saw her teeth again. She barked at the others. The potbellied dwarf
lowered hisface and stamped, then grunted something in return.

“Bargain!” shesaid, and untied hisjaws.

The Copper felt better than he had since the first iron-rod blow to histail. In dl likelihood M other and
Father would kill these wretched, torturing dwarves. Even if they didn’t, the Gray Rat would be dragged
off and have his snout tied. Asfor the chatterer, she could do with abit of enforced quiet. He almost
amiled at the thought.

Mother told me to overcome. Sheleft out any details of how to doiit.

After hetold her how to find the home cave, she gave him apursefull of silver piecesto sedl the bargain.

Chapter 5

T heir plan had the virtue of smplicity. The dwarveswould storm the egg shelf, restrain Mother with
holding poles, and bind up hissiblings.

They showed him the straps and poles and snout cage that would be used on Mother, yet worms of



regret were wiggling at the back of hismind. But they gave him no chance to escape, keeping chainson
him from the point where he swam through the underwater tunnel with aguideline for the dwarvesto the
moment tunnelers arrived to widen the cracks.

The dwarveslit their way with hissing firework torches that burned bright blue even underwater and
created aminichamber from a polished shell as big asadragon’ s head. They cleverly fed the air bubble
within the shell with apair of leather hoses worked by bellows back at the scullery, constantly substituting
good air for bad.

Thetrick, asthe Copper saw it, was to have the dwarves make off with Auron and Wistalathe
chatterbox. If afew of the rod-carrying poghti got burned in the process, so much the better.

He thought he knew how.

All three of the other hatchlings explored and hunted within the egg cavern. Auron always scurried
around over awide range, Wistdlahad afew predictable percheswhere dugs were likely to pass, and
Jzarakept closer to Mother and the garbage pile.

He could take care of Auron. Thanksto the dwarves meals and generous amounts of meta, his new
scaeswere coming in thick and fast. He could tell the dwarves where to find Wistdla, then immobilize
Auron somewhere far from the egg shelf—but not too far to be heard—and scare him into trumpeting a
warning. The dwarves would not be so foolish asto attack an derted dragon, and at thefirst sign of
darm Wigaawould certainly hide by Mother.

So pleased was he with the plan, he found himsdf giving off adight prrum.
The day findly came. They timed it with Fether leaving on ahunt.

He met the dwarves and the missing-eyed df in the now dry chamber behind the waterfal. The dwarves
hed cleverly diverted the water into ametd tube that carried it off down the cavern of the scullery, save
for alittle leaking that dropped into abubbling pool.

Tunnel dwarves were marking thewall behind the waterfall with chalk, muttering quietly to otherswho
carried spikes and hammers.

Behind them warrior dwarves gathered with their holding poles and lines and straps, the potbel lied dwarf
at the front. Eye Patch, looking tired and smelling of wood smoke from the Upper World, stood off to
one dde, armed only with asmdl knife at her belt.

The Copper was rather relieved that the big, cruel man who liked to step on his broken tail was absent.
There d been sometalk, he wastold, about having aguard outside the cavern in the event Father
returned unexpectedly. Perhaps he wasin the Upper World. The farther off, the better. Once the bargain
was struck, the dwarves had become elaboratdly polite to him, dways bowing and tossing him greasy
half-eaten joints of lamb or broken old bits of metal. But that man. .. Every time he stared down into the
Copper’ seyeswith those cold, unfegling round eyes, his griff fluttered nervoudy.

The man meant to kill him. What was holding him back? He doubted even Eye Patch or the dwarves
could stop him—even if they wanted to.

And he sméelled like dogs. Dog smell awoke an ancient fear in the Copper. In any casg, it wastimefor a
few last words. He' d have the egg shelf and his sster at last, or be dead.

“I keep my bargain. Two hatchlings,” he said, using arehearsed speech in the Dwarvish that Eye
Patch—for he never learned her name—had taught him.



The potbellied dwarf sarted at that. Eye Patch chuckled to hersalf and said some lilting wordsto the
dwarf, who grumbled into his beard.

“He says no good' s ever come from teaching others Dwarvish,” Eye Patch said in her bad Drakine.
“Tel him’m going into the cavern now. I’ [l come back in amoment.”
Eye Patch trandated: “He saysyou d better, or he'll skin you personaly.”

He squeezed out through the cracks—just—and swam across the pool. The egg cavern seemed vast
now, agreat expansefilled with comforting smells but doubtful shadows and the echoes of the waterfall.
He returned to the dwarves and gave them that strange up-and-down waggle of the head that hominids
used.

The dwarves began to tap at their chalk marks, timing their strikes to the splashes outside. The work
went fagt, asit dways did when the dwarves had a plan to follow. They spent agood ded of time before
and after each job arguing amongst themsavesin their glottal tongue, but when in action together they
were swift and efficient.

He dipped back out through the crack and felt his hearts hammering. He found a patch of dark well
away from the now thriving cave moss and waited, every nerve dert.

Auron passed soon enough, sniffing as he hunted. The Copper fell in behind hisriva, stopping when he
stopped, moving when he moved. Auron paused for ataste of water at the waterfall pool and cocked his
head in that odd way of his, listening. He dipped into the water. He' d heard the dwarves tapping!

Clever, my brother.
But not asclever as|l.

Auron would head for the egg shelf; hewas sure of it. He positioned himself on alow ridge of stalagmites
at an dley the Gray Rat would use....

The cavewal fell away, dmogt slently, toppling inward into netting the dwarves had ready to receiveit.
Auron hurried from the pool, swimming like an arrow toward Mother.

He mustn't reach the egg shelf or thingswould goill. The Copper would terrify Auron into screaming his
unprotected lungs out!

The Copper jumped, landing full-weight on his brother’ s scaleless back. Mother’ s green gleam could just
be seen in the distance.

“Got you! Degth has comefor you, softling,” he hissed in Auron’ sear.

The Gray Rat protested, clawed uselesdy at the Copper’ s scales as he whined about intruders. The
Copper bit him in the soft tissue behind the griff to shut him up. He gave the rehearsed speech, but
couldn’t help pouring alittle extraresentment into it:

“I'velived in hunger and hiding sincethe day | came out of the shell, thanksto you. So you'll die now, as
you should have died out of the egg. Two brothers, both stronger, and you ended up with the nest. It’'s
timeto right agreat wrong. Nearly time, that is. First you get to watch Mother and the chatterer skinned.
Stop writhing, you lizard—you' re worse than asnake! Too bad you won't see me gorge mysdlf on
Father’ sgold.”



Helet the Gray Rat have agood look at Mother. He' d call out awarning and—

Blinding pain flashed up from his snout, and his vision burned white. He lurched away from the pain and
Auron wriggled free. He bit a where he sensed his brother stood and got only air, and when he could
see again, he and Auron were snapping at each other.

Why wasn't thefool screaming out awarning to Mother? The dwarves would be on him any moment!
What did he have to say to get the Gray Rat to shriek out awarning? He heard a splashing and a clatter
behind—the dwarves were gathering.

Auron wasted more time in speech making: “Y ou live thisday if you trouble me no further. Though when
| tell Father of this, hemay fed differently. He Il pull the mountains down to find such as you, who' d lead
assassinsto the egg shelf.”

The words hurt dmost as much asthe tail-crack. Auron spun and hurried off toward the egg shelf at a
dash, findly sounding awarning. A thrown net just missing as hisbrother ran.

Wadl, the dwarves would have to deal with that. He' d smelled his sster around somewhere; if he could
find her he could hold her down until the dwarves could get aloop around her snout.

Heturned and saw the dwarves advancing, widely spaced across the egg cavern.

Behind them he saw agleaming helmet, two upraised wings, and polished black
scale—dragonscal el —about the shoulders. The huge man was down here after dll, carrying a spear that
glowed and sparked like alog in the concentrated heeat of a dwarf hearth.

What was this? The dwarvesweren't carrying restraining poles and ropes. Instead they bore great
bowed machines balanced across their broad backs, two carrying the bulk with another lifting the
fletched end. Others had climbing ladders and spears, spears, and more spears, each with athick
crossbar to keep apinioned dragon from pulling itself down the shaft toward the wielder.

He marked Wigtdla climbing toward a hole in the cavern roof above the egg shelf. Mother flung Auron up
after her, then nosed at Jizara.

But Jizara stared out acrossthe cavern, met hiseyes.
Brother! Look out for the dwarves! We must escape!

The dwarvesignored him asthey charged—ater he thought it would have been kinder if one had split his
skull with one of the broadaxes they carried across their backs—and he searched for Eye Patch. Where
was she? He saw the potbdllied dwarf, hanging on to the top of a stalagmite, giving orders and pointing
with agnarled bit of polished wood.

The Copper ran up to him, flung himsdf down.
“Sparethe one on the shef. My sster! My sigter!”
The dwarf stepped on his neck. “Hmpf. Y ou don’t want to see this.”

Kathun! Ka-thunl—the metal-and-wood contraptions of the dwarves launched their missiles, exploding
into motion and dying amoment later, purpose served.

The dwarves ydlled asthey stormed toward the egg shdlf in aratitle of meta—chain shirtsrustling, shields
banging, helm flanges rattling on shoulder plates, metal-spiked boots striking the cavern floor, and above



al the kuu-kuuu-kuuuu! of the dwavrish war cries.
It sounded like the end of the world.

The big man went forward in aseries of legps, springing from prominence to prominence and jumping
over formations the Copper had to climb. A flood of dogsled him, and more warriors of hiskind
followed behind, aiming thick arrows notched in curved bows like haf-folded dragon wings.

The Copper smelled the brassy, hot-oil smell of dragonfire, heard the roar of flame devouring air. The
shadows of the cave began to dance.

“Inthere under it, my lads. That'sthe style!l” the dwarf-lord grunted. At least, that waswhat it seemed to
the Copper he was saying, though how he caught the meaning without knowing the words he could not

sy.
The Copper heard his mother roar, and the sound made him tremble.
“Spare my sister!” the Copper squeaked.

The dwarf looked down. “Poor wretch. We' Il not bleed her adrop. She'sworth alot to us. Now what
passes? Dogluk, hold him.”

The potbellied dwarf hurried toward the egg shelf, and the Copper scrambled up a stalagmite.

Mother lay on her side, chest heaving, neck and chest pierced by great shafts that showed feathers at one
bleeding hole and gory barbed heads at the other. Her head still moved weskly, one golden eyerolling
thisway and that, bathed in fire leaking from her breastbone.

“Y ou have won this battle, Gobold,” she said to the dwarf. “But | keep alast trick. The war isnot over.
My young live. And they arefree. Free!”

The potbellied dwarf walked over to her, laughing. “Y our young? One of them led usto you. Don't ook
to your young. Greedy and sdlfish, like all dragons.” The one she' d called Gobold struck her acrossthe
mouth with first onefig, then the other.

Mother spit out a broken tooth.
“They will avengethisday!”

The potbellied dwarf laughed and, still laughing, swung his ax and struck her in the neck. By the third
blow his boots were awash in blood, his stout helm, beard, and arms splotched red.

The Copper’ s hearts ceased beating for amoment and he swooned.

A mass of dwarves, men, and dogs crowded on the egg shelf, embracing one another and |etting blood
from Mother’ swounds run into their helmets, which they then passed around and drank. Dogs, wild with
excitement, chased from wound to wound, sniffing, biting her where she il twitched.

Men stood, holding nets over Jizarawith heavy boot hedls. Hissister lay frozen in terror, eye whites
bright in the cave' s gloom. The Copper wanted to fling himself down atop her, protect her, but the smell
of dragonblood in the air had him clinging tight-bellied to the cave floor.

The big man came forward, his dragon-jaw blade out and ready. He stepped up to Jizara, glanced over
his shoulder a the dwarves dancing and stamping about M other’ s corpse.



“Mercy,” Jizaragasped.

The big man laughed. “Nitsmakelice,” he said in hisrough Drakine.

He pushed hisblade dowly into her throat, twiting it thisway and that, and, whimpering, Jizaradied.
Fends

A dwarf dragged him back by his battered tail, but the pain was nothing to the insensate anger flooding
his hearts. A howl broke from histhroat, every agony he' d suffered since the moment of his hatching
gathered into asingle scream.

Fendd

A dwarf stood on his neck. The dwarf called another over, and they bound him in the leather strapping
they used to bear their war machines.

The dwarvestook up a chant. The Copper heard thwacks and chunks as they employed their axes, and
then he heard a strange, high-pitched sound as some blew air through tubes.

Then the singing dwarves marched back out of the cavern, bearing their wounded and trophies wrapped
in saty-smdlling fabric on litters made of their spears. He smelled dragonblood everywhere.

One of the men pointed and there was some talk, but Gobold broke away from the others and grabbed
the Copper by the crest and lifted his head. The Copper shut his eyes a what was coming....

But instead Gobold spoke, and again, strangely, he understood: “No. Thisfeud started over bargains not
being kept. Let none say Gobold—"

The dwarves cdled out at that; others clapped and stamped their feet or rattled their knivesin their
sheaths. The Copper struggled againgt his bonds, wanting to sink his claws into the dwarf’ sfleshy gut.

“Well, Fangbreaker, then. Let none say Fangbreaker is not true to hisword. Or histhreats.”

Gobold the Fangbreaker let go of hiscrest. “Besides, he' sworthlessin trade. That foreleg’ s usdess, and
histail’s shattered. The cavern and itstreasures are yours, O prince of dragons!” He laughed and
dapped hisbely. “The honor and glory of thisday isyours.” He bowed. “Enjoy.”

The dwarf hurried off to join the othersin their march.

Next the men left, leading their dogs—dried dragonblood made the curs hair pointy—uwith the big man
in hisblack armor carrying his spear across his shoulder, abloody dragon ear dangling from each end.

The big man paused the march by the bound hatchling. He stared down at him, the gruesome flat face
working obscendy as he thought.

The Copper fdt hisfire bladder pulse. He managed to spew alittle yellow stream of sulfurous sdiva
across the dragonscal e-covered boot.

The man chuckled. “ That’smorelikeit,” he said in hisrough, uninflected Drakine. “1’m your enemy. You
may aswell know my name. I’'m called the Dragonblade. Know that | did dl this—with your help.”

Why didn’t the man end the misery? Strike off his head, obliterate each bloody memory, the horror of
what he had done...



“If you' remy enemy, why don't you kill measwdl?’

Perhaps the man sensed historment, decided to leave him with the pain, donein acavern with the
stripped bodies of hisfamily. He just adjusted the burden across his broad back and called something out
to his companions.

“Will you not kill me?” Somelittle flicker within him il wanted to live, then, for he waited for an answer.

The man expelled along breath. *Y ou should be wiped out. Bestid. Craven. Look at you. Y ou sold your
birthright for amouthful of slver. The sooner the last remnants of the tyrant-wings are gone, the better for
the world.

“Besides, | day only dragons.” He set down his spear and drew hislong sword. The Copper shut his
eyes again, and he felt asharp tap along his back. Then athrobbing agony flared, worse with each beat
of his synchronized hearts.

“Farewdl, worm.”

The Copper opened his eyes and saw ajagged rent next to his spine. Exposed meat and bone gleamed
among torn scale. It hurt worse than the battering histail had taken. He took a cautious breath—hislungs
were dtill intact, though it hurt to breathe. The man had crippled his dormant left wing!

Chapter 6

H epanted in his binding, pain plaguing both body and spirit. Helay there for along time, thinking dow,
dark, wounded thoughts as his blood thickened across his back.

Mother had told him once to overcome difficulties. How did one overcome onesdlf? Sdlf-destruction?
Hunger saved him, hunger and the sound of squeaking rats. He heard them moving toward the egg shdlf.

Hewiggled his head around and began to chew at his bindings. He bent as he reached for the straps on
his saa and incautioudy brushed his back wound against the cave floor, white-hot agony leaving him
quivering for amoment, and when he came out of the hurt his brain took a moment to remember where
he was. He forced his head between hissii and tore through the back bindings.

That done, he lay for amoment, too wesk to do anything but breathe.

He crawled toward the egg shelf and saw aghastly heap atop it, the end of a severed neck dangling off
the egg shdlf, cave mossin atiny splash of light where the blood had pooled. Rats, fat on dragonflesh,
crept dong the cave wall, supid and weakened by gorging.

Hetoreinto them, biting and flinging them hard against the cave wall, and they dove for their cracks. One
wastoo fat to fit back into his shelter, and the Copper solved his problem for him by biting him in half.

Hedidn’t dare climb the egg shelf. If he got up there and saw what remained of his mother and sster,
he' d go mad.

Hefound ariven hadm and nibbled off some chain links. The metal tasted better even than rat. With that
he remembered Father’ s hoard cave.

Father! What would happen when he returned to this?

Time passed, diding by unmarked as he staggered around the cave. He couldn’t drink from the poal, evil



memories of the dwarves keeping him far from the familiar waterfall. He couldn’t drink from thetrickle;
he' d spotted more gore and daughter atop the moss-thick heap of dragon waste; the shadows of the
cave held lurking recriminations, the stalactites and stalagmites were spears. ...

What sort of world wasit where dragons were daughtered in their own homes? He knew amost nothing
of the history of hiskind, but had a vague sense of the mgjesty and grandeur that once was theirs, passed
down from egg to egg. He' d committed a crime againgt every drop of blood in his body, every glittering
scale passed down from some ancestor.

A hard world, that was certain. Cast out by his own family. Betrayed by dwarves. Of course, he forgot
his own intent to betray in hiswretchedness, explaining to himsdf that the dwarves didn’t know hisplan.
Any betrayad on their part carried the full weight of its own sin, not tainted by his own intent.

Then hewent alittle mad.

He may have even frothed at the mouth. He vaguely remembered thirgt-thick saliva crusting on his snout
when he came out of it, agood ded thinner and with claws worn down to dull nubs.

When he woke as though from a deegp-terror he found himself bleeding from a cracked scale at the base
of his crest and between his eyes—he’ d been bashing his head against a sharp projection shaped like a
dragonhorn.

What had brought him out of it?
A familiar sound, adragon roar.

“Irdial Auron! Wistdla Jizaral” Father called. “ Spirits, it cannot be! Not al! Curse the Whed of Fireto
flaneand ash!”

Why did Father not list him with the others? Was he not part of al?
Hetried to answer, but his dry throat was capable of only emitting asmall squesk: “Fazer!”
Father didn’t call for him because he had no name. He needed anameif he wereto be caled for.

He hurried toward the bellows but found himself sumbling on his crippled fordimb. He caught one quick
glimpse of bronze tail-sca e disgppearing through the shaft that led up and out. Only Father’ s harsh, angry
amdl remained.

He found some deer that Father had dropped and nibbled alittle, but had no appetite. He should save
them for Father when he got back. Father would aso need metals; he would return from his greet battle
with the dwarves needing them. He' d show Father that he hadn’t eaten asingle coin of the hoard, and in
gratitude Father would share some with him again.

Thinking of the hoard...

He went to the shaft covered by the great rock. It had been moved aside and smelled of dwarf. He shut
his nostrils so as not to be overwhelmed by the smell and descended into the cavern....

The cavern lay dmost empty. A few pieces of copper had been left, and abit of silver glinted toward the
back whereit had rolled under aprojection, but al that remained wasthe lingering smell of dwarf. There
waa't afull mouthful left for him, never mind Father’ svast jaws.

Father would give him somefine names. Thief.



Traitor.
Outcadt.
Heflung himself down and keened.

Later, he climbed out of the hoard cave and went to the much-reduced pool. The dwarves had rerouted
the water s0 it emptied into some degper cavern to facilitate their works and crossing into the cavern. It
bubbled and bel ched up from awhirlpool. As he drank he could fed the current.

He heard awailing Drakine scream from the direction of the egg shelf.

Did one of hisfamily il live? Perhaps Zarahad played dead so the dwarves would leave her done. The
smaller body he' d glimpsed was acrud trick of the Dragonblade’s. He hobbled as quickly as he could to
the egg shelf.

It was Zara, green and aive and rubbing her fringe againgt a sharp spur of rock next to agreat growth of
thriving moss at the base of the trickle where the dragon-waste lay. He could just see the fringe on her
back and the side of her head, but it was certainly her, glorioudy aive and moving....

“Szter!” he said, happy beyond words. She must need comforting, with Wistalalying dead next to her;
the pair had been closer than stal actite and stalagmite run together.

“They killed her, Jz...” hetried to get out, but the words came only with difficulty.
The green hatchling rounded on him, burning anger in her golden eyes. “I'm Wigtda”

Confusion...certainty. He missed the rest of her words, or perhaps shut his ears to the accusations he
knew to betrue. It was Wigtala; she' d returned, and she knew exactly what had happened and who was
responsible.

Auron wasn't with her. He hadn’t made it. Perhaps the Copper could reason with her, confess and beg
for achance at redemption.

“They lied,” he said. He needed her to know the whys and wherefores. “ A bloody cave, no hoard—"

Shelegped a him, tripping in her fury. Hefel on her, tried to keep her from biting him. If she'd only listen
for amoment, he’'d makeit up to her somehow. “We need to overcomethis, put it behind. Unite. The
past can’t be changed, but we can make sure—"

Shewaan't ligtening; she was struggling. She threw him off; hedthy, well-fed muscle with agood ded of
gtrength in her stout frame forced him backward, over—

“It can be avenged,” she said, biting and clawing for hisunderbdly, fighting asthough in adud to the
death, not a hatchling wrestling match. Blinding pain struck as her claws found soft flesh at hiseye. He
fought madly, broke her grip, turned his good set of backscale toward her, and hit her with his broken
and giff tail. He scrambled away.

Aloneagain.

Wigtda knew what he’ d done, the enormity of it, bigger than the cavern, bigger than the mountainshe' d
never seen save in vague dreams. Somehow that was worse than the pangs of his own conscience.
Wigtdlawould carry this knowledge with her for therest of her life and hate him forever.



How could he overcome her hatred? Or was it not her hatred, but his own, shared in some lesser portion
by her?

Y es, he would overcome her hatred, his guilt, the horror that had engulfed their home. He staggered
toward the pool, flung himsdlf in, and let the whirlpool carry him away from hislonely and broken life.

Chapter 7

L ater hetried to remember how long he wasin the water. The darkness made it afearful journey. He
dipped down through the whirlpool, went limp, and waited to become wedged in a crack or holeand

agohyxiate.

Instead he had the sensation of bouncing off arock, and then feding air al around his body before he
struck moving water again with adap. Something about the smell and temperature in the water told him
he' d joined an entirely different watercourse.

Oddly, theinterest in that fact sustained him for amoment, long enough for him to right himself and redize
hewasin afast-moving current in atunndl.

The rushing current and the cold were enemies to be fought, and his body responded automaticaly. He
turned to keep his nogtrils above water, angled his frame so he rode the current with little effort.

At intervas he passed glowing dots, little clusters of eyes and wagging tongues. They flashed up and by
so rapidly he never could make sense of them. In his experience anything regular indicated dwarves,
though he couldn’t imagine why they should wish to mark atunnd of freezing water in the dark of the
Lower World.

So when he fetched up againgt a stout chain hanging into the water, fully asthick as his neck, it wasthe
easest thing in the world to hang on and look around.

He recognized more marks, asmilar to the onesin the tunnel behind, differing only in profusionin ther
verticals and horizontals. Three caves were scarred with sgns of mining. Cave moss, agood ded brighter
than the kind he knew from the home cave, extended from the water from the common landing.

He reached out with his neck and found agrip, then let the rest of hisbody follow in easy stages, findly
releasing the helpful, wide-looped chain with hissaa.

Helay along time and dept next to the rushing water.

Voices cameto himin adream full of dark rocksrushing by.
“Don’t m'tell that m’ knowing not the smell of blood. Fresh blood.”
“Faaaal” another voice bawled back.

He opened an eye.

“Here€is. Traveler. A bit of washup fromtheriver.”

A horridly upturned face, dl ears, black eyes, and nogtrils, regarded him from the cavern wall. Thething
hed lesthery wings, with agripping digit not unlike adragon’ swing-spur. It was abat, fully threetimes
the size of the ones he’ d seen in the home cave. And he' d never understood aword of their high-pitched
chatter.



“E breathing!” asecond, smaller but wider one behind said.

“Cavelizard, m'think,” thelarger said, hanging from histiny rear legsfor a better look. “ Strange sort.
Hurt.”

Thelarger extended hisarms and flapped hisleathery wings vigoroudy. They were thinner than
dragonwings, amost trand ucent. The Copper could see blue veinsin the skin.

Under the fanning and the light touches of the wing tips the Copper twitched. They tickled! He twitched.

Hetried to give agreeting, but it came out as an unintelligible cough. He shook hishead and righted
himsdlf.

“E'having aset of scale. A’wait!...E beadragon!”
“Faaaal” the other said again, staying away from the Copper and just peeking out into the cave.

The hanging one rubbed his face up and down with hiswings, licking his grip-digit and rearranging the
face-fur, though there was only so much that could be done with such ugliness. “M’ name' s Thernadad,
an € be ' mated, Mamedi. A’ begging your pardon, sir. Y’ be hurt. W’ can attend that for you.”

The brightnessin the cresture sblack eyes disturbed him alittle,

“You'reright, | am adragon,” the Copper said. “1 do seem to be bleeding.” His back wound had
opened up again, and it hurt abominably.

“M’told you!” the hanging one said to his companion.

“Oncel” the other said to no onein particular. “ Once in athree-season turn € be right, and now
m’ hearing it until m’let loose for the drop.” But shelicked her lips, and the Copper saw sharp white teeth.

“If y'will just shift closer to thewall, sir, we work best right-side down. Unlessy’ want us clinging to your
scade, but m'knowing not the extent of your injuries....”

The Copper rolled and the bat shifted. It started licking at the wound on hisback, and hefelt adight
tingle that transformed into a pleasant numbness. He looked back, and the bat had worked his odd,
jutting jaw into the wound and was tearing away ragged bits of flesh and lapping up blood with ablurring
tongue that flicked in and out faster than he' d ever seen anything movein hislife.

The bat lifted a blood-smeared snout. “ Seeto sir’ sface, dear, with that soft touch of yours.”

The other came forward agood deal more cautioudy, eyeing the Copper warily. Finaly she hung over
him, but kept al her four limbs attached to the cavern ceiling, ready for aquick getaway. She dropped
down and went to work in the region around his right eye. He noticed some blurring there, asthough the
eye regarded the world through ahalf-closed lid.

“Bit of amess, here, sir. Just @ going to numb it down abit.” She began to lick about the eye, and hefelt
that sametingling followed by numbness.

“Y’carrying aset of tunnd nits, tight up againgt that scae. A’lurking in the moss & waiting on atasty bit of
juicy skin, likedways. May 17’

“Of course.”

The Copper felt atug and heard a crunch. Followed by another and another.



“Finished here” thefemde said. She touched him with awing. “Excuses, Sr. Y’ permit some body
work?’

“Certanly,” the Copper said, enjoying the warmth beneath the numbness.

Hefdt the femde climb onto hisback, gripping at hisscae, lifting and digging out insects with more tugs
and crunches, moving dowly front to back. “ That'skindness! That’s generogity. So rare these days. E'be
agentle sort, € be.”

“Y’hearing m'’ disagree? M’ found him, you thick cow!”
“Faaaal Luck’stheonly thingy’ got inthislife, you great squirt.”

The Copper fdl into apleasant haf deep, and heard little gassy emissonsfrom the pair. “That’ swhat
m'’ call afeed. Indeed,” the male—Thernadad, the Copper corrected himsdf—said.

“Y’wanting to get away from theriver, sr,” Mamedi added. “A trunk full of dwarves could passat any
time. Might a spot your skin and throw out ahook.”

The Copper dragged himself around the corner of the cave, ready for deep.

“Watch out for snakes. Cave snakesin here,” Thernadad said.

“E’betoo big for dl but King Gan himself,” Mamedi said.

“Don’'ty’'worry, sr. Well beright above.” Thernadad said more, but the Copper didn’t hear it.

He had vague dreams of the bats clinging to him, swelling like greet ticks, but woke to find hiswounds
crusted over with hedlthy-smelling scab, though they itched alittle. Hisright eye bothered him more than
anything; he could seethroughiit asif through amigt, but everything went alittle fuzzy and indistinct when
he closed hisleft eye and looked only through theright.

Hejudged himsdlf to bein acave, vaster but lower than the home cave, branching off in every direction
but up. Alwaysthere were thelittle channels of cave moss—in some places stopped up, glowing bright
wherethe water gill flowed. There were agood many small holes driven into the ground, as though
something had been fixed there with spikes, like the dwarves had used for their water-diversion
apparatus, but the work had long since been abandoned and the meta taken up. While nosing around he
found abroken hit of spike and swallowed it.

He heard aflutter off in acorner and saw the big blood-drinking bats yeeking in voices pitched so high he
could hardly hear them, and flapping their wingsin each other’ sfaces asthey hung from the cavern roof.
It seemed more of a squabble than afight, so heignored the commotion.

The odd thing was that he felt relieved when he saw them. It was nice to have someone speak pleasantly
to you, praiseyou, even if it was only for the number of nits clinging to your scae-roots. And their chatter
digracted him from the griefs cirdling in hismind.

Hewalked over to the pair, trying to strut like a proud young dragon, but feding alittle off balance,
thanksto his Stiff tail.

“Y ou, there. Excuse me.”

The bats | eft off spitting a each other. Both licked their gripping digits and straightened up the fur on their



earsand chins.
“Sir a needing something?’ Thernadad said, rubbing his gripping digits together under hischin.
“What isthis place?’

“Dwarf mine, long and longer abandoned,” Thernadad said. “1n my oldfather’ stime, there was a feasting
on draft horses and goats, but now there' s nothing but mushroom-fed rats and moss-crawlies. And the
snakes, of course, who & eating our poor young.”

“What were you fighting about?’
“Nothing of import to sr.”

“Faaaal E beaheartlessbrute, to a betelling the truth,” Mamedi said. “E’leaving my sster to starvel
Oo0, 000, 0o0!”

“Sir doesn’'t want to be & hearing our troubles.”

“Why will shegarve?

“The dwarvesjust closed off the old air shaft to a stock paddock and she' s—”
“Shut it, you,” Thernadad made a swipe at her ears, but she ducked over it.

“M’answering the nice young dragon’ s question! So now € be starving and yeee-eyee-yeee...” Her
dory trailed off into high-pitched wailing.

“Oh, you should just bring her to this cavern. I'm going exploring. Maybe I’ ll pick up another set of cave
nits”

Mamedi |eft off crying. “Oh, Sr—"
Thernadad snapped histeeth a hismate. “Mind the snakes,” he called.

He left them yeeking and boxing again, though Thernadad flapped hiswings hafheartedly, asaveteran
campaigner who knew a battle lost when he saw one.

This cavern was very different from the home cave. The dwarves had carved it dmaost wholly from rock,
smoothed thefloors, and laid the saa-width water channels where the mosses till thrived and offered
some amount of light.

Deep pocks like spear wounds—no, like rat holes—could be found in profusion around rougher areas
wherethey’ d extracted their minerds. He sniffed one and smelled rat. There were damps and trickles,
and these supported more colonies of cave moss and mushrooms, which in turn supported rats and mice.
When backtracking to the bat cave and river outlet, he found afew soil beds where the mushrooms grew
more thickly—the dwarves must have cultivated something in the soil other than mushrooms, for there
were stakes and wire lines, but nothing but afew dead, tough vines remained of their crop.

He smdled morerat here and began to hunt by nose. He caught a flash of white skin and bit quickly and
inginctively, cutting it in unequa haves. Legless—asnake! The back end had abig bulge—it had
obvioudy just eaten arat and couldn’t creep away as he approached. It took a moment for the front end
to twitch out.

He carried both halves back to the bats. Mamedi was away getting her sister, so he climbed up and hung



the front end up where Thernadad could easily reach it, and swallowed the back haf in onelong
inhde—with alittle gulp at the thickening where the haf-digested ret |ay.

Thernadad nibbled and sucked. “Not to be a criticizing, gr, but if y’ leaves’ em whole, there smoreto
lap. Just give’em agood shake and a crack against arock, is how an experienced snake killer goes
about it. They Stay juicier that way.”

“I waan't hunting with you in mind.”

“Oh, no, no, no. Of course not.” He nipped out one of the snake's eyeballs and gulped it down. “M’ sees
your wounds are hedling up nicely. Glad we got to you intime, Sir, so'sy’ didn’t bleed to death crawling
out of theriver.”

The Copper looked over his many scabs and fdt alittle ashamed. He should have brought Thernadad
and hiswife back awhole snake, at that.

“Hopey’ didn’t chomp one of King Gan’ sfavorites. E be amean one. E’' doesn't like anyone & meddlin’
W’ his snakes. Except hissdlf, of course. E' eats hisown kind.”

“King Gan eats his own snakes? Why would they keep such aking?’

“The others not be having much choicein the matter. E' says. ‘ They can hate ashard asthey like, aslong
asthey fear.” It sanecessity, like. There spreciouslittle to fill an appetite such ashis.

“A cave snake, Sir, twice your length and more besides. The White Lightning. By thetimey’ knows he
struck y’ be dead. HE s strong enough to swim upstream in theriver if he likes. Lost my own poor father
to him, and an uncle besides”

“Any areal should stay away from?’

“There saswampy bit over there.” Thernadad pointed with avein-stitched wing. “Beyond thet, ared
honeycomb it is, where the dwarves struck gold. There' san air shaft to the surface € using in summer.
Y’ be kegping away and not getting ideas, m’'hoping.”

“Of course,” the Copper said. He squeezed into a crevice welled in shadow. “1’'m for anap. Wake me if
King Gan goesfor aswim.”

Thernadad licked his grasping digits and cleaned al around his eyes. “Nowt a gets past me, sir. Why,
m'’ be having eyesthat can spot arat-tail twitch on the far sde of the cavern, and earsthat echo off a
pinched mouse turd before it hits. M’ begging the sir’ s pardon for the coarse language; m’ be forgetting
mysdlf. Right! Earsdown and dl, on duty, quick’ sthewing and sharp’ sthetooth...”

Thernadad’ s chatter went on, but the Copper dept through the rest.

The Copper woke briefly at adight smelly sploit of bat guano dropping. Herolled an eye upward and
saw Thernadad hanging there, wingswell over hisface, making rasping noisesin hisdeep.

“There, € bewaking,” Mamedi said.

Another, even wider than her and with two little bats clinging trembling to its back, aso looked down a
him.

Mamedi rubbed her grasping digitstogether. “Sir, not to be bothering sir, but it’sbeen along trip and me



sgter, € be perishing hungry, and her brood a be so hungry they barely a clinging to her back. Just the
tiniest of nips out of your tail; won't fed but apinch, an’ alittle blood loss hedl's a big wound, good for
thecirculationan’ dl....”

“Just thisonce,” he said, shifting so he could extend histail.

Mamedi crept down firgt, found a scale nit, and crunched it down. “Oh, they & be the very buggers.
There sanother. Sir, what y’ been doing that y’ picked up so many so quick?’

He craned his neck alittle so he could look behind and saw Mamedi’ s Sister and her children lgpping a a
dight, pleasantly tingling wound. Another bat crept out of the shadows and joined in the flowing feedt.

“Walit, who' sthat?’

Mamedi lifted her snout from his scale-roots. “Her mate, of course. E's supposed to leave the father of
her children behind when she movesinto anew cave?’

“l imaginenot.”

“There' salesson in generosity for you, nephews!” Mamedi said. “Remember it. Y’ don't often seethe
like these days. E’' be avery specia gentle sort. It'sarare one that doesn't forge afavor and returns
kindness with kindness, Thernieand me saving hislifeand dl.”

Her sster and family cooed and yeeked agreeable noises asthey lapped.

The Copper dozed. He' d hunted again, keeping well away from the set of pools Therenadad had called
“the swampy bit.”

Hewondered if the eventsin the home cave had been someterrible dream, brought on by exploring the
pool, diving, and being injured when hefell into theriver. He' d falen in and out of consciousness often
enough, or been haf drowned when pulled by undertow. Could al the detail—the dwarves with their
faint-glowing beards and the big man with the glowing spear—»be the product of frightful, dying-hatchling
dreams?

Hetold himsdf hisfamily was dive and well. Not missing him abit, of course, but suchwashislot asan
odd mae—what had Father called him? Outcast. They were probably gathered around Mother on the
egg shelf now, feasting on some thick-muscled oxen brought back by Father, and Jzarawas Snging after
the fead.

“M’excuse, Sr. Sir?” Thernadad said, climbing down the cave wall next to him.
“YS?’

“The mate an m’'talked, and since her sster’ s come to stay, we thought one more or lesswouldn’t make
adifference.” Hewent into a paroxysm of fur smoothing.

“Why areyou tdling me?’

“It'smeold mum, sr. E' can’'t make it to the surface anymore, or survive the dangers out there besides.
Aitiful shape she'sin. If € could just have alick or two, € doesn’t have any appetite at al no more,
herdly.”

The Copper saw ahdf-white bat, smal and frail, above.



“Oh, very wedll. | suppose her sster’ s somewhere behind, aso starving.”

“Oh, no, no. My brother. A great, well-traveled bat €'is; been down every holein these mountains.
Thousand and one stories. Now € takes care of old Mum. E’ pulled her up, again and again, to the cave
roof on the trip so she could drop for another glide. E perishing with exhaugtion, €'is.”

“ S0 he needs some blood down histhroat, too.” The Copper felt his griff flutter.

“Sir, don’'t be a taking mewrong,” he said asthetiny old bat crawled down his back. “What you' ve
done for us poor hangers more than makes up for your life being saved by quick thinking an’ skill and
charity. Wonderful thing, charity. Never know how it a gets paid back in thislife or the next. Here, y'be
excusing me, her old teeth, you know.”

Thernadad licked him a couple times, and the Copper felt the nook in his saa go numb. With aquick bite
Thernadad opened a cut and the old bat began to |ap.

Thernadad wiped the corner of hiseyesagain and again as he licked a smear of blood from hislimbs.
“Oh, dr. Me poor old mum. Y ou’ ve made me so happy. M’won't forget this kindnesstill the day | drop.
No, gr.”

“Rich good blood, thisdragon,” Thernadad' s mother said.

“Oh, dragon,” agreat heavy bat said. He' d shifted to directly above the Copper with surprisng stedlth.
“Haven't tasted that since | flew the whole way ’round the Lavadome. What a place. Thick with
dragons. Not as kind asthis one, no, nearly got my wings bit off. Y’ befdling into the Nor’ flow by
accident and get carried dl thisway, m’'lord?’

Thick with dragons?“ Tdll memore,” the Copper said.

“Glad to, m'lord. It'sonly my throat, & be drying up from the exertions.”
“| suppose | can spare alittle more.”

The big bat dropped down to hisflank.

“00000, isthereaparty?” Mamedi said, crawling across the cave roof with her sster and brood behind.
A couple more bats seemed to have joined the family.

“E’sflowing nicdy,” Thernadad’ s mother said. “Great strong young dragon.”

Thernadad’ s wide-bodied brother shoved his mother out of the way and pushed his nosein and drank.
When he came up for air, he wiped his snout with hiswing and dragged himself up the Copper’ s neck,
where he threw a companionable wing around and gave him abloody leer. “ Dragons a loving treasure
stories. Ever heard of CuTar? How about the great glowing stone of NooMoahk? In old Uldam, it is,
likeahit of the sunitself dropped into the earth—"

“I’d rather hear about this Lavadome. Whereisit, exactly?’

“Oh, an awful journey y’ had, to get so lost and confused. To get back y’ be having to make it to the
Antiope for the southward flow, and there’ s no good road, in the sun or in the dark, not hereabouts.
M’ taking another pull and think onit. Hey! Y’ be getting out of it, you greedy beggars!”

Mamedi and her relations fought for aplacein awing-jostling hegp at the cut in histail. One of the bigger
ones, more enterprising than the rest, had opened another wound in histail.



“Thisisabit much,” the Copper said. He dragged histail away from the greedy mouths.
“Y’be molesting our good hogt,” Thernadad yelled from above.
“Faaaal” Mamedi answered back.

“Off me mum, you!” Thernadad dropped down on one of his mate' srelationswho' d shoved hisfrail
mother asde—less vigoroudy than her own son, it seemed to the Copper, but he was learning that the
insult wasn't asimportant aswho offered it. A full-out bat brawl started.

He curled hisdit tail around himsaf—it bent in afunny and uneven manner, with bends more like a dwarf
tunnd, thanksto therod injuriesto it, and dternately licked and blew on the cuts until the bleeding
stopped, as the bats lashed one another with leather wings and tried to bite off oversize hairy ears.

He woke fedling tired and hungry. He checked his cuts and discovered anew wound in the soft spot just
behind his shoulder. Though bat bites did hedl clean and fast, and he could hardly fed theinjuries. His
head hurt, and he walked down to theriver for adrink.

He sucked cold water, and his head began to fed better dmost immediately.
Thernadad swooped by. “Sir, y’ be wanting to get away from theriver!”

Bing-bing. Bing-bing...Bing-bing! The metdlic clatter was regular, and therefore darming. He saw alight
up the tunnel from upstream, reflected on the flowing water.

“Hurry!” Thernadad urged.
BING-BING!
He scrambled backward and set himsdlf againgt the cave wall.

A long wooden trunk, a clattering bell anchored a the front and swaying lanterns hung in reflective
hollowsin its Sdes, rushed down theriver, pushed dong by the fast-flowing water. Through long, narrow
dits he saw dwarveswithin, swesting backs risng and faling asthey worked at some mystery on their
craft. He caught one glimpse of adwarf a the tail, hanging off aflange and working some kind of
gpparatus that descended into the water from the safety of ametal cage, and it was gone, moving asfast
asaquick-walking dragon.

BING-bing...Bing-bing...Bing...Bing.

Thernadad dighted and smoothed hisface fur. “ Careful at the river now, sir.”

“What wasthat?’

“The dwarves. They get about on those things here in the Lower World.”

“It came from the same direction | did, with the current.”

“Of course € did, Sr. Always & coming from that direction.”

“Then how do they get back?’

“Mother! Mother!” Thernadad called back, but not in answer to his question. The Copper heard air



move above, and saw the old white-flecked bat turning tight circleslow over the underground river.

“M’knew it,” she screeched as she flapped back into the cave and rested. “Flies be riding with the
dwarves. Snapped up two whiley’ be working your jaw.”

The Copper’ s appetite had woken with a vengeance, and he began to sniff around the bank of theriver.
Perhapsfish lived within the fast-flowing current.

“Y’flying days be over, m'thinking!” Thernadad said. “Enjor, € be saying you could hardly glide
nomores.”

She dlighted next to the channd bearing atrickle into the cave interior and took in water with her quick,
darting tongue.

She smacked her thinlips. “Oh, Thernig, just woke up haethis morning, m’did. Full of guano and ginger.
M’ wanting abit of air under mewing.” She brushed the fur forward on her face and dug in an ear and
gobbled down whatever she found within. “ Thisyoung dragon—yeeek!”

A trand ucent tongue shot up from where it rested next to the channel. 1t was segmented, with countless
legsablur, itsbody like living, mottled eyegjelly. To the bat, thicker around than she and many times her
length, it wasamortal danger, pincers at the front opening for her....

To the Copper it was breakfast.

He scrambled after it and extended his neck, bit down on the back half, and yanked it skyward. Legs
tickling at histhroat, he gulped it down.

Helooked down to see Thernadad flapping hiswingsin the face of his mother, who blinked avake. She
climbed onto his back and he scuttled back up, in that e bows-out fashion of bats, to the cavern roof.

“Twicegrateful, gr,” Thernadad said, panting alittle.
“Any blood flowing thisfine night?” Mamedi said, cregping forward.
“Out of it!” Thernadad bawled. She was out of reach, so he battled the air in her direction with hiswings.

“Jugt thinking of refreshing mesdlf. Like anew-mated bat you were last sunrise. M’ be hardly ableto keep
agrip.”

“Oh, son, m’ be pershishing of that scare,” Thernadad’ s mother croaked. “ Just awee drop; perhapsy’ be
persuading our kindly young prince now?’

The Copper saw other eyes shining in the darkness. How many bats had gathered in this cave?
“Sr—" Thernadad said.
“Leave me done, would you?’ the Copper said. He stalked into the cave, leaving the cluster of bats.

“Greedy sotsl” Thernadad yelled, and soon the Copper heard the wing-flapping, tooth-snapping sound
of afull-out bat brawl.

The Copper found adark corner and rested. The seemingly still-twitching centipede wasn't agreeing with
him.

He wondered about this Lavadome and the dragons there. It must be awonderful place, with plenty to



egt, for dragons to be gathered there. He didn’t know much about dragon society, but he knew that
Father had to fly far and wide so he wouldn't over-hunt an area—or so that snatched livestock were only
anuisance, and not aregular threat. Would they look kindly on the arrival of adistant relative, hurt by
weary dragonlengths of travel?

And they wouldn’t know his secrets.

He let off aburp, and the centipede findly ceased its attempts to escape his stomach.
The Lavadome sounded along way off, and he couldn’t fly like a bat.

But he could follow one....

The Copper lunged forward without reglly knowing why. A heavy force struck the ground behind and all
he could think was, Curse that Gray Rat!'—having ingtinctively avoided another of his brother’ s pounces.
But hefdt the weight of thething in the air behind, in the tremor that ran through the solid rock when it
hit.

Heturned.

A huge, pale gray masswrithed over and around itself behind. A head that could probably suck him

down aseasily ashe' d swallowed the centipede lifted itself from the mass, pointing its nose thisway and
that until it fixed on him.

“Y ou picked the wrong cave, hatchling,” it whispered at him.

The Copper didn’'t know of the old rivalry between snakes and dragons, the contempt in which the
serpents held the winged and legged. Y oung dragons hunted the same game the great snakes did, so
perhaps the old enmity was akin to that of lions and cheetahsin other parts of the world, competitors
who struck each other’ syoung. He certainly never heard the tale of the deaths of AuZath and Nubiel,
dragons of Y dar. They were murdered by a serpent who injected his poison into apples, which were
eaten by grazing horses, which died and were naturally devoured in turn by the dragons.

The Copper just knew he was afraid.

“You must be King Gan,” he managed to say, though the words sounded alittle croaky. Some ingtinct
flared within; he hated the legless, writhing form. But fear froze him. They can hate as hard asthey like, as
long asthey fear....

He d never seen such black eyes. Theway they fixed on him, so exactly digned, it was asif the entire
earth were alittle off-kilter, as measured by the levd of those eyes.

“I am. And dl within sght, sound, hearing, and heat ismine. Y ou are mine.”

The snake flowed toward him. The Copper couldn’t break off; al he could do was watch the eyes
gpproach, twin bals rushing toward him, perfectly leve....

Something boxed him about the eyes and crest. “Don’t be looking him in the eyes!” Thernadad
screeched, darting up and out of the way of the snake.

The snake lunged at him, suddenly transformed into pure energy. Its body seemed to vaporizeinto a
white blur rushing toward him.

He ducked, hugging hisbelly to safe rock.



King Gan, forced by the bat’ s intervention to strike a switchback before he was ready, struck the
Copper at the head instead of the base of the neck. Hisfangs, out and forward, folded against the
Copper’ syoung crest above his eyes.

The Copper felt hot liquid run down ether side of his head as the snake became a snake again, and
coiled back.

Fear flowed up from his belly, tightened againgt his breastbone. He seized up, stuck out his own neck,
and vomited, fire bladder emptying toward the snake.

A spray of ydlowish liquid, vaguely sulfurous, struck King Gan acrossthe nose,

The great snake went mad. He whipped his head back and forth, writhed, coiled, uncoiled, knotted, until
the Copper couldn’t tell head from tail but could only run lest he be crushed as the snake rolled and

whipped.

A dragonlength away he paused to glance over his shoulder. King Gan flowed toward his swamp asfast
ascoilswould carry him, where he plunged headfirgt into the shalow water of the moss-thick mire.

“Right in the pitsy’ be hitting him. Never saw the like—a taking the venom out of o’ King Gan that way.”
“Thepits?’

“Everything herein the dark hasaway of a hunting that don’t rely on light,” Thernadad said. “ Bats be
having our ears, that lousy legpincher feds vibrations, and the snakes fed the hest of us poor
warm-blood rodents. M’ hearing dragons sniff for that what doesn’t smell as bad asthey do, but y’ be
freeto correct me, cousin.”

“Cousn?’

“Your life. Saved three times now. That be making usfamily, the way bats seeit. Speaking of which,
m’ be working up a powerful thirst saving your life. How about anip out of the old tail, rea quiet, before
awhole skytrail of the hungry beggars show up?’

Later, feeling abit drained, and not just because of the blood Thernadad lapped out of histalil, the
Copper rested. He perched high—hopefully out of King Gan's reach—and watched the mire. He heard
an occasional bubbling hiss and a splash, as King Gan soaked the hesat pits on his nose.

Some piece of him wasthetiniest bit grateful to Auron for al the sudden pounces out of the darkness.
Without the torments of his brother, he' d never have avoided the snake' sfirst strike.

Hebeganto cry.
Chapter 8

T he Copper dept but couldn’t rest. He ate but didn’t enjoy. He diminated but felt no relief. More often
than not he perched near theriver tunnd, losng himsdlf in its steady echo.

Auron and Wistalawould come hunting for him. Wistala had aready probed the home cave, looking for
him, and both knew he used the pool. They’ d never fdlt the pain of iron rods, or soft, promising whispers
and kind touchesthat |eft one’ shead in amuddle,



King Gan il lurked in the moss-ringed cavern pools, according to the bats, and his snakeswere more
aggressive than ever—at least asfar as the bats were concerned. One got some cousin of Thernadad's.

Which wasjust aswell. The Copper had lost count of the number of bats gathered in the cave, each with
asad story, each begging for just alap or two from a nipped-open vein. He' d be about to say no, and
then Thernadad or Mamedi would dig at an earhole or push stray chin whiskers back into place and
remind him of his escapes from desth.

Hedipped his tiff, dwarf-broken tail in the river, watched the cut it made in the current, the arrowhead
pointing in the direction of theflow...

“Water Spirit, you brought me here for areason. Give me your wisdom.”

If he dill lived, it meant the spirits weren't willing to take him back just yet. Scarred, lamed, and probably
never ableto fly thanksto the wound from the big man, he would be denied anormal dragon’ s existence.
What female would take amating flight that could last no longer than aleap from arock top?

According to Thernadad’ s brother, Enjor, there were dragons somewhere upriver of him. That
arrowhead in the current pointed toward them.

Did he even want to find more dragons?

He remembered Auron’s staking and pouncing, Father’ sindifference, Mother’ s shunning. Anger
bubbled in hisfire bladder.

Sometimes their deaths didn’t seem such acrime.

He saw asix-legged scuttling thing crawling dong just under the surface of the water, making the smallest
of wavesin the current. He plunged his snout in, grabbed it, flipped it out, and cracked its shell witha
quick stomp of his saabeforeit could right itself. He tongued out the whitish, rather tasteless meat within
and crunched down thelegsand limbs. A little grit helped the digestion and was a pleasant change from
the dirty, hairy taste of rat. If only he had Jizarato join him in the hunt. One could swim and tossthe
crabs out of the river; then the other could smash them before they could retreat back to the water.

Jzara sdeath wasacrime. A betrayd piled on abetraya.

He could dmost hear her snging beside theriver.

He hurried away, back to the holesin the cavern ceilling where the bats liked to roost.
Helistened for aparticular pair of squeaky voices.

“Oh, shove off! Y’ nose bedripping al over.”

“Eagaal”

“Thernadad, you up there?’

The bats quieted. Thernadad climbed out of his hole and worked the back of hishead with his gripping
claw. “Sir be wanting something?’

“I need to speak to your brother.”

Thernadad clawed hisway across the cavern roof, poking his head into holes, climbing over deeping
bats, throwing an occasiona elbow and getting swatted in return.



“What be going on. Party?’
“Oooh! Watch it, cousn.”
“Enjor! Rouse yoursdlf, y'fat tick. Sir wants to speak to you.”

The brothers mother popped out of her hole, moving with ayounger bat’ s energy despite her aging
frame. “Isafeed on?’

“What do you want, m’'lord?’ Enjor said.
“How do | get back to my people? The dragons of this Lavadome?’
“Eh?Y’be knowing that best, m’'lord.”

It took him severd triesto get acrossthat he couldn’t get back to his own kind without hel p—help from
the bats. Thelr little mammalian brainstook awhile to get around the idea that they could travel together.
While bats understood sharing living space, the idea of traveling together didn’'t come easily.

“All roadsin the lower world lead to the Lavadome, if y’follow them long enough,” Enjor offered, after
much thought. “ Don't dragons have homing sensean’ dl that?’

“Mine doesn’t seem to be working,” the Copper said.

Enjor scratched histailvent and sniffed at the residue before continuing: “The best route would be the
rivers. Only problem isthe Sou’ flow be aweary and uncertain trip from here. Y ou might haveto go the
wrong direction @ ways, then cut across, though that would take you near more dwarves and their works
afdlowingtheriver.”

“And then what?" The Copper fet aweight on histail, found the white-flecked bat at her usua spot,
lapping up blood.

“Old cavesfull of nothing but dark and bad air.”

“So goody'beto us, sir,” Thernadad said as the Copper’ steeth ground against one another.
“Perhaps | could engage you asaguide,” the Copper said to Enjor.

“Oh, m’betoo old for such afearful journey. Besides, there sold Mum.”
Bats fluttered down from the roof.

“Oo00! A party!”

“There, open him up just under the knee; € flows so nicely there—"

“I'll feed you along theway,” the Copper said. “Y ou and your mother both.”
Enjor’'seyesbrightened. “ That’ sagenerous offer, m’'lord.”

“Faaaal E'sour host!” Mamedi said, leaping on Enjor’ s back.

“Off me, y’' daft sot!”

But just as Thernadad shouldered hisway into what was working up into afifty-bat brawl, abat let out a
terrified death screech. A snake had reared up, biting alow-flying bat heading for the Copper’ stail and



dragging it to the ground.
“Sonso’ Gan!” Thernadad shouted.
The Copper hugged rock, protecting his belly, and heard a pained squesk.

The cavern came dive with white shapes, pink tongues flicking as they rushed forward, coiled, struck,
and rushed forward again. The greedier bats, stuck on the floor by the Copper’ s open wounds, fell first.

The Copper found himself eyeba|-to-eyebal with agreat white snake, amost ariva to King Gan
himsdf. Hefdt hisgriff lower and rattle, and the snake pulled back, gathering itsdlf for astrike.

It would flash like lightning when it hit, so the Copper preempted the fangs with an openmouthed rush of
hisown. The snake, for dl itsSize, wasn't used to adragon dash and seemed to didein al directionsin
panic. The Copper bit for the neck—anywhere el se on the snake would mean a counterstrike of
venomousfangs.

The snake whipped its head sideways and the Copper went with it, clinging with claws and teeth. He
struck the cavern wall, saw stars at the impact.

Blindly, he bit down hard, pulling with teeth and pushing with si. The snakerolled and rolled again. The
Copper found himself ensnared in coils. But they didn't crush; they just twitched.

He dropped the dead snake' s neck and pushed away from the still-writhing body.

“Kill that one! The burning lizard!” the Copper heard. He turned his good eye to the sound and saw the
great snake with a black-flecked face. King Gan’s smooth nose was pedled and cracked.

Snakes dropped dead bats and crawled for him.

The Copper doubted he had the strength left to fight another such snake, let done severd, or King Gan
himsalf. Heran for theriver. A snake dipped sdeways to intercept. He jJumped over it beforeit could do
more than snap a hislegs.

Helooked up. The surviving bats were fighting to get into holes too small for snake heads.
“I'mleaving! Enjor?’

“Good idea, m'lord.”

“Leavethe cave?’ abat squeaked.

“Who be a needing it?” Thernadad barked. “ Snakes and misery and too many batslately.” He glared at
hismeate,

“E’be our hogt! W’be coming dong,” Mamedi said, fluttering toward theriver.

“Mum! Mum!” Thernadad shouted. He aighted on the chain hanging by the river mouth, then turned to
search the tunnel and cavern beyond. “W’ mustn't leave without m’ mum!”

“Past her time, anyway,” Enjor said, turning circles over theriver.
“Mum!”

“’Eremebe!” atiny voice squeaked. “M’ been clinging for lifeto thisfool dragon.”



A trio of snakesfollowed as quickly as coils could carry them.

“Unless you want to swim, madam...” the Copper said.

Thernadad flapped down and aighted on the Copper’ s back. “Here, Mum, climb on.”
Shelaunched hersdf into the air. “M’ bedl right for abit.”

The Copper did into theriver, hugged hislimbsto hisside, and let histail rather siffly propel him through
the water. Hefound that if he took afull bresth of air, he could sink and let just his head ride above the
waterline.

He gave aglance back and saw a snake plunge into the water, but itsfellows clustered at the bank.

With abend, adropped shoulder, and awave of histail, the Copper rounded on his pursuer, and the
snake fled upstream.

The batsfluttered overhead. For al the ebow throwing and head butting they did when clinging to the
rock celling, they maneuvered in the air expertly, avoiding outcroppings of rock, theriver surfface—and a
hetchling’ stiny cres.

They |eft the brighter mosses of the tunne for adim line of growth that existed at the edge of theriver,
clinging to the rough-hewn tunndl. Every now and then the tunnel widened and thelinesfell away before
coming together again where tool-work scarred the rock.

At one*“lake,” Enjor swooped down and guided him toward an outflow. Colored lights glimmered across
the lake, reds and blues and oranges, but he had no desire to investigate and risk another encounter with
dwarves or whatever ese lived down there.

Swimming was tiring—his bad leg dragged on the current, and he had to turn and push to
compensate—s0 he preferred to float, keeping hislungsinflated and just waving histail enough to stay
dfloa.

He became used to the cold of the water so quickly he feared he might be going numb and freezing to
death. He struck out for the side of the cavern and tried ashort climb and found dl hislimbs till ableto
function, though his hearts were pounding from the dight effort.

“M’ be needing arest, anyway,” Thernadad said, landing. His mother clung to hisback, atiny
white-flecked thing atop hisbulk. Her spurt of energy must have given out.

The others soon landed.

“M’ be perishing,” Mamedi said. “ Just atiny drop of blood, sir.”

“I need my strength,” the Copper countered.

“Faaaaal” shesaid. “You' rejudt floating there. Us on wing be doing al the work.”

“M’mind be muddled with exertion and shock of seeing cousinsdain right and left, m’lord.” Enjor
coughed. “A fork be coming up in theriver. Unless| have my witsw’ be going wrong.”

The Copper was tempted to tell him to return to the cave and dedl with King Gan.

“Oops, you'd better be climbing higher, Sr,” some young relation of Mamedi said. “ Another dwarf boat
a coming!”



The Copper saw itslight before he heard the faint ring of the approaching bell.

From what he could remember of the craft, the only dwarf who could see out the front wasin acage a
the back of the boat.

“I’'mtired of swimming,” the Copper said—though he’ d been floating, there was no reason for the bats
not to think him astired asthey were; otherwise they’ d each clamor for blood. “Let’ sride with the
dwarves.”

“Muh?’ the bats chorused.

“Y ou cling to rock well enough. Hang on to the front of the boat.”

“With dl that racket?” Thernadad said. “ A’ deafened by that bell? Can’'t echo with al that noise”
“Leave the steering to the dwarves. Anyway, I’m going to ride for awhile. Try to keep up.”
“Thelordship'sright!” Enjor said. “M’befor it. The dwarves know their business.”

The Copper dipped back into the water.

Bing-bing. Bing-bing...Bing-bing.

It filled the tunnd like an angry dragon, light and clanging and churning asit cut through the water.

The Copper reached for it, but the front had been smoothed where it met the water. He dipped beneath
its prow and felt the pull of current toward the bubbling stern, clawed frantically, and finally got agrip on
asort of rail running the underside of the vessel. He locked sii and saa on the projection and used it to
climb back to the nose end.

He rode for amoment between front point and bow wave, catching his bresth. Using the power in his
saaand hisgood sii to grip, he managed to round the nose and found the bats huddled unhappily, their
gripping digitswhite with terror. Worked meta in regular spiral shapes had been driven into the bow.
Whether it was decor or functional he couldn’t say, but it did offer agrip.

He wrapped himself around the bow as comfortably as he could.
“M’fed likeabit o' flushed dwarf-waste,” Thernadad said. His face was wet from being splashed.

“000, 000, 000, such atragedy,” Mamedi blubbered; some cousin of hers had dipped and fallen into the
water.

Some of the bats climbed on the Copper, as his scales offered better grips than the smoothed wood.
“Sir, m' belosing strength,” Thernadad’ s mother said. “ Just aquiet nip and none be wiser.”
“Oh, very well.”

The bat dug around in the soft tissue behind his ear and he felt the usua tingling numbness as she licked
the area before biting. He couldn’t move his head without squashing her, but he rolled an eye down and
saw the other bats feeding.

Irked that they didn’t ask permission, he was tempted to eat one in the hope that it would teach the
others some manners. But Mamedi had finally left off her blubbing.



Theriver wasn't dways flowing and channeled. Three timesthe boat plunged into rushing, frothing water,
thoroughly drenching them asit nosed into walls of water. Bats and one exsanguinated dragon hung on
until the bat claws hurt him more than the teeth. At these moments the dwarves shouted to one another
and beat adrum, and the Copper heard a clanging within as they worked their machinery.

Other timesthe boat stopped at stedl doorsin the water and waited until the dwarves finished turning
wheels and clanging, then passed through to another chamber shut by another set of sted doors,
sometimesraising the boat and sometimes lowering it. During this process the Copper and the bats hid
under the nose of the ship. The dwarves emerged from the boat’ sinterior and stretched on the flat top of
the craft, or fouled the water with their waste.

These water chambers were thick with rats, but the Copper didn’t dare leave to hunt. The bats were
under no such compunction, and whipped through the chamber, clearing it of insects.

Thernadad returned, cleaning histeeth and gum line with adarting tongue-tip.

“Wherever dwarves go, rats go. Wherever rats go, bugs go. Wherever bugs go, bats hunt.”
“Maybe you should live here, then.”

“Oh, gr, w’ be gticking to you. Be a heartbreak to leave you after al w’ ve been through.”

Water bubbled all around the craft as the chamber filled, and the dwarves shouted to one another. The
Copper, splashed and cramped from clinging to the underside of the boat, felt anip at a sore spot behind
hissaajoint.

Helashed out and down, heard a brief squesk as he crushed abat in hisjaws. He swalowed it.
The other bats yeeked in terror.

“Stupid sot,” Thernadad said. “ That' |l teach’ em some manners.”

Mamedi set to yeeking with agroup of bats. “ Cruelty, crudty, apoor starving bat...”

The Copper fdt rather better for the snack. “Did you see who it was?’

“Me cousin twice removed by mating. Too dumb to dodge acave wal. W’ be better off without him. If
gr’sinthe mood for afters, Mamedi’ s Sister wouldn’t much be & missed. By me, anyway.” Hethrew a
companionable wing around the Copper’ s shoulder. “Let that be alesson to the rest of you,” he yeeked.

“They’re getting set to open the doors again,” the Copper said. He heard the dwarves tramping back into
the center of the vessdl and going to their positions.

He looked back at the huddled bats, eyeswide and glinting a him in terror, and felt better than he had
snce he spit in King Gan'seye.

Chapter 9

T he Copper longed to deep, but Enjor ingsted that the tunnedl they needed to get to was“just abit
ahead.”

They’d had to leave their first boat at another 1ake and swim to adifferent river mouth before coming
upon anew vessel, smdler and more beat-up than the first, worked by atrio of dwarves.



Twicetheir own boat idled, hugging the sde while larger vessals going the other way passed. Onewas
wide and had heaps of black rock piled within, and crawled along only adug’ s pace faster than the
current.

The other dmost flew down the tunnel, along, narrow craft with dwarves sitting in the front and reer at
some kind of apparatus that reminded the Copper of the foul machinesthey’ d used to attack Mother in
the cave. Instead of abdll, this one sounded ahorn at intervals. Itslights, throwing tight beams from
curved copper lanterns, dmost blinded him as they searched the water’ s surface.

At last they came to another landing, where the dwarves reached up and snagged hanging chains and
yelled back and forth asa pair of dwarves laden with bags hanging from wooden polesjoined the boat.

“M’lord,” Enjor whispered in hisear. “ This passage be getting usto the other river.”

The Copper nodded, and Enjor roused Thernadad. The Copper waited until the vessel got under way
again and dipped off the nose with hardly asplash. He floated for amoment until the dinging bell
receded, then dragged himself up into the chamber.

They passed into another cavern. The floor was littered with broken bits of masonry, and cave mossin
severa colors—red, blue, and green—till thrived where water was dripping. The Copper looked at
characters scrawled on awal in areflective color, like liquid dragonscae, though someone had clawed
throughit.

“What isthis place?’ he asked Enjor on one of his swoops.
“Old dwarf settlement, m'lord. Abandoned in the warswith the demen.”
“Demen?’

“Deep Men. Filthy bunch. Not above throwing anet over abat and a sticking askewer through him for
roasing.”

“Demen?’ Thernadad' s mother cried. “They snip off bat wings and roll up their awful mosspasteinit.”
“Faaaal” Mamedi said. “ They bite our heads off before singing a battle song. M’ be going no farther.”

The Copper hopped up a set of stairs and peered through a broken portal. He smelled rats and damp
wood rot.

Enjor hung upside down and picked at histailvent. “ Only other road to the south river isright through the
heart of the Whed of Firecity. A black bat infull cave-dark couldn’'t makeit. I’'m resting where | can
hear them coming.”

“Wakemeif you do,” the Copper said, too tired and cold to fear dwarves or demen. He found a pile of
smashed wood and rotten fabric and went to deep.

He heard rats scrabbling around in the dark and shifted position. The noisesfaded asthe ratsfled, but
they returned. They dwaysdid, drawn by the smell of dragon-waste.

Hefollowed the sounds and smells, then spit out the thin contents of hisfire bladder. While it wasn't
ready yet to burst into flame, it could blind or wound. He jumped after the pained squesaks and trapped
two rats under his good si, then swallowed them before his prey knew what had happened.



Feding alittle better with rat in him, he went back to deep.

Enjor led them up awinding, rough tunnel, claiming that it went al the way to the surface, with afair
prospect off amountaingdeif you followed it long enough.

Thernadad’ s mother rode his back the whole way. The tunnel smelled decidedly dwarvish. It made the
Copper nervous.

“Sr, | canfly ahbit if y’bejust generous enough to givemeasmal lap.”
“Thelast time your family |eft melight-headed. | need my wits”

They took acrack and descended some rough rock to a cavern filled with aconfusing array of smaler
chambers. Enjor flew off to be sure of the path. The Copper sniffed out a discarded iron-soled boot and
carried it in hismouth until they took arest break, where he thoughtfully chewed it down. Tearing and
devouring the mixture of leather and metd was most stisfying, even if the dwarf-foot smell could poison
acavedug.

“Oh, m’be perishing, Sr. Perishing!” Thernadad' s mother lamented.

“Judt alittle, then,” the Copper said, feding generous with abdlly full of hed and hobnall. “But be quiet
about it.”

Sheopened him up just under hisbad sii. He couldn’t fed much of anything in that limb anyway.

Enjor flapped back, gasping. He shoved his mother out of the way and took a hearty drink of
dragonblood.

“What'sal this?’ the Copper said.

“Better and better ill,” Thernadad’ s mother said. “I fed amaiden bat again,” she called, flapping off into
the cavern. “Upand & ’em, y’ dugs. Darkness a wasting!”

“Careful, Mum!” Enjor called. “Not that way!”

Heflapped heavily into the air, shouting, and in afew moments his mother returned, flying inirregular
loops. She didn’t so much land as noseinto the cave floor.

“What' sthe matter? Drunk on dragonblood?’
“Badair,” Enjor said.

“Eeeeee, that’ safunny color moonlight,” the old white-flecked bat said. Sherolled her eyesthisway and
that, coughed, and was lill.

“Mum! Mum!” Thernadad said, flying down from the ceiling.
“She went down thewrong tunnel,” Enjor said. “Bad air.”

Thenadad landed next to her and head-butted her hard in the stomach. The body didn’t so much as
twitch. “Mum!” He rounded on his brother. “Why didn’t you waich her?’

“Meonly just madeit out mysdf!”



Thernadad snapped at his brother’ s ear.
“Stopit,” the Copper said. “ She' sdead.”
The other bats crept acrossthe celling, yeeking a one another in the shadows.

“That' sthree lost. How many more?’ Mamedi’ ssister said. “ This dragon’ s not such alucky strike after
al”

“No one asked you al to come,” Thernadad said. He made to fly up, but the Copper put asi claw on
hiswing.

“Let’skeep moving.”
“Onceabat drops...” Enjor said, flapping back up to the calling. “M’ lordship’ sright.”

“And just beleaving her here?’ Thernadad asked. “ Bats should be living above the bones of their
eders”

“I'll carry her, if you like,” the Copper said. He picked up the cooling little body and swalowed it whole.
“Awwwww, Sr,” Thernadad said. “ That was unkind.”

“ She had enough meals from me. Onein return seemsjust. Y ou'd rather the rats and dugs got her?”
“Y’see another gone,” Mamedi’ s Sster whispered. “Who's next?’

“The Lavadome sworth afew odds’ n sods droppin’. Like outside, underground.”

“Long way yet,” Enjor said, whipping back. “Little to eat until w’ be reaching theriver.”

Enjor hurried the party past another shaft plunging down—the source of the bad air—and they entered
some naturally formed caves. The moss here was the naturd variety, faint blue and green threads that
vanished whenever the eye moved. White things with waving antennae dipped into cracks asthey
approached, and insects with bodies like glass froze against the striped cave walls.

The older bats grew tired and clung to the Copper as he walked, and only Enjor, tirdessfor all hisbulk,
and some of thefirst-year bats had energy to flit around.

A bat squeaked.

“What'sthat?’ the Copper asked.

“Boktemi found something,” Mamedi said.

A brighter patch lay ahead. The Copper smelled rot and meta ontheair.

The source of the odor was two figures sitting back-to-back, dead for aday or two at most.

“Ahhh, that be more likeit. There€' s somejuice there ill, down in the lower quarters,” Mamedi said. She
crawled off the Copper and began to scratch around at an outthrust leg. Tendrils of blue cave moss had
found the bodies aswell, and climbed toward wounds on the bodies.

The Copper examined the faces. These were no dwarves or men; they were thicker-skinned than either,



pebbled like adragon’s ssomach and with thick ridges of horn making fearsome flanges at the skull and
jawline. A row of spines, thin as straw, grew from their backbones.

They wore helms, though not in the dwarvish fashion. These helmswere open, a series of reinforcing rods
that capped the natural ridges on their skulls, and had afearsome spike on the top. One's spike il bore
abit of dried grigtle.

“Arethese—’

“Demen,” Enjor said. “Ech. The blood’ sgone bad.”

“M’be cdling the eyebdls,” Thernadad said.

“A’taking more than your fair share!” Mamedi protested.
“Sayswho?’

“Facaceal”

She jumped up on one of the creature’ s shoulders, bristling for afight.
“Easy, now,” the Copper said. “I’m trying to read this.”

“Who be & caring how they got here?’ Enjor said, shoving ayounger bat away from some dow-seeping
fluid.

“Blast these thick skins,” another bat commented from the darkness. “Wish these were dwarves.”

The Copper tried to ignore the bats. The two demen bore grievous injuries, yet no dead lay around them.
So they must have fought €l sewhere before sitting down to succumb to their wounds. But why
back-to-back? And why hadn’t their fellows carried them to safety?

He suspected that the answer to both questionswas alost battle. They were either on guard againgt the
victorious dwarves—or whomever—or something deadlier lurked in the darkness.

Threatsin these caverns or no, he needed his strength. He chewed down amouthful or two of therotting
flesh and the metal tip of a scabbard, then crept off to deep scales-out in a protective nook.

He woke and found two new brown-stained wounds on histail.

The greedy bats had taken advantage of his deep.

“Thernadad!” he roared.

The bat flapped over, and the Copper waved histail in front of his upturned nose.

Thernadad combed hisears. “ Sir, m’ be telling them to take only alap or two each. There be so much
energy in dragonblood, and w’ be dl bone-weary from the journey. Only afew drops out of your great
body, nothing to you, but alifesaver—”

“| wastired enough asit is. Now I’'m drained. Who am | going to ride on when | get tired?’

“They be arotten bunch of sots, yes, m'won't let it happen again.”



“Y ou've got only three songs, Thernadad, but you sing them well.”

He stalked back toward the bodies of the demen. “Tell them to keep clear. I'm having my breskfast and
I’ m tempted to juice a bat to wash it down.”

“Told you hislordship—" Enjor said.

“Faaaaal” Mamedi screamed, backhanding her mate' s brother with awing tip. “ Y’ be the one saying he
wouldn’'t miss—”

Heignored the fighting and nosed around in the corpses. Their vital organs were a putrefying mass—he
settled for abit of thick shoulder. The blood had drained down from the upper haf of the bodies, and the
shank had tenderized alittle asit aged.

A clattering—apile of dry bonesfalling was how it struck the Copper’ s eer—made him look up, still
attached by an un-severed hunk of tendon to the corpse of the deman.

He couldn’t say what appeared out of the dim light, for the cave mosslit only the lower underside of its
body, only that it was frightfully spindly, standing on many legs, with two long, pincer-tipped clawvson its
front limbs, acluster of eyes, and along rise up from thetail, curling around.

He' d seen ascorpion or two in the home cave. They liked the dark and the cool, and if you flipped them
and gave them agood smash at the leg jointswith your tail they had tastier mest than adug, though a
good deal less. But those were compact little creatures.

The bat brawl stopped.

Odd how the batslooked up to him. It was only alucky splatter that allowed him to escape King Gan.
And thisarmored mongtrosity....it would stick him with that barb and lift hisdight body up in those greet
claws and drag him off to some dark hole.

He backed up, wanting the bodies of the demen between him and the scorpion. The tendon running from
his mouth to the corpse tightened, and the body lurched.

A blur, and then athwak sound—the spindly scorpion struck the deman’ s corpse. Theforce of the blow
knocked it over and itswiry helmet fell off. The Copper hugged the cave floor and the helmet rolled, its
arc limited by the spikes, up against hisnose.

The scorpion rushed forward and took up the corpsein its claws, and the deman’ s companion, now with
nothing to lean against, dowly sagged a claw’ s breadth at atime. The scorpion rounded on the motion,
wary, and struck again with itstall. It pulled its prizein alittle closer and guarded it with the other pincer,
asthough the second body meant to challengeit for the medl.

The Copper ever so dowly tongued the snared tendon out from his teeth and took the deman’shelmet in
hisjaws, trying to think hisway through afog of terror that kept his si and saafrom obeying. Maybe he
could ward off ablow, theway dwarvesdid with ashield....

The vast cregture, for dl itssize, wasadaveto its senses. No doubt it would take the corpse it had
acquired back to whatever hole would accommodate those long, thin, segmented limbs, and eat in peace.
But how long would it be until it grew hungry again? Would the short, regular steps of adragon hatchling
draw it after them?

Summoning his courage, he pressed histail againgt the leaning corpse and gave it ashove soit spilled
over toward the scorpion.



Theinsect let out ashocked, whistling bresth and struck with itstail again.

The Copper dragon-dashed forward through two of the impossibly thin legs, got under the thing, and
struck upward with the spiked helmet, right at the joining of itseight limbs.

He pulled back down just in timeto fed himsalf stepped on as the beast sprang sdeways, crashing
heedlesdy into the cavern wall. It tipped, fought to right itself, claw arms and tail waving thisway and
that.

The Copper didn’t wait to see whether it would die or not.
“Enjor—which way?’

“Oook.”

He threw the helmet at the bats. “Lead the way, curse you!”

The bat flapped off and the others followed. The Copper kept up, and asthe fright seeped out of their
bodies they collected themsalvesin a cramped corner, where he could press up againg the ceiling with
the bats, catching his breath.

He listened for that bone-rattle sound of the thing' sfeet, but heard only his own hearts pounding.

“You killed acave scorpion,” some young nephew of Mamedi’ s—Uthaned, he thought the creeture’ s
name was—said.

“The dead men did the fighting for me,” the Copper replied.

“What bethat to us? Bug juiceispoor in vitaity,” Mamedi said. “Besdes, w’ be leaving the body
behind.”

“0O00, M’ be famished, how about—" one of Mamedi’ s relations began.
“None of that, now,” Thernadad said. “ Our host has done enough. Suck air and sdlivafor abit.”

The Copper hardly heard them. He wished he hadn’t thrown away that helmet in afit of temper. If
nothing e se, he could poke the more annoying batswith it.

“Good news, m'lord,” Enjor said.

“Almost any change could be good news.” Food, freshwater, an end to al these twists and turns. Even a
changein light level. Hewastired of groping through the dark, led on by bat yeeks from patch of dim
moass to patch of dim moss.

“W'beat theriver.”

The Copper had been walking for the last thousand paces or so with just one eye open, trying to deep as
he did histhree good legs forward and hopped over his bad.

“How far?’
“Y’besmdling it just over thisnext incline”

The bats flew wearily ahead. He climbed up arocky tunnel. Someone had cleared a path of loose



boulders.
“All | smel isdwarf.”
“Must be d fighting with the demen again,” Thernadad said.

They passed over amakeshift wall in the tunnel, the source of al the loose boulders, and descended. The
Copper smelled wood: Splintered shields lay al about, some with arrows growing out of them. He
extracted afew arrowheads and swallowed them. What had made this dark pocket of emptiness worth
fighting over?

“M’ perishing,” Thernadad gasped.
“Well rest.”

The Copper hoped he could find fish in the river. His appetite had progressed from tickle to gnaw to
worry two marches ago. He curled up. Past the “wall” the tunnel turned into another series of chambers
leading off in various directions, mosily down.

“Lights Lights”

It took the Copper amoment to redlize that he' d been asleep. He shook his head, clearing cobwebs
some industrious spider had woven on his ear. He scanned the downd ope with his good eye, marked the
beams of light waving around, probing corners.

Behind the beams of light he saw the outlines of glowing beards and thick curves of light-frosted helmets.
Dwarves.

“A’ searching the cavern,” Thernadad said. “ Better run, Sir.”

“I don't think I’'muptoit,” the Copper said. “Here, al of you gather 'round; let’ sgo down thisincline.
Oh, never mind the damp...l’vegot anidea.”

The Copper clung to the cavern roof in the downd ope, hidden by aseries of serrations not very different
from the ones on the roof of his mouth. The dwarves had broken up into smaller groupsto better search
al the chambers and shafts of the system behind the wall.

A dragonlength below and up the dope from him, the bats lay on the floor, as relaxed as he could make
them, save for Mamedi’ s Sister, who cowered in acrack for fear of being stepped on by a dwarf.

The dwarves probed the darkness with their lights and began to descend into the chamber. Thishad
better work, or he had nowhereto run....

A dwarvish lantern flicked across alength of tiff bat wing, and the Copper got amomentary glimpse of
the delicate finger bones and veining in their remarkable congtruction.

“They’re going to step on us,” Enjor yeeked.
“Faasal” Mamedi said. “Keep your ears down.”
The dwarvesfroze in their tracks and grumbled to one another. One made aloud sniffing sound.

The young bat, Uthaned, gave atwitch.



The dwarves hurried back up toward their fellows, shouting warnings.

“Good work, you al,” the Copper said. “Everyone getsalick of blood for that. Except you,” he said to
Mamedi’ssster. “No risk, no reward.”

The dwarves passed over to the other side of thewall, leaving only agroup of sentries standing at the
gap. As soon as the others moved on, the sentries stacked their arms and started alow fire. Soon the
smd| of 9zzling meat cooking had the Copper’ s mouth gushing.

If there had been just two dwarves he might have become reckless and attacked them for their food.
Luckily they left four behind, so the hatchling wasn't even tempted to rashness. The only adternative to
listening to his empty stomach groan as the dwarves ate was a quick escape, so he roused the
bats—most of them reenergized by aquick nip from histail—and crept away. The only sentry the
dwarves |eft watched the long incline on the other side of the way, not the warren of cavesthe dwarves
had aready searched.

And so they came to the southbound river—the Sou’ flow, as Enjor styled it.

And were checked again. One of the dwarvish hollow-log riverboats rested in the current, in what
seemed the dazzling brightness of cave moss and numerous lanterns at front and back. The craft waited,
hooked to chains hanging down from the celling and occupied by a dwarvish crew.

The Copper evduated his chances from the shadows. With the amount of light in the cave, hefet as
though one of the dwarves focused lanterns right on him, but told himsdlf it was only thelong trip in the
dark that had oversensitized him.

He heard a strong breeze moving with the current. Between the wind and the sound of water in the tunnel
breaking againgt the swinging chains and the back of the dwarf boat, they wouldn’t hear him dip into the
water or swim past.

The dwarves seemed glad of achance to escape their vessdl, and lounged ashore, deeping or tending to
their beards or gathering around aflat bit of cavern floor where they spun coins at one another, ssamping
and barking their satisfaction or disgust with the course of the game.

Enjor flapped off to hunt for insects on the water, and the Copper saw adwarf comment and point at the
bat’ sdarting black form.

“I need adiversion,” hetold the bats. “ Thernadad, Mamedi. ..could you fly up to those chains hanging
from the celling? Start afight, as noisy asyou can.”

“Us? Fight?’ Thernadad said. “A more unnatural act m’ can’t imagine! W' be as close as ever two
bats—"

“M’willing,” Mamedi’ sSgter said. “M’ making enough noise, if Sr will let me haveanip first.”
“After.”

“I'll go too, Mum,” Uthaned said. His speech inflections had grown amost dragonish, but then, hewasa
young bat with more brains than the common run of them.

The batsflitted off and dighted on the chains. There they commenced yeeking and swatting. The dwarves
noticed the commotion and turned to watch.



The Copper had considered creeping across the cave wall or celling—the dwarveswould be less likely
to look there—but he opted for speed instead of conceal ment. He shot from his hiding spot at the dragon
dash—though hiswas alittle strange in that he used hisfront limbs only to land; hissaadid dl the work
because of hiswithered Sii.

One of the dwarves bent to pick up aloose rock. The Copper couldn’t say what made him shift
course—later he decided it was both didike of dwarves and aworry about the batslosing heart to go on
if they lost till another—but it wasn't aconscious decison & thetime.

He caught the dwarf in the back of his stubby knees as he threw, and felt aweight come crashing down
across his back.

Dwarvish ydls of darm—none louder than from the dwarf unexpectedly finding himsdf atop the
hatchling’ s back, riding it like a child attempting to make a pony out of too small adog—followed him
right into the water, where he kept running along the river bottom, weighed down by the dwarf.

Helost the dwarf to buoyancy and surfaced in the current and hazarded alook back, expecting to see
the dwarves running to their weapons or the ship to give chase.

Instead he saw one bedraggled dwarf scooting out of the water as quickly aslimbs and backside could
carry him, and the other sailors bent over, laughing so hard their glowing beards dripped light.

Chapter 10

T hejourney south took agood deal more time, both because of the greater distance they traveled and
the infrequency of tunnd boats. Most of the craft on this part of the river were warships thick with
well-armed dwarves and throw-lamps. He didn’t dare ride any of those, for dwarves rode in the front,
with agood view of the prow of the ship, sometimes tossing lines to probe the water depth.

He even encountered one being laborioudy drawn back up againgt the current by dwarves using poles
and hooks, sweating and grunting and chanting as they worked.

They clung and splashed to another vast lake, and Enjor advised them to make for the other side. It was
easy enough for the batsto fly, but the Copper had to fight hisway through awaterfield of spongy pads
anchored to the bottom by long roots. A black dimethick with biting water mitesinfested the underside
of each pad. The dime caught in his scaes, and he began to itch immediately.

All the Copper could do was curse the bats for their ability to fly, and his curseswere al the more
venomous thanks to the foreknowledge that he would never fly, evenif helived to see hiswings uncase.

They lingered at the edge of the lake for aday or two in awarren of half-submerged rocks and sand and
muck. He had no way of telling time other than his body’ s naturd rhythm, as hetried to scrub out the nits
with sand and freshwater, scratching himsalf until he was raw and bleeding. In this case the batswerea
positive blessing; their sdivatook away the itch asthey worked over every sore spot.

But the nits aways rallied and returned. Each time he woke, fresh masses had gathered.

He d never forget the fish of that deep, vast lake. They were bony, and had thick hideswith horny
dimples running the back and side, with long shovel noses. But the softest, tastiest flesh he'd ever
sampled ran from just behind the jawline and aong the underside down thelong tail. If he dipped histall
in the lake and poked at the bottom, overturning rocks, the fish would often come, drawn to whatever
crestures were stirred up by his probe. And more often than not he could get hisjaws on one before it
could flee, though he once was taken on awild underwater ride by a specimen threetimes hisown



length.
He came back bloody-mouthed, having lost apair of hatchling teeth.

Hefeasted on fish and the bats feasted on him and the nits feasted on both—though the bats were better
a digging the creatures out of their fur. Scae had its disadvantages.

But after aperiod of rest and feasting on fish he felt the urge to move on. The bats took some convincing,
for there was good insect hunting, especialy over those awful padsin the middle of the lake, but after one
of their number was eaten by some swooping thing that was al mouth and wing, they saw the wisdomin
moving on.

Just when he thought it was time to strike off downriver again, they were delayed by one of the younger
bats giving birth to atrio of young. The bats had a strange system of feeding their young in which the
newborns |apped fluid from their mother. 1t struck the Copper as being wasteful; to his mind the sooner
young learned to feed themsalves the more likely they wereto survive. But considering the utter

hel plessness of apink newborn bat, their system had been literaly born of necessity.

Thernadad cadged twice-daily feedings of dragonblood for the nursing mother. The Copper agreed,
mostly because Thernadad said awell-fed mother would mean well-fed young, and well-fed young
would soon be able to cling to their mother as she clung to the dragon, and thus they’ d be able to get
going downriver dl the sooner.

It meant more fishing, and as fish were growing scarce at that end of the lake, the Copper explored its
edges. Hefound afew old dwarvish camps and exploratory tunndsfilled with little but mold and dime.

During one of thesetrips, swvimming back with haf of one of the bony fish floating dong in hismouth, he
came across the wreck.

He' d missed it during his climb across the rocky edge of the lake because it was more than
half-submerged. It was a strange sort of vessdl, hardly large enough for more than three dwarves, only a
quarter the width of the other vessals, and entirely lacking in machinery. Parts of it were charred, and the
wood that was in contact with the water had rotted.

The Copper found afew tasty metal pegs made out of agreenish heavy meta. They smelled hearty, and
he extracted one with histeeth. Finding it palatable, he pulled out a second one, and the vessdl parted
fromitslower haf and rolled over, breaking into two pieces, one of which was dry and till floated.

What dwarves could do, he could. He hopped into it and, after amoment of precarious rocking, found
that it supported him. It was curved, and about half of it went under the water. He found that if he lay
between the two raised arms he could be mostly out of the water.

He pushed off and paddled with his sag, dternating with tail swipeswhen hislegs grew tired. With this,
he didn’'t need adwarf boat. It wasn't quite svimming, nor could it be called riding, but it would do.

He paddied it back to the rocks where the bats waited, clinging to the cavern ceiling, and showed off his
prize. The bats were more interested in the fish than the find.

The Copper had gotten better a pounding ideas into minuscule bat skulls. Or perhaps the bats had
grown used to following hisorders. “ Thisway you don’t need to fly dl thetime. Y ou can rest onthe
wood edges, there.”

“O00, m'be not liking that,” Mamedi said. “Bit of dwarf craft. 1t'll go wrong and end up on top of mein
the water!”



“Then cling to my back. | won't roll over. Here, try.”

She stayed where she was on the rock until Thernadad gave her a shove. Then shefluttered down and
Settled on his head.

“Y ou're blocking my good eye with your wing.”
“M’regrets, Sr,” Mamedi said.

He pushed out and swvam in adow circle. He wondered how the piece of wreckage would handlein the
stronger current of theriver tunnel. But even if he bumped hiswhole way to the Lavadome, it would be
eager, and warmer, than swimming. The dwarves, for dl their faults, knew how to get from one bit of
cavern to another with aslittle discomfort as possible.

Another advantage of the Copper’ s discovery wasthat it allowed the young mother bat to travel with her
young.

Looking back on matters |ater, he counted the final leg of the journey as one of the key turning pointsin
hislife. A thousand tiny circumstances might have caused him to miss the camping demen and their egg.
Had he ridden lazily in the piece of wreckage instead of paddling, had he not passed up likdly landing
places because of dwarf-smell and pushed the bats, had it been another season when theriver flowed
more dowly, or more quickly...

The strange chain of events started when he saw a distant shape in the dim light of the tunndl. A brighter
patch of light that marked atunnel mouth revedled it as three hominid shapesrowing in alittle shell of a
boat not much larger than his own bit of wood.

He reached out asaaand arrested his drift.

Three demen struck the tunnel mouth. Two dragged their boat out of the current while athird scouted,
spiny projections on his back bristling. The two began to take baggage out of their craft.

“Kuu! Kuu! Kuuuuu!” achorus of voices shouted.
The demen shoved their boat back into theriver.

The Copper heard a scream, and he saw one of the demen fall toward the boat, sprouting new quillsin
the chest and leg where none had been before. He dropped some light-colored orb into the water as he
fdll. His companion shoved ther craft into the water and fell on board.

The Copper saw sparksfly as missiles struck the tunnel wall.

A group of dwarves charged into view, striking at the deman who' d gone ahead to scout. He fought like
amad thing, lashing out with bladesin each hand, head-butting dwarves with his spiked hemet, but fell
when an ax caught him across the horned spine. The dwarves didn’t stop to celebrate, but threw wide,
flat-bottomed craft of their own into the water and pursued the wounded deman and his companion.

The Copper waited with the bats, who filled the time by complaining of exhaustion and hatred of theriver
and travel. Heignored the chatter. The only bat he couldn’t afford to lose was Enjor.

“Keep out of sight,” hetold the bats. “If | jump off the craft, just drift with it for awhile.”

He approached the tunnd mouth. He caught the smell of burning flesh—heard the dwarves chattering as



they burned the body of the dain deman.

A paewhite object just benegath the river’ s surface caught his eye. He arrested his silent drift and
retrieved it by pinching it between hisgood si and the crippled limb. The dwarf watching the river
stiffened and took a step toward the bank.

It was an egg. Smdller than adragon egg and wider at one end than the other, it had afaint, clean smell
that reminded him of wet sand.

Hereleased hisgrip and let hisraft continue downstream. The dwarf looked out onto theriver, unsure of
his own eyes, but by the time he called hisfellows over the Copper was rounding ariverbend.

He heard adistant hammering sound. Not long later they came upon the dwarf boat, anchored just
benesth a series of cracksin the cavern wall that led to another hole in the cavern roof. He smelled
demen here, and alittle dwarf.

The dwarves had anchored their craft with an arrowlike piece of metal driven into one of the cracks. The
Copper bumped up against the dwarf boat.

He dug histeeth into the line holding the boat. A quick grind of histeeth and the boat commenced
drifting. He tossed the egg into some canvas at the bottom of the boat, hopped in &fter it, and sniffed
around the bottom. He found some bread and dried meat wrapped up in waxy cloth, ignored the bread,
and swallowed the mest.

As he ate he sniffed the boat. It was a clever thing, with canvas sides held up by wooden dats. It lesked
alittle through the hinge at the bottom. He guessed the dwarves folded the boat up to carry it through the
tunnds.

He smelled adightly sweet fluid and looked at the egg. It was cracked, either when the deman dropped
it or in his clumsy retrieva—perhaps even when he' d tossad it into the boat.

Hetasted the fluid. Ddlicious! He widened the crack and began to lap at the fluid within, and found it so
tasty he greedily shoved his nose in and sucked the yolk down. He fdlt like a new dragon afterward.

The bats, dways sengitive to amea being served, joined him. They licked up bits of egg that had dripped
or pooled in the cracked shell.

He smacked hisjaws open and shut and ran histongue around the edges of his mouth. It was the best
meal he' d ever had. If he were ever king of his own land like the dragon-lords of old, he' d eat one just
likeit every day.

He crunched down the shell. Then heleft the dwarf boat. No onewould ever mistake it for abit of
flotsam. And if the dwarves needed it back...wdl, war was a series of misfortunes, wasn't it?

“Who lays eggs like that underground?’ he asked Enjor.

“Noidea, m’'lord. No birds be @ living down here. At least, no birdsy’ be wanting to meet.”

Theriver drained off into amirefilled with giant mushrooms. Theless said about this portion of thetrip,
the better—the Copper remembered only having muck and filth between every scde, every tooth, even
working itsway into hiseyes.



The only ones happy about it were the bats, for insects flew so thickly here they made mistlike clouds.
The bats ate their fill and then some—except for the young of Mamedi’ srelative: They had hair now and
an undakable thirst for dragonblood.

Luckily they were so small they took only afew drops each.

He came out of the mire abedraggled dragon, sick of filtering mouthfuls of filthy water through histeeth
to eat the wormsthat wiggled through the mire bottom. He assuaged his appetite by tearing off mouthfuls
of fungus.

At the other sde of the mire they passed through another series of tunnels, these sded with ahard, shiny
surface that offered cave moss no purchase. He had to be led through the blackest patches by the bats,
who probably drained him each time he dept.

“Almost there now,” Enjor said, so often that Thernadad took up therefrain. “ Almost there now.”
“What'samost?’

“Onemoreriver to cross, theriver of daves. It flowsin acircle around the Lavadome. Then the passage
up-”

After oneof his“scouts,” Enjor returned in excitement. “W’bethere. You'll get agood view if thesunis
right.”

They reached theriver, its current so dow that it was hard to distinguish from alake. Thisriver cavern
meade the dwarf-boat tunnels seem little more than chutes.

It had ahigh celling, sheer walls climbing to adark roof cracked in placeswhere true sunshinefell
through. Shafts of light, one or two angled just right so the sunlight fell in nestly edged beams of gold,
illuminated the gray-green river surface, tendrils of mist hovering aboveit in zephyrsof ar. Titanic granite
boulders rose from the waterline like teeth guarding the far edge.

“Onemoreswim, m’'lord,” Enjor said.

He saw awinged shape cross through one of the shafts of light.

“What are those?’

“Nothing y’ be wanting to meet,” Enjor said. “ That’ sthe griffaran—the dragon-guard.”
“Who arethey?’

“Bat eaters,” Enjor and Thernadad said together.

“Hunt by?’

“Sght, m'lord.”

“Let’scross once the sunlight goes, then.”

Herested on theriverbank and saw along, thin boat with aline of hominids on board, crossing the
water, beetle-sized in the distance. One of the flyers, ablack shadow with vast wings, hovered overhead.

Hewaited until the beams ifted and vanished, disappearing into afaint glow from the sky. The shadowy
wings il flew over theriver, though. He nosed around the riverbank asthe light faded, but found only a



tagteless snail or two. He wedged himsdlf into a crack—more to prevent the bats from feeding on himin
his deep than because he feared discovery—good eye on his vulnerable side.

But he couldn’t deep, so excited was he to be this near to the Lavadome. He three-quarters shut his
good eye. But why weren't there dragons whirling above the river? Surely such avast body of water had
those long, bony, shovel-nosed fishesliving within?

Hefdt acautiousnip at hisleg. He reached out with a saaand heard abat squeak.
“Thernadad! Y ou!”

“Sr! Didn't think you'd miss—’

He squeezed.

“Y ou' rewrong there. Listen, Thernadad, or I’ [l squeeze every bit of my blood back. I'm putting you in
charge of my body. | wake up with any more dits, nips, or cuts, no matter how well concedled, I'll
assumeyou did it and squeeze you.”

“Yeek!”

“I can’t hear your voice a that pitch.”

“Y’bevery generous, Sr,” Thernadad grunted.

“ Spread the word.”

“M’ don’t suppose, as a gesture to our new understanding...”

“No. Once we re across theriver and I’ m in the Lavadome. Not before.”

The cavern was eeriein theway the lighting changed into full dark. He understood light changing from
cavern to cavern, but theidea of the amount of light over the lake altering over asingle digestive cycle
was new to him.

He st off into the water, the three thriving young bats riding upon his crest. The water was agood dedl
warmer than that of the underground tunnels, warmer than the rock or air, thus the low mist that hung
over thewater.

“Stay low,” he suggested to the bats on wing. “ The, umm—"
“Griffaran,” Uthaned said, turning atight circle over the Copper’ s nogtrils.
“—qgriffaran shouldn’t be able to pick you out through these mists.”

Something €lse was using the miststo hide. A boat, averson of the deman craft he’ d encountered on the
river, rowed across the water as fast as paddles and demen hands could moveit. It held three demen,
two rowing and athird in the center.

The deman in the middle of the boat lifted up around, white object—an egg! and wrapped it inacloth
before placing it in abasket. He wore colorful festhers tucked through each ear piercing, set so they
covered his shoulders.



The Copper’ s stomach rumbled. An egg or two would be just what he' d need to get him the rest of the
way to the Lavadome.

He swam aongside the boat, matching its direction and speed. The boat neared the far bank. The rowing
demen jumped out, and the other climbed out, then extracted his basket. The rowers lifted the boat.

Appetite helped him make up hismind.
“You'd better be old enough to fly,” he told the young bats.

He dove and swam for the basket-carrying deman. It became more of awet scuttle as he neared the
shore.

“J tht deet,” ademan shouted as the Copper pushed past aleg.

He spun, using histail to take the deman’ slegs out from under him. The hominid fell into the shalow
water with asplash.

The Copper didn’t want to fight the demen so much as cause confusion and make off with an egg. He
nosed into the basket and extracted an egg and—

Urk!

His head was jerked out of the water. The jerk originated from his neck, and his neck was attached to a
line, and the line was in the hands in one of the demen rowers.

It took two of them to drag him, fighting madly and till clutching an egg to hisbreast in hisgood si, and
haul him out of the water.

Another deman got aline about his saa.

The Copper fought on pure ingtinct, determined to either die or be freed of the lines. HE d never be
bound and tortured again, and if that meant hishearts blood pouring into this underground lake and his
last breath rising up through those far-off cracks, he' d overcome even the fear of desth.

He fought to bite through the line on his sag, but the line on hisneck pulling in the other direction
restrained hisreach. Every time hetried to reach up to dig his clawsinto the line on his neck, they pulled
again to straighten out hisbody so he couldn’t reach.

All he could do was hiss, gurgle, and fling histail thisway and that.

The demen, pulling him first one way and then another, dragged him out of the water and toward the
cavern, shouting to each other in their rattling language. The third got his basket of eggsand raninto the
rough-cut, low-hanging tunnels.

He returned with a short tube. He made a gasping sound, and his obscenely short throat expanded. He
put the tube to his mouth.

A bat struck him between the eyes. The dart that flashed by the Copper’ s ear missed. The other two
young bats who' d been nursing on his blood wereflitting back and forth between the demen with their
lines

If the Copper hadn’t been otherwise occupied by being choked and dragged, he would have gaped in
astonishment. Bats, shy and fearful as any whisker-quivering rodent, attacking creatures a thousand times
their own sizel What had gotten into them?



The deman with the tube hissed and extracted a strange sort of aweapon, along, wide-ended blade. He
didn't raiseit like adwarf, but reversed it so the blade was shielded under its elbow. It whistled through
pointed teeth and came forward.

The Copper tried to right himself, but hisbad si dipped on dimy stone. He went down on hisside. The
deman at his saaran forward and |ooped the line around hisfree limb and tied them at the joints, avoiding
the Copper’ s claws.

The blade flashed down and then up, and the Copper saw hisown blood fly into the air, splattering the
deman.

Anger, hurt, fear—his breastbone convul sed, and awide gout of flame shot out of his chest.

The deman had only amoment to regret hisinexperience in dragon fighting beforethe liquid fire
consumed hisface, chest, and shoulders. Helit up like adwarf’ s oiled torch. The deman with theline at
his neck caught alittle of the spray on hisarm.

Pain struck—hard. Harder than the blade, or the tail-breaking iron bars of the dwarves.

The gtrain at hislegs vanished as the deman groped for the fallen blade of his companion. The Copper
wiggled toward the water. And here was the dropped egg!

Hetucked it under hisarm and saw apair of stout, thick-skinned, horn-jointed legs next to him. He
looked up to see the remaining deman ready to chop his head off.

A pair of black-taloned claws opened above the deman, took him up by the shoulders, and the Copper
felt awave of wind flow across him at the best of feathered wings.

The Copper turned his head so he could watch the flier with his good eye. It was a strange sort of
creature, ahaf dragon with twin tails, hardly any neck at al capped by atdl, arching head with ahooked
snout, and feathered wings. It rose and turned, screeching, and another dmost identicd flier passed,
flying in the oppogite direction. The other reached out aclaw and grabbed the kicking legs of the deman,
and with only the briefest of jerks the deman parted messly.

Another flier came down and plucked him out of the water, itstalons closng around hischest. Yet
another approached, and the Copper wondered what it would fedl like to be torn in twain and for how
long he could watch his back haf being carried off, but the second bird-creature flew under, eyeing him
before dighting at the riverbank and poking around in the deman’ s boat.

The feathered avian carried him up, across some of the tall towers of rock, and to a splinter of stone that
made a convenient ledge. It dropped him and turned its leathery-skinned head amost completely around
to watch him, afierce cast in its eyes thanks to stresks of yellow and blue eydid decorating the round
black orbs.

It didn’'t have atooth-filled mouth, but a beak with a pink-white tongueinsde. He saw it asit opened his
mouth to cluck at him. What he took to be twin tailswerein fact only feathers, like the heavy-ended
blades he' d seen in the demen’ s hands, only longer.

“Tlock—thefirewasyou?’ it asked in good Drakine. The Copper noticed that it had aslver ring set into
the fore-edge of awing bone near the shoulder.

The Copper could only pant, the wound in his chest burning.
He shut his eyes, and opened them again only when he heard high bat yeeks. The gresat bird-cresture had



left as slently asit had dropped on the demen. Thernadad, Mamedi, Enjor, and one or two of the other
bats clung to a crack in the rock.

Red greenstuff grew on these pillars of stone. Enough light must come down through the cracksto
support true plants rather than the mosses and lichens and dimes of the Lower World.

The bats nibbled and lapped at his wound, but as they seemed to be doing more good than harm, he left
them toit. The pain faded to an ache. Awful, but tolerable. Scales, stuck together with blood, closed
over thewound.

Suddenly they scattered. Thefliersreturned, bearing the woven basket.

One of the bird-creatures—gyriffaran, he reminded himself—climbed down the rock face from above,
using itstwo limbs and beak.

Another placed the basket on the shelf besde him asit dighted.

“Egg thief!” one croaked.

“Egg thief! Death to dll egg thieves!” otherscdled, drifting on air currents.

Another landed and turned its head so it looked at him, first with one eye, then the other.

The Copper gulped. With so many gathered around would they each take some piece of him in those
hooked beaks and yank him apart?

A vast griffaran, its beak battle-scarred, one eye socket dry and empty, and two digits missing fromits
right foot, landed. It wore apair of golden rings, onein each arm, with fabric like bits of woven sunlight
looped through and knotted.

“Gak! Any other prisoners?’ it asked in Drakine.
“No, none. They’verun again.”
“Cursethethieves,” one of the watching creatures caled. Others squawked in agreement.

The one with the gold bands looked into the empty basket. “We will see justice done, drake. Prepare
yoursdf.”

It reached out with a spread-taoned claw....

BOOK TWO

Drake

“FOOLSAND THRALLSTALK OF GOOD AND EVIL. THEIR MASTERS THINK IN TERMS
OF TIME AND PLACE.

—Tighlia
Chapter 11

T he gold-shouldered griffaran, with two silver-winged companions soaring beside, flew to the far sde of
the water. The Copper rode, clenched in maimed talons, protecting his chest wound with his bad sii.



The Copper was more than alittle surprised they didn’t tear him to shreds, or eat him, or drop himto
break and die againgt the rocks below.

The griffaran sailed into line and entered atunndl. He heard wing tips brush the chisdled sdes. He looked
ahead and saw the tunnel’ send, but the griffaran didn’t dow. They dropped, picking up speed, asthough
to dash themsdves againgt thewall.

They beat their wings powerfully, and turned up, and rose through a hole in the cave ceiling, and suddenly
there was open air and light dl around.

The Copper looked around in wonder, wishing both his eyes worked so he could takeit dl in properly.

He couldn’t see much overhead, thanks to the commanding griffaran, just avague sense of an oddly
regular dome shape rising above, like avast hollow mountain, and aglowing light source at the apex of
the dome. Wasthat the sun? It was high in the sky and bright enough, but it hardly dazzled, and it seemed
held in place with no blue about anywhere, so unlike the vague mind-pictures passed down from his
parents that he decided it must be some imitation.

Below he saw avast blue-green plain, with little rises of red rock, some needle-shaped, othersleaning, a
few formed like toadstool's, and many more low hummocks scattered about. M osses thrived in the wet
crevices, ferns dripped from the edges of pools and streams.

At the center of the Lavadome stood a black carbuncle, like the pupil in the middle of an eye.
The flierswere making for the black rock.

Asthey flew closer and turned aboveit, he saw that the rock, unevenly shaped on al sdesand
resembling akidney, had been sculpted, added to, cut and gdleried and tunneled, enlarging what had
been irregular holes scattered around the minimountain like the eyes of a potato he' d once seen adwarf
eding.

Thefliers dropped toward along garden filled with flower-covered vines set atop one of therisesin the
rock. A sculpted river flowed through it, complete with waterfal. Statues of dragons—rampant, reclining,
rearing, crossing necks, even dipping their noses into pools of water—surrounded the greenery. It
amelled like earth and green growing things.

His captors swooped down and landed gently.

Hairy, broad-backed hominids dropped jugs and tools and scattered as the avians alighted. A rise of
black rock overlooked the garden.

Thegriffaran fluffed their wingsand let out loud calls.

A dragon—ared dragon, huge and silver with black tips at his griff and crest and tail-line—stirred from
where he' d been resting atop asmall rock.

“High Captain, what brings you to the Imperid Resort without invitation?’
“I have awounded young drake. Hewasinvolved in an egg raid. I'll speak to the Tyr.”

Dragon snouts emerged from the rock. A head or two rose from holes. The Copper saw golden, and
red, and pink, and even purple eyeslooking at him. He heard whispered dragon voices.

“The Tyr redts”



“Yark! He has dwaystrusted my judgment in waking him.”

The silver dragon inclined his head sideways—rather like Auron when puzzled—but there seemed to be
lassitude to the gesture, and disappeared into the rise. The Copper noted that it wasthetalest
prominence on the black rock; even the garden was above much of the rest of the top.

The otherslooked and sniffed at him with interest, not contempt. The smell of dragons, the odd sense of
the vast space around while still being underground, the faint throb of so many heartbeats and breathing
bodies and shifting claws and scales—it overwhelmed him, and he felt histhroat go thick and hisgood
eyeblur.

The Copper’ s eyesroved in wonder around the dome. What he' d taken to be the sun was just aglowing
patch of light at the top of the dome. He suspected it wasin fact sunlight being filtered through trand ucent
materia. But that wasn't the only glow. Jagged siresks of orange light, brightening and fading and pulsing,
flowed down the sides, adding a red-orange cast to the brighter light above.

A smallish, wide-bodied dragon, with scales that seemed deep red or purple depending on how the light
struck, carrying seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. . .twenty-one horn-tips atop his crest, emerged from the
rock. The horns grew up, sideways, down, as though interested in what was happening al around the
dragon’shead. But for dl the cresture’ s evident pride in the number of horns, patches of bare skin
showed around his eyes, mouth, and the edges of his crest where scale had fallen away.

A pair of wide-shouldered, stooped-over hominids wearing white loincloths trailed behind, with brushes,
scoops, and a basket.

“It'syou, Yarrick. They just said agriff captain or | would have hurried. It isthe hour of white?’
Yarrick stepped in front of the Copper, cutting off hisview of the Tyr.
“But one. We thought it best to let you deep, Tyr,” the sllver dragon said.

“Oh, bash it. | like getting to work early. Y ou should have roused me. But I’ m forgetting our visitors.
What news from the water ring, brave Yarrick?’

“Another egg raid, Tyr. Wl organized. They distracted us, poisoned the nest guardians. Sixteen eggs
thistime—it would have been theworst losswe ve ever suffered. And then there sthis.”

He sidestepped from the Copper. The Copper felt the gaze of two dightly cloudy eyesthe color of aging
gold coin. He stared back defiantly. If this dragon was going to watch his own kind torn to bitsfor nest
raiding without Singeing so much as afeather—

“Redly? That sterrible” the Tyr said.

Yarick fluffed hiswings. “ This drake—till with egg-wet behind the griff, if I'm ill fit to judge
dragons—amogt logt his gizzard to the demen while rescuing our eggs. But there were gutsto sparein
that one”

Rescue?

It took the Copper amoment to get over the shock. He felt doubly fortunate that the fight with the demen
turned out the way it did, even at the price of astab in the firebladder. What if the griffaran had found him
egting from abroken egg?

“What is he, some young relative of yours eager to prove himself, my Tyr? He showstheold



FeHazathant spirit.”

“NoSohoth,” Tyr said, “isthis some relative of mine? Why hasn't he been presented to me? Such old
scars on ayoung drake, too. He' staken honors from three bitter fights, and I’ m just looking at the front
end of him.”

The slver dragon with the black griff tipslowered hishead and looked at the Copper closdly. “He'sno
hatchling from the Imperia Resort, Tyr.”

Tyr glowered. “Hmmmm. Y es. Why doesthat not surprise me?’

“Let ussing of glories proudly won,” agolden drake said from one of the flower beds. The Copper saw
acoupleof batsflit under an overhanging rock behind him.

“Let’ skeep our fool’s mouth shut for achange,” NoSohoth muttered.

“Letthedrakesing, old fdlow,” Tyr said. “At least he' sgot an gppreciation for the old virtues and
deeds.”

“Sr, I'venotimefor songs,” Yarrick said. “I'm here to see that justice gets done to this bravellittle
fellow. He saved six eggs.”

“Did he? Did | doze off and miss part of the story? Well, if you say so. What' syour name, lad?’
The Copper opened his mouth, but couldn’t find words.

“Perhaps he’ sin aweto be in the Imperia presence,” NoSohoth said. *Y ou’ ve nothing to fear, drake.
Glorious Tyr isgrandsireto al of us, apart of our lifesong whatever our parentage. Just answer honestly
and no harm will befdl you.”

“Niceto see daring young drakes plunging in among enemiesingtead of crying for help. Not enough
about. Not enough,” the Tyr said. He settled down over hissii and saa, perhaps to be less threatening.

“I...I'veno name, Sr. I'm...my sSreand dam...dead.”
“What?Who?” Tyr said. “NoSohoth, what' sthis? Are you keeping ill newsfrom me again?’

“No, Tyr,” NoSohoth said. He turned to the Copper. “ There€ ve been no attacksin the Lavadome in two
generaions. Areyou from one of the Upper Provinces?’

“I’'m not sure. Perhaps. | came down theriver. I’ ve been traveling for ages...ages, it ssems.” The
Copper wished hisvoice hadn’t sounded so squeaky. He wondered if he could even be heard over the
surr-whooosh of the Tyr’ s breathing.

“Yarrick, wheredid you find him?’

The avian straightened up. “The lakecircle”

“Thelakecircle, Tyr,” NoSohoth corrected.

“Oh, never mind that,” Tyr said. “We reold friends, and thisisafriendly vist.”

“Of course, Tyr,” Yarrick said. “On the far bank, to the north. Downstream from the thrall crossing.”

“Who were your parents?’



The Copper wondered if the truth would be a mistake. Something about the friendly stare of Tyr made
himtdl thetruth. “AuRe and Irdlig, Sr.”

The dragons|ooked at each other. “Irelia? That’ s no aion-name. AuRd...hmmm, what line?’

“I...I don't know.”

“I don’'t know, Tyr,” NoSohoth corrected again.

“I don’t know, Tyr,” the Copper repeated.

“He slying. He san outcast; I'll put my fringeonit,” ahard-edged voice said. A beautiful green dragon
joined the othersin the garden. She was rather fleshless about the hips, more so than Mother a her
hungriest, and had startling violet eyes.

The dragons and avians dipped their heads at her approach, save for the Tyr, who tickled her under the
chin with histail. The golden drake in the garden bowed especidly low.

“Now, Tighlia, how could you know that?’ the Tyr said. “Do you know his parentage?’
“No. If | had, I’d order them to have such acripple drowned.”
“Then do be quiet. | let you have your way with the drakka, don't I? Let me seeto thisdrake.”

Helooked back at the Copper. “Y ou found your way here through the Lower World? Down ariver
thick with dwarf trunks and demen boats?’

“Yes Tyr.”
“You'readrake of singular purpose,” Tyr said. “What did you expect to find here? Safety?”’

The Copper wanted to tell the Tyr dl aout his dreams of protecting hiskind from lying, torturing
assassins, but when surrounded by al these great dragons, it seemed asilly hatchling fantasy.

“Have you had anything to eat thismorning, my love?” Tighliaasked.
“Hot watered fat and afresh sow’'s head.”

“And your kern?’

“Haruuwummm...”

Her clawsrattled the river-smoothed rocks in the walkway between the door and agarden pool. “1’ll
roast your cook. What you need isan df, not that blighter.”

“But he can braise an ox so that it melts—"
“You d deep better if you'd just listen. And there' d be less groaning at your eiminations.”

“Tyr, | must get back to my command,” Yarrick said. “1 won't rest until | see the drake here settled here
inthe Imperid Resort.”

“What? A haf-starved, bedraggled stray here?” Tighliasaid. “ The bones of my grandsirewill crumble.”

The Copper wondered at her hostility. Did she know more of his deeds than she would admit? Why
would she not tell the truth, if she knew it, as shewas so clearly againgt him?



“Why, | think that’ safineidea. We could use some new blood on the Rock.”

“Quiteright, Grandsire,” the golden drake said. He crinkled up the corners of his mouth at the Copper,
who started, fearing a bite.

“Perhaps we could discussit later, at feast,” NoSohoth said.
“Delay, delay. You dways counsd delay,” the Tyr said. “No, | liketheidea. I'll have him.”

“CuRassathath over by Wind Tunnel and hismate are barren,” Tighliasaid. “He could go and live with
them. They’vealovdy hole”

“There was atime when brave deeds merited aplacein the Imperial Resort,” the Tyr said. “I'd like to
restore the tradiition.”

“Y ou're dways cross and impulsive when you haven't esten properly,” Tighliasaid.

“I’ve not been crossin years. Cry settled, for I’ ve made a decision. NoSohoth, get it inscribed at once.
Thislad...Oh, dear, what wasthat name...?’

“I’'veno name, Tyr.” Hiswound throbbed, but he did his best to stand straight, neck up and head dert.
“I told you. An outcast,” Tighliasaid. “And you wanted to settle him in the Black Rock.”

“Now, lad, take heart. Y ou're not asforlorn asyou' d think; it's happened severa timesin my lifetime.
Why, | could tell you stories—outcasts tend to be lucky, for astart, and I’ ll take alucky dragon over the
quickest tongue or the stoutest scale. Y ou rate aname for your deeds this day, and agood one.” He
looked around. “What shall we cal him?’

“Cripple,” Tighliasaid. “Half-wit. Both highly gppropriate names. Look at that eye and tell me hewasn't
cursed intheegg.”

“How about MiKamedes,” the golden drake said. “He was a copper, wasn't he?’
“Insolence!” Tighliaspit. “Y ou flakescde. My own grandsire and one of the founding—"

The golden drake scratched himsdlf behind his griff. Loose skin and bits of scale-edge wafted toward
Tighlia

“Stop quarreling,” the Tyr said, and the othersfell slent in aningant. “He' |l be Rugaard.”

“Tyr, your own grandsire by the femae?’ NoSohoth objected.

“Hewaswounded at hatching, and he turned out al right. Hisjaw never grew quiteright, of course. Not
much in theway of wits, but afiercefighter, and he gave the demen what-for. | think it suitshim. How do
you like that name, hatch—er, drake?’

The Copper’ s hearts swelled. Not just aname, but aname from anillustriousline! “ Thank you, Tyr.” He
wanted nothing more that instant than to devote himself to this great dragon’ swill and prove himself
worthy of the complimen.

“Granddire, lad. Grandsire from now on. Y ou'rethe Tyr’ sward now. Be worthy of your new heritage.”

“Granddire,” the Copper said. The golden drake was turning up the corners of hismouth at him again.



“Seethat he'sgiven alair,” the Tyr said. “Not in the nursery, now—a battle-scarred dragon deserves a
rea chamber of hisown. | know—have him join the Drakwatch. Give him achance to prove himsdlf to
you doubters. Attend to it, won't you, NoSohoth?’

The fema e checked aloosened scale on the Tyr’ s haunch and shot alook at NoSohoth as he bowed to
the Tyr.

“A fine addition to the family,” the golden drake said, rolling so he came up with flower petas caught in
his scaes. “Wewon't want for entertainment aslong ashe' saround. | can't wait to see him limp hisway
through a court dance.”

Chapter 12

N oSohoth led the Copper through what seemed amaze of tunnels, beautifully sculpted, with
dragonscale patterns on the rises and drops to help the clawsfind purchase. The rock inside was shiny
and black, with veins of white where it had been left naturd, but in many places, like projections and
corners, it had been coated with metals or ceramicsin intricate designs. The floor wasn't quite smooth,
the better to give dragonclaws placesto grip, but it was polished. Splashes of water from drinking
trickleslooked like blood.

Turns, drops, and climbs were marked by burning fat-lamps.
“Don’t you use moss?’ the Copper asked.

“What isthis, amining camp? Y ou'rein the Imperia Resort. Besides, there are other advantagesto
lamps. Smdll.”

Some kind of substance had been thrown into the mix to give apleasing, relaxing aroma.
“What' sthat burning, sir?’ the Copper asked.

“Y ou're apalite hatch—young drake. | haven't heard *sir’ from the Imperid linesin three sets of scae,
Y ou’ve never been in the Upper World?’

“No. I've seen shafts of sunlight; that’sall.”

“The smdl’shardy pine. It hasan ail that’ suseful in avariety of ways, asolvent for astart. Weput itin
the fat-lamps. Some mint and rosemary are added to the oil. Eucalyptusis even better, but hard to come
by these days. Otherwise the dragon-smell can get thick in here. Drakes get aggressive, and the drakka
play up too much, and dragons who should know better get to dudling. We dragons are thrallsto none
but our noses.”

The Copper had no ideawhat “eucayptus’ was, but had more important questions on hismind. “1 like
the smell of dragonsal around. | keep fearing I’ [| wake up and be done again.”

“I wouldn’t mind ayear or two aone, mysalf. Now, let’ s see, plenty of empty space onthisleve, asit
doesn’'t have much in the way of egress. Everyone in the Black Rock thinks they’ re born deserving a
gdlery withitsown trickle”

The Copper gave up counting passages and turns by the time they descended athird time.

“You'll learn your way around soon enough,” NoSohoth said. “If you get logt, just remember dwaysto
go from smaller to larger. That'll get you to the Central Spird.”



“That big downshaft with the columns?’

“Y es, where wefirst descended. Just ask athral; they al speak Drakine. More or less. They’ll put you
right. If they don’t, you' refreeto eat them.”

The passage rose and then fell away to awider, lower tunnel. There wasn't so much frill and decor dong
the passages now. Hominid skullslined thewall here, grouped in threes and sixes and nines, grinning at
him from beneath a coating of bronze or pewter.

“Thisisthe old Drakwatch level. When | was your age, we had an elvish sorcerer who could make these
skullstalk. The storiesthey told! Plenty of room here; there' sjust old NeStirrath and some orphans from
the provinces adopted into the Rock. Here, this one s got its own passage, which isnice. Can't stand
deeping with air on more than two sides, mysalf. And room for growth.”

“How might | learn more about this RuGaard, sr?’

NoSohoth stopped for amoment, raised his head up, and spit into awrought cup connected to alarger
pot. Theflamelit the passage. The skull of a creature with four horns projecting from the temples and
two shorter ones out of the jaw decorated the entrance.

“A young drake should look to hisduties.”

“lsn’'t my firgt duty to learn about the heritage I’ m charged with defending?’ He was rather proud of that
little speech.

“Hmmm. That eyeisdeceiving. Y ou have some wit about you.”
The Copper thought it better not to reply beyond a* Thank you, sir.”

“Ligten to the storytellers, then. If you' ve ataste for the exotic, you could read some of those old scrolls
and things the archivists keep. The Anklenes keep their traditions, as undragonish asthey are. They livein
the Marble Slope, just on the other side of the Gardens.”

He led the Copper to aclimbing wall. “There’ sashelf on top. How do you like it? | hope that’s not too
difficult aclimb.”

Therock reflected just enough light for him to see the interior. Though the entrance was cramped, the
cave opened up nicaly. No air moved, and the dragons' thickening odor made him nervous. Hefdt very
gmadl among the echoes of their shifting scale.

“It'squiet. Isthereatrickle?
“There re downspouts with water in the common pool. Let me show you.”

NoSohoth backed out into the passage, turned, and led him down another length or two to agraveled
chamber. Four burning lampsilluminated a pool fed by aspird of sculpture that reminded him of ... of
trees, yes, that was what they were.

His guide loosed astrange, whistling cry. “He must have the drakes out on acircuit.” What the Copper
guessed to be aablighter and a human with one hand were cleaning the gravel with strange implements
and atub of water. They scrubbed harder.

“Ka You there. Man!” NoSohoth said.

The man, arather hairy and stooped-over specimen, looked at the blighter and came forward.



Trembling, he held out histool, astick with what |ooked like straw bundled on it. The straw smelled
rotten.

“Please? Need fix,” the man said, in rather wretched Drakine. He shut his eyes as he spoke.

“Never mind that,” NoSohoth said. “Thrall, you’ ve just been promoted. Y ou’ re this dragon’ s servant

The man opened his eyes and bobbed.
“Do you know the duties of a servant?’ NoSohoth asked.

“Get food. Get water. Get ingot. Clean scale. Clean teeth. Very good, | cleanthedl,” the man said. At
least the gibberish seemed that way to the Copper.

“What's your name?’ NoSohoth asked.
“Harf,” theman said.

“He belongs to you now,” NoSohoth told the Copper. He took a chain out of hisear and hung it around
Harf'sneck. A piece of dragonscae edged in bronze hung from it. The man examined it, openmouthed.
“And, Harf, do something about those bats, will you? They keep getting in here.”

Harf |et the piece of scale go. “Clean bats. Yes.”

“Vermin.” NoSohoth snorted. “ Good man. Y oung Rugaard, just obey NeStirrath and no harm will come
to you. Understand? My apologies, of course you do. If you need anything, just ask your thral.”

“Thank you for Harf, ar.”

“You'll get on together, | hope. Try to be forgiving with humans; they’ reintelligent enough, but terribly
lazy.”

“Why did you choose him ingtead of the...the blighter, Sr?’
“Y ou’' ve both got a bad limb. Honor and glory, young Rugaard.”
“Thank you, Sr.”

NoSohoth turned and stalked out, sniffing the air around a crevice conceding the bats. The blighter
looked a Harf and made a chopping motion at his neck. Harf showed amouthful of brown teeth and
patted hisbelly.

“My prince want food?’ Harf asked, holding up his neck marker so the Copper could seeit.
“Yes. And bequick.”

Harf disappeared in the lurching, two-legged run of hiskind. The Copper wondered how he didn’t fall
over. Humans struck him as half-finished—and the completed half wasn’'t much to look at. Badly
balanced, thin-skinned, just the odd patch of hair on their heads that seemed to do nothing but get in the
way of their eyes, nodtrils, ears, and mouths, and they smdlled like wet bats. The Air Spirit must have had
his mind on other things as he crested them.

After arefreshing deep he explored his new home caves. The wound over hisfirebladder wept alittle
clear fluid, and felt tender but not painful. A projection of rock, like along limb, reached out from the



wall and dmogt to the poal. It smelled strongly of male dragon.

A bat flitted past hiseye. “ The others be frightened, m'lord,” said Uthaned, the active young bat. “ They
want to know whereto go.”

Harf made amove to swing at the bat with his scrubbing stick, but the Copper gave him asharp, “No!”
He sniffed a Uthaned; the bat smelled exhausted. “ That cave with the big horned skull will do for now.”

“Mamedi isready to drop, and the three young aren’t used to so much flying. Might we have ataste of
generosity”’

The bats had gotten him here, and food was on the way. “Oh, why not. But let’ s go somewhere private.
Back to my cave.”

The bats opened him up front and rear. He did aquick count: only eight left. He couldn’t even remember
how many had been with him when he jumped in the Nor’ flow, but it was alot more than eight. Of
course, rodents were made for dying.

“Didy’ be seeing those herds of cattle below?” Thernadad said as he sat on Mamedi, keeping her froma
trickle of blood leaking from the Copper’ sarmpit.

“M’smelling fresh air wafting up from below. WEe ve got an entrance near,” Enjor agreed. “Water, too.”

“Fasaal” Mamedi said, pushing her bulky mate off and getting afew quick tonguefuls of blood. “Dragon
reek so bad in here, m’ eyes be watering.”

“W’ be in the happy flapping land,” another bat said.

“Sharply now,” adeep voice from the outer passage echoed. “Krthonius, what can you say for
yoursdf?’

Whoever Krthonius was, he didn’t have anything to say right away, so the deep voice bellowed,
“Aubdagrave?’

“Strange smell in the cave, your honor.”

“That'smorelikeit,” the deep voice said. “ Just because you' re home doesn’t mean you' re safe.
Remember that. Many’ s the wing-sore dragon who' s lost because he returnsto his cave aready
haf-adeep.”

“There haven't been nsin the Lavadomein—" arather ligping voice said.

“Thrdl revalts. Leadership battles. Cave clam jumping. I’ ve seen dragons diein dl of them. Any of you
lot ableto identify the strange smell?”

“Ummm. Ba?’
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“Her€é sahamcart,” the ligping voice said.

“Get up to the ceiling and hide yourselves,” the Copper told the bats. With amixture of burps and flaps,
they took off for the deep shadows above.

The Copper climbed off his shelf and walked out into the light of the passage. He saw avadt, ruby-red



twelve-horned dragon. The Red had been maimed, with nothing but a stumplike projection from each
sde of his spine where hiswings should be. Three young drakes, one adazzling white, the other two
blacks, narrowed golden eyesat him.

“Excuse me, are you NeStirr—"
“Rough-and-tumble, lads. Here' s our intruder. Give him what-for, but don’t bleed him.”

The drakes dragon-dashed forward. The attack came so suddenly the Copper’ s brain froze, and he
could do nothing but hug the floor of the passage before they were on him, each bigger than he.

The white reached him first. The white had an ugly wound on one side of hisface, exposing teeth and
gum line. He head-butted the Copper in the snout, then threw himsdlf across the Copper’ s neck, pinning
his head. The others wedged their noses under his side and flipped him, exposing hisbelly. They
scrabbled at his skin with sheathed Si claws.

The Copper smelled blood in his nostrils. The larger, heavier drakes squatted atop him; hewas as
helplessasalamb in adragon’sjaws.

“That' sthe style,” NeStirrath roared. “We' |l teach this scat to poke his noseinto our home cave. And the
Imperid shelf. Biteatoe off, Krthonius. That' || be amemento.”

“I was given that cave,” the Copper squeded. He felt ahard squeeze on hisleft saa.
“Vent-drippings!” The old dragon snorted.
“NoSohoth told me!”

“Y our honor, look at the hamcart,” the white drake said. He lisped thanks to his words leaking out of the
liplesssde of hismouth.

“I don't haveto look; | can smell it. Oh! Let him up, you fools. Let him up!”
“He'sin the Imperia Family,” one of the blacks said. The other spit out the Copper’ s severed toe.
“Cry settled! Cry settled!” the deep voice of NeStirrath shouted.

The pressure vanished, and the Copper rose and saw the black drakes backing away wearily. One had a
bit of bloody flesh hanging out of his mouth. The Copper looked down and saw that atoe was missing.
Oddly enough, it didn’t redly hurt; hejust felt awarm, tingling sensation.

The Copper looked at the widening of the passage. Harf stood there beside atwo-wheeled cart.
Fragrant sides of meat swung from hooks on awooden frame.

“Findly, something other than guts, hides, and hooves,” one of the black drakes said.
Harf was doing his bobbing thing again, holding up the dragonscae on the chain around his neck.

“AnImperia Family thrall,” NeStirrath said, as Harf waved hisicon at the drakes, bobbing and bringing
the cart forward awhed spoke at atime. NeStirrath made awretching noise: Grf grf.

“Wadl, we velanded in it, lads. What are you doing down in the Drakwatch caves, sir?’

“| wastold | should learn from you. I'vejust arrived.”



“That'sagood way to get your guts spilled, showing up un-announced. We might have had atragedy
I’He_”

“NoSohoth couldn’t wait,” the Copper said.
“Accept our apologies, gir,” thewhite drake said.

The Copper bristled. Histoe was starting to redly hurt, and the drakes were lowering their heads and
exchanging wary glances. But he was going to live here, and if he got too highhanded, what was stopping
them from guitting him and going to NoSohoth with atragic tale?

Besdes, hedidn't redly know what being in the Imperia Family meant.

“No on€e' sfault but NoSohoth's, I'd say. | came down theriver from the north, and the griffaran found
me. The Tyr gave me the name Rugaard and put me under your eye. Y our honor, if I’'mtojointhe
Drakwatch, maybe we could dl have afast feast and begin afresh.”

NeStirrath licked drool from hislips, and hiswing sumps relaxed againgt hissdes. “That' sakindness,
gr, that is. Better put amesh of cobwebbing on that toe, sir. I'll show you where you can find—"

“Rugaard will do, your honor. | can take care of it myself.”

He rather enjoyed the generosity of the gesture. The dragons each tenderly lifted ajoint off of the cart’s
hooks and tore into the meet. NeStirrath took the smallest of the joints and sucked at it for along time,
asthough relishing the taste, before swallowing it. “ Smoke and flame, lads, we' Il be eating well with an
Imperia scion among us. Tails up and heads down for Rugaard, newest member of the Drakwatch!”

The Copper learned hisduties, and learned them well.

From thefirgt, helearned that every drake of the Drakwatch wanted honor in hislifetime, and aglorious
memory after death—aname proudly sung to aline of future hatchlings and would-be mates.

Word came down from the Tyr himself that the Copper was to be treated the same as any other member
of the Drakwatch. With permission to unsheath his i, so to speak, their leader saw to it that the Copper
was trested as roughly as any of the others, in fact more roughly, for he was the junior, and so the others
considered it their duty to pummel him for the dightest error. NeStirrath liked aggressive young drakes,
and dmost any question, from order of line at meatimesto order of march out in the Lavadome, was
settled by pairing off into duels or al-out brawls. Claws sheathed and teeth only for gripping, of course.

The Copper took hisfirst blowslearning that there were separate pools for drinking and bathing, and that
hisfdlow drakeswould knock him about the ears and griff if heforgot to use the right one.

Then he learned about the honorable, glorious history of the Drakwatch and how it was organized. There
were perhaps six or seven claw-score of drakesin dragon watch—yprovided you were counting with a
full set of twelvetrue-claws, thet is. The Drakwatch was charged with patrolling the area of the
Lavadomeitself in search of hominid thieves and assassins. They could dso be called on by the leaders
of the various hillsto present a show of forceto troublesomethrals.

What the drakes of the Drakwatch liked best of al was the chance to compete againgt the Firemaidens.
The young femaes performed smilar dutiesto the males, if not quite so wide-ranging, placed at important

poststo guard and inspect and supervise.



Some of the more aggressive of the Drakwatch, and afew wild-griffed and claw-loose Firemaidens,
would explore far beyond the underground river that circled the Lavadome, looking for signs of dwarf,
blighter, or demen activity. There was great honor to be found in that sort of territorial assertiveness.
Only avictorious bettle with the hominids themsalves could bring more glory, and with it the chance of a
fine cave, thrdls, and flocks to supervise upon reaching dragonhood.

When they needed physica rest they got lectures. NeStirrath made them recite proverbs and learn about
battles won and lost—but mostly won.

NoSohoth gave them alecture that seemed to stretch on through the day and into the night about the
importance of honor. One dragon being able to rely on another to keep hisword was the solid ground
into which the lasting cave of civilization was dug. He went on and on about this point, until the Copper
wondered if he was smply rearranging the same words into every variation possible,

The Copper’ s favorite days and darks in the Drakwatch were spent wandering from horizon to horizon in
the enormous Lavadome, looking in on the thrall hovels, or counting cattle and swineherds, or running
sortiesto check the dertness of the Firemaidens on watch at the various tunnd entrances. The
Firemaidens had their own set of teachers and taskmastersin the form of the Firemaids, the unmated and
oathed-never-to-mate dragonelle guardians of the Lavadome.

NeStirrath drove his drakes hard, ddlivered bites and bashes as they climbed or jJumped or dashed or
swam, lobbed bruising sonesinto mock battles at any dragon who lagged or paused too longin
evolutions. They learned to ignore pain and blood until the objective was achieved, beit abit of tattered
banner on asharp pile of lavarock or a pumpkin-headed scarecrow with atin crown. If they could keep
the drakes off the scarecrow-king for aset time, heavily padded blighters armed with hatchling
tooth—studded clubs could win acask of the malty beverage they adored, with aleg of beef thrown in for
any who managed to draw drakeblood.

They learned to take turns volleying flame in groups as they advanced or retreated, though the Copper’s
stream came out thinner and more liquid than the others' and seemed to take forever to light properly.
They hunted boars goaded to savagery by cruel wirestwisted into them by blighter herders. To keep
thingsfair NeStirrath gpplied smilar painful wiresto the hunting drake’ ssii or saa

It was atoughter, tested bunch that passed out of the first-year caves.

There were losses. Sometimes adventuring drakes would smply disappear. Others were crippled
permanently in duels or skirmishes. Fallen drakes would be replaced by younger drakesfrom
NeStirrath’'slittle enclave of “yearling” traineesin the Black Rock.

The Copper didn't quite fed the equa of the three other trainees. Though they bashed him and joked
about it afterward, they seemed to think hisjoining their ranks was sort of astunt, abit of preening from a
member of the Imperia line destined for ahigh cave in the resort. Though NeStirrath ordered him around
and cgoled him much like the others, he never got water spit a him the way the others did around the
pool, or received aplayful nip asthey hurried toward the hamcart a mealtimes, and while hafhearted
duelswere fought every other day between the other three over who should have the honor of leading the
next patrol or running amessage from one sissa of the Drakwatch to another, no one ever challenged him
when he asked for a chance at the honor of leading an ore raid on the caves of the Firmaidens.

So once again, it seemed hewasn't to fit in, astranger in hisown cave.

It took afull season before the Copper could walk the insde of the Lavadome without standing and



gaping upward.

When the sun was down and the shining ova at the peak was dark, it was at its most spectacular.
Glowing rivers of firerose or fell dong its sdes, sometimes brighter, sometimes darker.

“What holdsthe world up?’ he asked NeStirrath as they rested on one of their “ saa-hardeners’: apile of
volcanic rock, the dag heap of an old tunnel leading down to the water ring.

“The Air Spirit must have madeit,” Krthonius said. “ Some battle with the Earth Spirit.”

“The Anklenes say it was amighty scalethat fell from the sun,” NeStirrath said. “It plunged deep into the
Lower World and expelled abdll of gas”

“The way you do when in the washing pool, Aubaagrave,” Nivom, the white drake with the d ashed-off
lip, said.

“Give meawhole pig for dinner and I’ [l produce one as big as what made the Lavadome,” Aubaagrave
sad.

“May you choke on your next mouthful of pig, boaster,” Krthonius said, and he and Aubdagrave
wrestled for amoment, scattering sharp lavarocks and ending it bleeding from awound or two.

“Who are these Anklenes?’
They dl looked a him.
“Hdf-adrake strikes again,” Nivom muttered to the others.

“Remember, hedidn’t hatch here,” NeStirrath said. “ The story goes that the Lavadome was found long
ago by awizard named Anklamere. He was agrasping, conniving sort of fellow, like most hominids, and
had it in mind to control everyone and everything: dragon, hominid, beast, even thewormsin the earth, |
expect. NooMoahk, Black Glory of Legend and Eternd Guardian of the Sun-Shard, finaly got rid of
him, but not before he enthralled some dragons and set them up here. They’ re a spiritless sort of cringers,
and they fiddle around with scrolls and books and whatnot. Always blending melting metals or heating
stones or poking around in the bodies of dragons who should be decomposing honorably under a
lava-stone cairn. The dragons of the lines of Wyrr and Skotl put them in their holes when we movedin.”

The Copper knew little more about the lines of Wyrr or Skotl, but after asking about the Anklenes he
decided not to press hisignorance. Besides, Krthonius was getting twitchy. He had the honor of leading
this patrol and wanted to set ataxing pace.

They returned to the towering black overhang of the Imperial Rock sore of claw and thirsty. The others
hung back, arguing and snapping, until the Copper drank, then jostled one another and splashed and
durped up their thirst. The Copper’ sgood front limb felt asthough it were going to fal off, and he
dragged histail on the way back to his shelf.

NeStirrath entered and took anogtrilful of air.
“Whew. Smells of batsin here. What, are you keeping them as pets, Rugaard?’

“Habit from my travels,” the Copper said. “I...I used them to mask my odor. | got to kind of like having
them around.”



NeStirrath wrinkled hisnostrils. “ They cal you ‘Batty’ when your crest isturned, you know.”

“I’ve heard them,” the Copper said. He knew NeStirrath thought him soft. “ They’ re agood ward against
garvation too. Food' s hard to find when you' re traveling underground.”

“I’d have to be starving to eat a bat. But | wanted to have atak with you, lad. Y ou might bein charge of
awhole sissa of young drakes someday. Y ou need to scrap it up abit. More of the rough-and-tumble, or

they’ Il never accept you or respect you.”

The Copper fdt hisstomach snk. “1 don’t like fighting. They’ redl older and bigger than me. | dways
seem to come out of oneworse off. Like my toe.”

Themissing digit itched as though solid with scale mites, a sensation made dl the more disagreesble by
thefact that it wasn’t there anymore and he couldn’t scratch it.

“You'vegot to bewilling to be thefirg to jump into afight if you' reto win respect fromthislot. Evenif
you lose atooth or two, stick up for yoursdlf, lad. It's not the Size of the drake that winsthe fight; it'sthe
sze of thefight in the drake. Let your father know he hatched adragon.”

Mention of Father just made him miserable.

“Don’'t look glum,” NeStirrath growled. “Doesn’t matter where you came from, or what you know or
don’'t know. Y ou'rein the Imperia line now. Cor, someday you could be the Tyr himself. Keep your
thoughts behind your eyes; don’t wear them on your face—and above dl, let them know a set of dragon
hearts beat behind your scale.”

“Y es, your honor,” the Copper said.

NeStirrath loved to pit his drakes against one another in contests and challenges and games, when they
weren't having the weak points of ax-dwarves or fighting-shield demen pounded into their heads, that is.

He ran dragon dashes (the Copper came in last), jumping contests (the Copper fell short of the mark
Krthonius s, even the time Krthonius stumbled before the vault mark), and tried to whack abarrel full
of sand off adragon’ s nose with histail (the barrel easily avoided the Copper’ s fiff tail).

They looked at one another in triumph. He knew what was going through hisfellow drakes minds:
Another rodentlike performance from Batty, lowest of the Imperid line. They probably sent him to the
Drakwatch so they wouldn't have to look at his odd eye and listen to him limp about the upper
chambers.

At each failure he shook off the dirt and dust and tried to keep his face from showing his disappointment.
Krthoniusfound dl the athletic events so easy, but he held histongue and didn’t bark out histriumph.
Unlike Aubaagrave, who sometimes could outjump his black-scaled comrade and | et the whole
Lavadome know it when he did. Nivom aso rarely won anything, and it put him in afoul mood.

It was after aparticularly gruesome humiliation in which the drakes had to climb up a sheer wall with the
drake behind gripping at the tail, adeadweight to be hauled (the Copper’ s twotoed saa gave way at the
last and he and Nivom fdll three full lengths to amud pit) that Nivom pushed past the Copper on the way
to the bathing poal.

Harf and a couple other thrals hurried to get hot water and pumice to scrub the dragonscales.



“Filthiest last, or you'll dirty the water for therest of us,” Nivom said.

The Copper, ill smarting in histail from Nivom' s hatchling-sharp teeth, et out asquawk that everyone
later said sounded more like astartled chicken than adrake’ s battle cry. He threw himself on Nivom and
thumped him in the snout with thejoint of hiscrippled arm.

Snarling and growling, the Copper thumped him again every time Nivom tried to shrug him off.
“Batty’ stearing Nivom anew tailvent,” Krthonius cried out to Aubalagrave.

“Rugaard!” the Copper snarled, griff rattling al on their own as though they wanted in on the contest. He
left Nivom and dashed at Krthonius, head low and down so Krthonius couldn’t get under his guard and
fliphim.

Some of the hominids shouted in excitement.

Krthonius turned sideways, ashe dwaysdid in abrawl, so he could strike with head or tail, off-sde up
agang acave wadl with aline of bronzed skullsjust where a mature dragon’ swings usudly brushed the
walls. The Copper split the distance and jumped up between tooth and tail-tip, pushed off thewadll, and
fell, rather awkwardly, on Krthonius s back. He wrapped his neck around Krthonius's and began to pull
scaeswith histeeth.

“Yeow! Yeoow!” Krthonius shouted, bashing the Copper with histail.

Aubalagrave joined the brawl, defending his friend’ s honor—and scales. The Copper found himself
sandwiched between two larger drakes, and much beaten about the head and hindquarters. All he could
do was try to make Krthonius or Aubalagrave miss, thus striking each other when they were trying to hit
the Copper.

“Keep theclawsin, you,” he heard NeStirrath shout.

He didn’t have much success. Aubaagrave gave him a saa swipe across the snout, and he saw brilliant
fieldsof flowers,

“I'll finishit,” Nivom shouted, forcing hisway through the others.

The Copper wanted to flee, but instead he flung himsalf on Nivom again. They went up on their hind legs,
boxing each other with sii and exchanging bites about the snout and griff. Nivom stood tdl on his
hindquarters and rattled his griff.

“Tail swipe,” one of the thralls shouted. Despite the urging, the Copper’ stail refused to reach. Krthonius
yanked on it and he fell, belly-up, under Nivom.

“Cry stled!” Nivom urged.

The Copper got both saa under Nivom and launched him into the bathing pool. He could hardly see out
of hisgood eye, thanks to the blood, but he could make out Krthonius well enough, and charged at him

again.

Hefdt tail srikesand aweight above his ssa—A ubaagrave was atop him, hammering him with kicks
while he clung with his si—Dbut he till pushed forward for Krthonius and grappled. Krthonius easily
pushed his noseinto the bed of rocks lining the floor.

“Cry sttled,” Krthonius grunted.



The Copper managed to poke him under the chin with his crippled forelimb. Krthonius backed off,
making retching sounds and coughing. Aubaagrave sank histeeth into both sides of his head behind the
crest.

“Kah ettehld!” Aubdagrave said.

The Copper rolled, rolled again, at great pain to the tender skin at the back of his head, and managed to
plunge both of them into the bathing pool. He got Aubaagrave s head underwater and pushed for dl he
wasworth. Aubalagrave refused to yield and go limp.

Something hauled both of them out of the water—NeStirrath, trying to keep Aubaagrave from bresthing
too much water. The Copper gave him atail strikefor hisinterference and was dropped atop Nivom and
Krthonius. Cheering from the thralls—or maybe the pained roaring of atender-gummed old
dragon—sounded in hisears.

They rolled, athree-colored mass of fury letting out battle criesin high-pitched drake voices. The
Copper got histeeth into Nivom' s shoulder and forced him down, pushing for al he wasworth, keeping
Krthonius s head pinned with hisin the crook of hiscrippled limb.

Aubalagrave and Krthonius boxed him about the head, trying to get him to let go. He grabbed
Aubaagrave at what fdlt likeadi digit, twisted.

“Cry sttled! Cry settled! Cry—" the three chorused. But their voices seemed far away and receding.
The smooth rocks of the flooring gave way to the soft, mossy pads of the river-lake, only therewas no
itchy dimeor biting water mitesthistime....

Hewoke, hisface wet. Hiseyerolled thisway and that, but hisvison was misty.
“Give him another,” NeStirrath said.

Krthonius spit another cheekful of water on him. Thralswere huddled dl around, and Harf was counting
knocked-out hatchling teeth from hand to hand.

“Did | cry settled?’ the Copper croaked.

“No, wedid,” Nivom said. “Y ou’ d gone dark and wouldn't let go of Aubaagrave s dragonhood.”
“Hope his mate can fal sideways on the wedding flight,” Krthonius said.

Aubaagrave sat with his hindquartersin the coolest part of the pool, hisface contorted.

“Good fight, Rugaard,” Aubaagrave said between quick bregaths. “ Good fight.”

The bats had ther fill of blood for once, that night. Even Thernadad finaly gave up, crawled alength or
two away from the Copper, too swollen to fly, and went to deep. Harf made to swat him with awaste
scoop, but the Copper threw a protective sii over the bat.

The next day he could hardly see. Helooked at himsdlf in the polished black rock just beneath the lamp
and afrightful, swollen face looked back out of the reflection-world, every scale out of place. He was
excused dl duties, given an extraration of meat and ore, and as the other three had bites and bruises
enough for awhole sissaof Drakwatch, NeStirrath called for alesson day.

To NeStirrath’ s considerable vexation, the Tyr decided to pay avist.



A pair of broad-shouldered blighter thralls led the way, with dragon-headed incense burners letting out of
trails of rich-smelling smoke, equd parts spice and ail. The Copper smedlled it along way off and felt
better disposed to the world and his aching body. He managed to climb off his shelf and join the othersin
the common room by the drinking and bathing pools.

NoSohoth led the way, and immediately went to NeStirrath’ sside and led him in abow to the Tyr. The
Imperid retinue flowed into the common room, and attendant thralls shrank into the corners.

NeStirrath pointed his chargesinto aline behind him.

“Always good to smell drakesagain,” the Tyr said. “There' stoo much drakka scent about the upper
levels. | grow tired of the eterna bloom of females. Drakes and blood. ..well, what’ sthis?’

Behind the Tyr the Copper saw aforest of legs. The deek young golden drake was there, and another,
sort of areddish-purplish color that reminded the Copper of the radishes the thralls chewed to wash the
dragon-smell out of their mouths at the end of along day.

“And | thought it was just thrals making stories up, asusud,” the Tyr said. “ Therewas afine old fight
down here, wasn't there?’

The golden drake walked the perimeter of the Drakwatch caves, peering into the eyes of the skullsand
fighting yawnsal theway.

The Tyr shifted so he could make room for the dragon behind. “Y ou should know what’ sgoing onin
your own caves, SiDrakkon. | know you' ve got other titles, but as my mate s brother you'reaso in
charge of the Drakwatch.”

The radish-colored dragon just glowered.
“Simevolant, stop idling and come have alook at these drakes.”

“Yes, Grandsire.” Simevolant, the golden drake, approached the line of bruised and bashed drakes.
“Impressive specimens. A credit to the Drakwatch. But glory does bring out the ugly, doesn’t it?’

The Tyr looked sharply at NoSohoth. “1’d like alittle more ferocity on the Rock; a dragon should fight
with tooth and claw, not tongue. Too much of that. What' sthis, old friend? Isthat alump on your jaw?
Don't tel me you wereinvolved in the fracas.” The old dragon chuckled.

“I was pulling them apart and your young ward there loosened my teeth for my trouble.”
“Isthat...er...” the Tyr said, looking at the Copper.

“Y ou decided to cdl him Rugaard, Grandsire,” the bright young Simevolant reminded the Tyr.
“Rugaard, yes. I’ d hardly recognize you. Y ou' re beginning tofill out alittle.”

“It' sthe swdlling, | think,” Simevolant said. “Most hatchlings are ugly, but they get better proportioned as
they age. | do bdlieve you' re getting worse, Rugaard. Someone should take some studies of you for

posterity.”
The Tyr ignored the byplay and tapped radish-colored SiDrakkon with histail.

SiDrakkon sniffed dl the drakes. “ There’ s an opening for amessenger in Degp Tunnel. Which drake of
theseisyour fastest”?’



“Krthonius, with the big haunches, there,” NeStirrath said.

“Good of the Empire, now, think for the good of the Empire,” the Tyr muttered.

“Why won't you let me make adecison? It'smy respongbility!” SiDrakkon sputtered.
“Imperia messengers do alot more than just memorize reports and run,” Tyr said.

“I should know. | was one,” SiDrakkon said.

The Tyr'sjaw tightened; then he relaxed. “ And afine one, too. So you know that sometimesthey are
asked for an independent opinion of the Situation in some distant, tight corner, or even to assume
command if there' s been an unexpected death. That requires sound judgment.”

“Nivom'’svery bright, Tyr,” NeStirrath said. “Best memory of the bunch. Aubdagraveis strong and
cleverinafight.”

“Who' sin charge of the Drakwatch?’ SiDrakkon roared.
“Bearers, more oliban there; fire bladders are starting to throb,” Smevolant said.

The thralls with the smoking dragon heads extracted some milky chips from pouches a their waist and
dumped asmdl handful each into the dangling brazier. Therich, aromatic smell filled the cavern, and one
of the blighter thralls sniffled.

“Honored friend,” the Tyr said to NeStirrath. “ Let’s say we were a Three Tunnels again, with the
blighters hip-deep dl around and battle horns blowing. Which of the three would you want with us?
Good of the Empire, mind.”

“Little Rugaard, there. Kept histeeth dug in, even when he went unconscious. He' s no dudlist; hefights
asthough hisneck were ontheline.”

“Doesthat help, SiDrakkon?’ the Tyr asked.

“Why do you even drag me dong if you' re just going to have your way anyway?’ SiDrakkon said.
“Thedecisonisyours”

“I'll have Nivom. A mixed message can lose abattle.”

Nivom straightened, and his pink eyes shone. The Copper fdt hisjoy and gave alittle prrumfor him.
“Asl sad, thechoiceisyours,” Tyr said. “I’m sure you' ve made agood one.”

He turned to the bruised drakes. “Don’t worry, you others; there Il befor you glory enough in your turn.
It' sadwaysthe onesthat you d never expect who become legends.”

Chapter 13

T he Copper remained longer in NeStirrath’ s part of the Drakwatch caves than most. Krthonius joined
an Upper World sissawho patrolled the plateau on the rocky dopes covering the Lavadome.
Aubaagrave served on the river beneath the wings of the griffaran, as part of anew aguatic Sssa
protecting their nestsfrom raiders.

Drakes came and went. They usualy had only one or two others, and never more than six. Eachtimea



review was held, SiDrakkon or one of the wingless Drakwatch |eaders walked up and down in front of
the drakes, and each time adrake | eft. Once, after abloody battle with acompany of evish mercenaries
that resulted in the destruction of asissa before help from the griffaran could arrive, they took every
drake out of the training caves—except for the Copper.

He practiced leadership of his drakes under NeStirrath’ stutelage. He learned to praisein public and
reprimand any first offensein private. He rewarded group efforts with group plea-sures: After particularly
successful brawling raids on the ore bins of the Firemaidens, he'd let hisdrakes have a“sun day” on the
water ring. Of course, the same went for punishments. When his drakeswoke to find their own ore
supply emptied in astedthy Firemaiden raid in return, ataunting note reminding them that adrakka
named Nilrasha had | eft a noisome present in the washing pool, he gave the Drakwatch thrals arest day
and set hisdrakesto work cleaning out the thrall pens, washing and airing bedding. His bats got their fill
of bedbugs.

After the drake who'd falen adlegp on watch fished out the turd with hislips, of course.

The bats thrived, and grew to know Imperia Rock better than the Copper did, for they flew around the
upper leves, hunting insects, or flitted out into the Lavadome in search of tied livestock.

The adult bats aged quickly, in the manner of rodents. Mamedi dropped eventudly. Thernadad grew old,
amost blind and deaf, but his appetite, and that of hisbrother’s, never flagged.

Thetrio of young bats—the Copper caled them Big Ear, Spike Hair, and Wide Nose for their most
prominent features—grew into truly colossa bats, bigger than Thernadad and his brother put together.
The Copper suspected they sneaked dragonblood when they could.

NeStirrath had him apply his energy to the drakes as a sort of assstant, saving the old dragon’ s seawear
on thelonger hikes and expeditions.

The Copper made the best of histime, plaguing NeStirrath with questions about the Lavadome, draconic
history, even how he cameto lose hiswings.

“It wasinthecivil wars, of course. Dragon family against dragon family, aterrible business. It was an
aerid dud. A Skotl-clan dragon named AgMemdiustore into my back. Most dragons would be satisfied
with just crippling awing, but he wanted meto fal to my desth. The Tyr himsdf pulled me out of my fall,
and we splashed into alake together. In the end we reconciled only when the blightersrose.”

“How did the Tyr cometo lead the dragons here?’

“Strange you should ask that. Rethothannalis creating something she calls a history—it’ slike alifesong,
only you sing it about someone else—and she' son melike aleech. Seemsawagte. If you're so
wretched you don’t have any deedsto sing of, better to die trying for afew lines of your own than
reciting someone s slaudi. Anklenes,” hefinished with agrowl.

“What does she want from you?’

“The lines of my lifesong about the war between the Skotl and the Wyrr and the Anklenes. | hardly know
her, and here I’ m supposed to spew out my lifesong as though she were my poor Esthea? Just seems
wrong.”

NeStirrath dways darkened at the mention of his mate. The Copper didn’t know the circumstances, only
that she was dead.

“Tell them to me, your honor. I’ ll go over there and deliver it for you, and bring back any questions. I've



been curious about their hill; I'd be glad of the errand.”

“Dragons set too much on appearances. Why not? Y ou're practicaly a son to me. We d have been
proud to hatch you. Y ou' reaqudity drake. | fed much better now, having onel can trust. Among
dragonstrust is more seldom shared than even gold.”

The Copper gulped. Usudly NeStirrath was finding fault with the sharpness of hissag, or telling him to
aways poke his head over aridge s crestline and examine the other side closdly before crossing, lest
game be scared away or enemies forewarned, or barking at him to take brief ngpswhen in thefield and
savered deep for safe, well-guarded caves.

“I’'m not much for wordplay—that’ s an Anklene pastime—but here are the parts:
When CuTar’ ssonsin battle met

One perch but we nine who sought
Two-score dragons fell to earth.

In Rednight’ s reckoning fought
Threelines a war for power’s pride
Black murder just atool

AgMemdius struck, my hatchlings died
A bloody cave | found

An anguished roar, awish for death

| sought my bloodstained foe

And over Kog's hill, trading breath
We perished, each aflame...

It went on for quite some time, about how the dragons fought to rule the great cave. Meanwhile an
aliance of dwarves, demen, and blighter thralls took advantage and struck, attempting to recapture the
Lavadome. But adragon named FeHazathant rallied them, made peace between the lines, and organized
the dragons according to their abilities.

Old RaHurath, unableto fly without first dropping from aheight, called on hisold friendsthe griffaran,
who helped turn the tide when the dwarves attacked Imperiad Rock. FeHazathant himsdlf, hiding a
grievous spear wound, flew from point to point, ralying dragons and convincing them to abandon their
caves and treasures for alast stand atop Black Rock. A beautiful dragonelle named Tighliawent bravely
into the blighter camp, ostensibly to negotiate, but instead sowed discord between the blighter army and
their dlies, so they quit the battle with cries of “betraya” when they suffered areverse. EmLar, adender,
scaled gray born an Anklene thrall and a grandsire of Nivom, was put in charge of the drakes. He had
them bury themsalvesin the gravel of the lower passages. The drakes trapped the demen’ s storming
column, collapsing awall that trapped half the demen forcesingde the rock, and took turnsvolleying
flame at any otherswho tried to get in to reinforce them.

“They died in these chambers. That's where we got many of these skulls.”



The Copper repeated back the song. NeStirrath corrected him, and he repested it back again amost
perfectly. Thefirg few linesgill intrigued him.

“You wanted to be Tyr?’ he asked.

“I wasyoung. | wouldn’t take it now if it came with ariver of gold. Dragons are dways quarreling, and
no matter how wisgly the Tyr settles matters, both parties grumble and blame his judgment.”

The Copper had never been in the strange, smooth hill of the Anklenes before. He and the Drakwatch
had seen it from every angle on the ground, and once he' d looked down on it from the Imperid Resort
on abotanical tour of the gardens, but he’ d never walked past the twin statues of robed hominids, one
holding alamp and the other aquill and scroll, and up to its entrance.

He paused there and let Harf catch up.

Flat spaces yawned at the base of the statues. According to NeStirrath, there' d once been statues of
dragons crouched benegath the figures on their pillars, but the dragons found the arrangement vaguely
offendgve—hominids towering above dragons? The statues were moved to moreillustrious
accommodations on the Imperia Resort. Now they looked down on the Anklene hill.

The base of the Anklene hill—if hill wastheright word, for it wastoo regular to be anatural formation of
the cavern and seemed too big for anyone to have constructed it—was exactly square. It doped away
fromitsbase, at first very dowly, but then the angle increased until the four Sides met at the peek.
Viewed from the entrance, the peak seemed very high and far-off.

The hill was coated with pink-white stone, lined and divided like good plump meat. The Copper passed
under the statues on their columns and approached the entrance, a porta that mimicked the peak shape
of the entrance. He sasw—and smelled—lights burning within.

A human hurried toward the entrance, adjusting histhrall-wrap. He had the potbelly of athral who
wasn't worked hard enough, or who perhaps filched food. The Copper gave NeStirrath and
Rethothanna s names, and thethrdl led himinside.

The passages were low and wide within, carved out of amore natura-looking brown stone, reinforced in
spots with stedl or scale-chipped wood. They’ d been smoothed and coated with a paste the color of a
hatchling’ s belly to make the most of thelights. A smilar sort of surface covered the floor, only tiny
rounded pebbles had been thrown into the mix. Two dragons could just dip past each other, if they
adjusted their stance and didn’t lock wings. The place dso had that disgusting wet-bat smell of humans.

Thethral led him on azigzagging course like asnake strail. It ssemed there was only one main tunnel in
here, winding upward in aseries of turns, opening out on galleries and larger rooms that extended to the
hillsde. Greenish light filled the roomsthat didn’t have lampsin use, and the copper recognized baskets
dripping with cave moss hanging from the cellings. There werethralls, naked from the waist up, who did
nothing but carry yokes and buckets of filthy-smelling water. They’ d hook aladder to some eyeboltsin

the cealling and climb up, endlesdy watering the thriving moss.

Thethrdl fell to hiskneesa awide gdlery. A femae sood within, her heavy haunchesto him. She
examined aseries of pieces of matched paper hanging on aline, with writing scrawled on them.

“Very well. Put the new pageninein,” the dragon told ancther thral. Thisonewas dvish, afemaewith
hair like dead cave moss.



The prostrate thrall glubbed something out into the set pebbles of the hallway pavement, railsing dust.

“Whao?1 don’'t know a Rugaard-nester.” She turned, showing eyesthat struck him as bulging and alittle
oversze, though her nogtrils had an degant upward curve that reminded him alittle of Mother.

“Rugaard. Sent by NeStirrath,” the Copper said. “I have some lines from hislifesong—"

“You'retoo late,” she said, settling down with forelimbs crossed. “ That old fool. Thisisjust like him,
making difficulty just when I’ d given up. My history’s complete. It’ sto be presented tonight; the Tyr
himself wantsto hear it at the Imperid banquet.”

“We could present the Tyr with arevised edition later,” the dvish thrall said, in remarkably good
Drakine. “You'll recite tonight personally, won't you? He' d like afew lines about NeStirrath; they are
oldfriends”

The dragonelle ignored her. She swung her neck sdeways, another unsettling gesture, for it reminded him
of asnake, and looked at Harf and shut her nostrils. She returned her wide-eyed stare to the Copper.
“What did you say your namewas again?’

“Rugaard.”
“I’m Rethothanna. Wait, you' re the one who was adopted into the line three years ago?”’

“Yes.” The Copper wasn't sure if she deserved some sort of honorific or not. He started to recite the
poem whileit was il freshin his heed.

Sheinterrupted him after six lines. “Look at your scae. What' sthat servant of yours been doing with his
time, the one-handed hominid pastime? The banquet’ sin three hours!”

“I’'m...1 don't know about a banquet.”

Rethothanna s overlarge eyes widened, and the Copper wondered if they’d pop out. “Y ou're of theline.
It'san Imperia banquet. Y ou must be a your place.”

“Don't pollute your locution! Say something worthwhile or be sllent.”
The Copper settled on silence, so fixed was he on the vast whites of her eyes as shelooked him over.

“But not looking like that. Y'am, go get every scae polisher and claw shaper in the hill. Open your mouth,
drake. Wdll! Those teeth aren’t bad. There’'s many adrake who'd be proud of aset like that. A little oil
and they’ Il gleam admirably; maybethey’ Il divert atention from that eye. Eyegrit, are those bat bites?
Wheredo you live?’ He heard Harf take afew steps back. The shifting head turned on him. “Yes, you,
thral, you' d better cower. I’ve half amind to eat you. Who taught you to use scouring salt on adragon’s
scae?’

“All scdeclean! All them clean!” Harf said, covering his head with hisfordimbs.
“Y am, have you died and rooted?’
Thedf hurried off into the passage.

“Now, let’shave what passesfor poetry from NeStirrath again. While they’ re getting you cleaned up I'll
seeif | can’'t make something of hisword butchery. His stanzas might be ranked enemies, the way he



scattersthem....”

Rethothanna kept Y am busy filling gapsin her scale with similarly colored green scales, which required
much working with wire, attaching them to their neighbors so they’ d stay in place.

The Copper had athrall at each quarter, and one rather young, small, deft-handed female human working
hisface and teeth. First she trimmed the edged of hisface scae with shears, then afile; then she went to
work with abrush and something that smelled alittle like paint. She poured dust though a straw into the
crevicesin hisscae, then dusted hisface with a glittery mixture that smelled of metals.

“Don’'t skimp on the oliban and bay leaf,” Rethothanna said asathrall painted the trailing corners of her
nostrils, making them look even longer and more elegant. Red powder around her eyes set the deep
green of her face off admirably, and gave her eyeslifeand fire.

The girl nodded and bent for along, heavy wooden box topped by a broad handle. She came up with a
pair of silver bottles with golden tops, and gpplied fragrant oilsto his crest.

“Dragon-ward behind his griff. If herattlesthem, | want the dragonsto know it.”

The girl nodded and dabbed something into the folds of the skin behind his griff. It smelled like hot iron
and blood to the Copper.

“Histeeth now,” Rethothannasaid.

The girl smeared aclear oil on histeeth. The Copper didn’t like the taste and pulled back hislipsalittle
to keep it from getting in hismouth.

“Exactly,” Rethothannasaid. He' d never heard her use such a satisfied tone before. “Y our mother taught
youwdl, girl.”

The girl tipped her head down alittle.
“Bring amirror-plate. Our young drake finaly looks worthy of the Imperid line.”

Two thrals held up a polished sheet of bronze. He looked into it. The odd sense of depth to the
reflection gave him amoment of dizziness, soon overcome as he adjusted to theideaof hisreflection. It
was like seeing your image in the water, but tinted with the colors of acod fire.

His scale had adepth and polish and glitter. She' d shaped the displaced scae at the gouged side of his
face so asto minimize the scarring, and added a pewter-colored powder to the crevicesin his crest that
emphasi zed the strong, smooth ridges.

So it was a proud young drake who followed Rethothanna over to the Black Rock and up to the Tyr’'s
Gardens.

The Copper had never seen such agathering, or imagined there could be anything so splendid. It must
have been dark outside, for the pesk of the dome was a plate of midnight. This, however, madethefiery
streams of lavarunning along the exterior of the dome all the brighter and more colorful.

Femad e dragons with fringes painted and smooth ribbons wound about their necksin fascinating
knotwork, maleswith vivid red or blue lines painted on their wings—Rethothanna said it was aform of
display of laudi, recognized by the Tyr himself and worn for al to see—drakes and drakka playing and



singing and mirroring.

At the middle of the Gardens an open oval free of plants served as the center of the party. A little lower
than much of the terraced garden, it was paved with shields and helmets and breastplates, trophies taken
in battle and presented to the Tyr. At the center of the open areawas along masonry trench shaped like
adrawn bow. At the notch of the bow lay the Tyr and hismate, on alow rise of wood and cushioning
that gave them acommanding view. Where bow would give way to string, stairways led down to the
kitchens. The most splendid of the dragons reclined at the bow. The string was reserved for the younger
drakes and drakka.

For amoment the Copper’ s eyes were tricked, and he thought platters of food did by magic from
dragon to dragon. He spotted thralls bearing vast platters on their heads. They rose heavy-laden from the
gairsand circulated, dwaysin the same direction to avoid collisonsin the narrow trench. The roast
chunks of meat went around the circuit, and emptied as the dragons reached down with jaws and
plucked the tidbits. Sometimes instead of platters they bore along polein asort of harness-and-cup, and
from cross-braces at the top of the pole dangled whole roasted joints from hooks. These seldom even
made it to the drakes and drakka.

At the very center of the dining plazawas a sandy pit. According to Rethothanna, new hatchlings of the
Imperid line would be exhibited there so al could see them, but there were none at the moment.

“Any gueststhe Tyr wishesto particularly honor get seated to hisleft, so they havefirgt choice of the
dishes” Rethothannaexplained.

Rethothanna didn’t mix—she wasn't of the Imperial line—but instead waited to be called by NoSohoth,
in hisusud role of organizer. His gleaming silver shone especidly bright tonight.

A scream and aclatter. The Copper’ s attention went to the far end of the bow, near where the thralls
entered and exited the kitchen.

“Drop him, Smevolant,” the Tyr said across the sandpit.

The golden drake ceased dragging athrall up out of the trench. “But his platter wasempty and I'm
mrgry.n

“An empty platter’ snot hisfault. A thrdl’ sathral, but you can’t eat them for no reason at dl. Let him go,

Simevolant released the man. The thrall was so frightened he scuttled for the exit without picking up his
platter. The other food bearers continued circling. He noticed they quickened their step at Simevolant’s
end, sometimes bumping into one another.

“That' sdoneit, worm,” Tighliasaid, looking pointedly at Smevolant. “ Their tiny brains can't hold more
than one thought, and now they’ re more concerned with being esten than keeping step.”

“Let’shave some drumming,” the Tyr said. “Where are those clever blighters with the kettledrums?’

NoSohoth extended a black-tipped wing toward agrove, and atrio of blighters came forward, two
bearing pairs of vas, leather-topped drums and a third with ahollow polished log. They went to work on
their ingruments, filling the gardens with rhythmic pounding. The Copper liked the sound so much he
couldn’t help swaying and samping hisfeet.

“Mind the step, now, fellows; no one' s been eaten,” the Tyr said to the thralls passing under his nose.
“That'smorelikeit. Steady onand I'll order abarrdl of sweet ferments up for you after the medl.”



SiDrakkon, stting to hissister’ sright, hardly ate a all, and worked at the edge of an embedded shield
with hisclaws, prying up therim.

“SiDrakkon looks unhappy,” the Copper said to Rethothanna.

“He sdwaysin atemper. Pay him no mind. Stuck between the ambitions of his Sster and the directions
of her mate. He' sthe Tyr’ seyes and voice in the Lavadome, and he' s not an energetic dragon. Doesn't
like parties, either. Speaking of which, how isyour first Imperia banquet?’

The Copper looked around. “It’ s the most splendid thing I’ ve ever seen.”

“It occursto methat I'll have to hear your lifesong a some point. Y ou'rethe first outsider to seek the
Lavadomein...oh, ageneraion’stime, Of course, we don't advertise our presence. Even with such dlies
as we have on the surface, we have to keep our home secret.”

The Copper would have liked to hear more from her, for he was curious about the Upper World and its
dangers, but the drummers had exhausted themselves, and NoSohoth waved her over.

“My turn. May the Air Spirit carry my voice well,” she said. She stepped forward, and dl eyesturned in
their direction as NoSohoth announced: “Cry hear and hear, for we' |l have poetry now. A new work on
the late feuds of the founders of the Lavadome by Imperial memoriam. Hear Rethothanna.”

Simevolant scanned the crowd, found the Copper. “I say, cousin, what are you doing there, lurking in the
blade-bushes? Come and find your place at the banquet.”

The Copper stepped forward, and Simevolant made room for him, nudging adrakka aside.

“Hear me, Spirits; hear me, Ages, hear me, dragons great and smdll, for | tell atae of thefounding of a
new Slverhigh....”

Simevolant ignored her preamble and snatched a plump sausage linked into the shape of a curly-tailed
dog off aplatter. “Now, how arethingsin the lower levels? | so seldom get down your way. Isthe
grength of the Drakwatch still kegping the Imperial Resort from faling?”

The drakkaaround Simevolant fluttered their eydids and griff at hisjoke.

“Little has changed since your last visit,” the Copper said. He' d rather listen to Rethothanna than chatter
and joke.

“I’ve traveled with the Drakwatch. Muddy, tiring business. Wars and body pieces. Have you made it out
of thetraining cavernsyet?’

“No,” the Copper said.

“Youwon't lack for learning. But nothing teaches like experience. Even up here, you’ d be amazed at
what ayoung drake can experience.” He tapped the drakka next to him on the nose.

The Copper tried to close an ear to hisyammering, but Simevolant kept asking questions. How many
thralls were being brought acrossthe river, the size of the herds driven underground from the surface
provinces, improvementsto dwelling space in the Skotl Hill...

The Copper caught only bits of Rethothanna’ s performance. It dedlt with the Tyr’ svison for anew
Siverhigh herein this deep fastness, and told how he rose to preeminence after aseries of duelsand
feuds between Skotl, Anklene, and Wyrr linesthat divided the dragons of the Lavadome, uniting them



through arigid hierarchy where even the lowest dragons at |east commanded numerousthralls. Thus,
“Each dragon alord, each dragondlle a queen.”

The Copper wondered what it was like to be one of even the lesser lords around the banquet, so
important that your deeds were sung by others. They must be proud dragonsindeed. And what
dragonelle would not be pleased to be a queen?

But there were queens and there were Queens. Rethothanna dropped in afew lines of praisefor Tighlia's
beautty, “aflower of the Skotl line, plucked and placed as high asany Wyrr for al to admire.”

Simevolant brought up afragrant quantity of gasat that, loudly enough that Rethothanna had to pause
until hewasfinished.

“| do beg your pardon,” Simevolant said. “Go on. I’'m adragon turned to stone by the power of your
words.”

During kern, athick, yellowish paste full of smashed vegetables that aided the digestion, Rethothanna
finished with FeHazathant’ svictory a the duel of Black Rock, after which the “iron-willed, sted-limbed”
dragon assumed the old Anklenetitle of Tyr, borne by the dragon who ruled and commanded his fellows
inthe old, half-forgotten Age of the Sorcerer, when Anklemere ruled.

“They wdlow too much in the pagt, that generation,” Simevolant said. “ Refighting old wars. What' sgoing
to come after the Tyr dies? That’ swhat concerns me. I’ ve no ambition whatsoever, but there are plenty
who do. Dragons can be ruthlessin getting what they want.”

The dragons spat torf-sized gobs of flame into the water troughs placed here and there among them, and
Rethothanna bowed to the crackle and hiss of water turned instantly to steam.

“Excdlent,” Tyr sad, casting flame into the sandpit at the center of the banquet. “ So polished, and dl the
grim business of bodies and broken eggs I eft out. | don't like brave deeds tarnished, you know. Come,
Rethothanna, take firgt position there and eet your fill.”

A dragon, wingsthick with red laudi, moved over, and with some shoving and squashing the dragons
rearranged themsalves around the banquet.

The Tyr thumped histail. “Now | have an announcement. Our Uphold in Bant has suffered some serious
reverses of late. The humans and blighter tribes there are set upon and need our assistance. I’'m sending a
dragon up to st thingsright.”

“Bant. Oh, how tiresome,” Simevolant said. “Humans. They can't stand to see the moon change without
garting some new feud.”

The Copper would have liked to ask what the moon was, but he kept histongue.

“| don’'t need to tell anyone at this table how important Bant isto our food supply. I’ ve decided that
SDrakkon shdl go and help our Upholder in Bant, ummm—"

“NiThonius,” Tighliasupplied.

SiDrakkon glowered, going even more purple about the cheeks. He reared his head back, but the
Copper saw hissister quickly put her head across his neck and whisper something in his ear.

“He' snot even of the Imperid ling, Tyr,” Tighliasad. “My brother isonly to ‘hep’ him?’



“NiThoniusisawise dragon. The Bant are araucous crowd, argumentative as crows and headstrong as
boars. He knows how to handle them.”

“I wonder who is handling whom. Two more like him in the Upholds and we' || be skeletons down here.
Food is short enough.”

The Copper wondered at that, with thralls sweeting and groaning under the weight of the platters that
flowed around the banquet. But perhaps exceptions were made for banquets.

“I want full powers,” SiDrakkon said. “Asthe Tyr's representative. Three good, battle-tested dragons.
And three sissa of the Drakwatch to support.”

“I don’t want another surface war,” Tyr said. “ The hominids lose ten thousand and we lose ten, and they
have afresh ten thousand before ten eggs are even laid.”

“Let me manage things or find another dragon,” SiDrakkon roared. The whole table went quiet.
Tyr stood.

Thrdls hurried to throw more sticks of incensein the braziers, and a thick, sweet odor fell over the
banquet.

The Tyr glared at his mat€ s brother. “Fair enough,” he said in a steady voice. “ Best to speak softly, with
afearsome host behind the words. Y ou pick the dragons. Asto the Drakwatch, | want Nivom leading
the three sisa. He' simpressed me. | understand he' s quite driven the demen away from the caves
bordering the far shores.”

Tighlialooked sharply a her mate as soon as he mentioned Nivom.

The Tyr got afaraway look in hiseyes. “I'll give him atripe for that when he gets hiswings. Blue will
look well againg that white of his”

He blinked, and looked around the banquet table. “We'll need an Imperia messenger to report progress.
Simevolant, you haven't been off Black Rock these three years.”

Simevolant tucked his head againgt his shoulder for amoment. “Tyr, I'm touched, redly, with this
expression of the Imperia confidence. But I’ ve got a notion—send Rugaard, here. HE' s never even been
to the Upholds. The experience will do him good.”

“Rugaard?’ Tyr said, looking at the Copper as though he’ d never seen him before. “Wasn't hekilled
at...Oh, yes, of course. Theegg saver.”

Smevolant offered one of those smiles that made the Copper’ sscale bristle. “ Y es, the eterndly budding
flower of the Drakwatch training caves. Is he not amarvel ous young drake? Stand, Rugaard, for you are
looking fine tonight, and let the assembly see the future of the Imperid line, adopted by the Tyr himsdlf. |
don’t believe he' s attended a banquet before, and he needs an introduction anyway.”

The Copper rose, shifted uncomfortably, and did his best to open hisbad eye. He didn’t want to be
exhibited thus, but Smevolant had such amusica way of putting things, you followed hiswordsthisway
and that the way you did agood blood trail.

“The Drakwatch calshim ‘Batty,’ | understand,” SiDrakkon said. “He keeps bats as pets.”

The drakkatwitched their noses and fluttered their eydids. They were laughing at him. No matter how



polished hisscale, or even hisedging—

“Burnit, Sme; you're dwayswriggling out of things” the Tyr said. “Y ou chatter your way through life
likeadrakka | won't haveit.”

“Stand up for yoursdlf, cousin,” Simevolant said out of the side of his mouth. *Y ou want to stay in those
drippy holesforever?’

The Copper found hisvoice. “I’ d be grateful for the opportunity, Tyr.”

“That’ sanorther’ svocalization if I've ever heard one,” adragon opposite the Copper at the banquet
said. “How did he ever come to the dome?’

Tyr stail tapped in thought. “Never been to the Upper World?’
“No, Tyr.”

“Waell, Bant’s as good a place as any to get sunstruck. NoSohoth, get his shoulder line painted, won't
you?’

“Congratulations, Rugaard,” Simevolant said. “Keep out of the way of most of the arrows. Remember to
put alittle dwarf’ s-beard on your wounds.”

The rest of the banquet passed in a blur. He met the dragons and dragonelles, drakes and drakka of the
Imperia line. A trio of drakka, who he later found out were directly grand-daughtered to Tyr, twitched
their noses asthey greeted him and perfunctorily laid their necks across his, pressed on by their mother, a
rather pinched-looking, tight-scaled creature named Ibidio. Two were deek, beautiful specimens, the
third rather thin and sickly, but they were polite enough under the urging of their mother. Her mate,
AgGriffopse, the champion of the Tyr’ sfirs—and only—clutch before helogt hisfirst mate, had been
badly wounded fighting dwarves and died of hisinjurieswithin ayear. Many sad tales were sung of
AgGiriffopse, and the Copper was glad of a chance to meet some of histitular relations at last.
AgGriffopse and Ibidio’ s daughters were gracious enough to greet him as a brother, and his hearts beat
hard at their touch as they crossed necks.

The only one of the three who redly spoke to him wasthe sickly one, Haaflora, conversing between tiny
mouthfuls of food. Perhaps that was why she was sickly. She was interested in details of lifein the
Drakwatch. Ayafegiaand her sster Imfamnia spent most of their time discussing how they would have
organized the banquet.

“No, no. Make the dishes stationary. That way the society hasto circulate,” Ayafesiasaid.
“Look at Tighliaup there, queen of dl she surveys. How | envy her,” Imfamniasaid.
“Envy’ snothing to brag of, daughter,” Ibidio said, raised scalein her voice.

Tighlid srelaions of the Skatl line, on the other hand, didn’t mix much with those from the Tyr' sWyrr
side. They didn’t have quite the decor of scale and elegance of manner the Tyr’s Sde possessed. He
gpoke with only one, agrim, battle-scarred dragon with still-healing wounds on his uncased
wings—SiDrakkon’s son, SiBayereth. He glistened, adeep red oily color, like blood spilled in shadow,
but was polite enough to tip his head as he congratul ated the Copper.

“Heartstrong of you to jump forward, cousin. Don't let them frighten you about the Upper World,” he
sad in the growling accent of his Skotl clan. “Our family’ sjust so used to being guarded down here, they
swoon at the thought of risk.”



The Copper swelled with pride, willing to hurl himself against awave of spearsat such praise. A guard!
And of these splendid, noble, glamorous, glittering dragons—his....hisfamily.

Chapter 14

T he Copper waked around the caverns of the Drakwatch trainees one last time. The rather brackish
pool, the loose skull that one of the thralls had jammed back into place upside down, the boiled kern and
fatty joints, the smoky smell of the fat-lamps and drakes—each bore amemory.

He limped around saying good-bye to his trainee companions. He knew they told jokes behind his back,
because of hisage. But they didn’t dare snicker when his eye was on them. He towered over them,
thanksto years of Imperial hams and chucks.

“You'll need agood trave thrall,” NeStirrath said. He looked into the Copper’ s cave, where Harf
scrubbed the decorated archway in his usua hafhearted manner. “ Strong and road-wise. That fool can
feed your bats until you come back.” Harf scratched his paunch and edged out of theway. “I’ll giveyou
one of mine, Fourfang. HE' smogtly blighter, strong asadragon, for hissize”

“I’ve come to wish the drake honor and glory aswell,” adragondl€ svoice caled. Rethothannadidn’t
bother to announce hersdlf as a stranger to the Drakwatch caves or wait for an invitation, but the drakes
would hesitate to attack afull-grown female.

She closed her nodtrils. “ Fee-fie-foe-foul, when was the last time these holes were washed out?’

“There saduice from the upper levelsthat backs up,” NeStirrath said. “But do not tell the Imperid
Family that their waste stinks; they’ d never believe it. What are you doing bringing your refined nogtrilsto
these caves, femde?’

“Asl sad, to wish young Rugaard safe horizons. | give him agift, aswell.”

Thegirl thrall who'd worked hisface stood just behind, a heavy quilted coat around her and awoven
basket tied to her back.

NeStirrath dug around behind his griff and extracted some loose scale. “ For an egg-dripping drake you
make the journey, but you couldn’t be bothered to come wait on me for your blasted song?’

“Even the oldest of trees needs to bend now and then. | wanted the advantage of home ground to hear
your song, lest my heartsmdt and | lose al my concentration in your glory.”

“Don't jest with me.”

“Y ou old, ssump-winged foal. I’ ve wanted you beside mefor years. Y ou' re the best dragon in the dome,
and yes, | includethe Tyr himsdlf in that assessment. But we can talk later. It syouth that needsthe
benefit of our years now.” She swung her oxeyed head around to the Copper. “To glory bid, eh, drake?
I’ve brought you a gift. Come forward, Rhea.”

The girl stepped up to the base of the dragondll€ s neck, her flat face hidden behind her straw-colored
hair. Harf put down his brush and made an ooking noise.

“Y ou remember Rhea; she arranged you for the banquet. Y ou need a proper body thrall, and she needs
sometimein the sun, or she'll grow up dl bent and spindly, no matter how many fish she eats. Bant's

sunny enough.”
Rhea shivered despite her quilted coat.



“She’ sworried about Black Rock. Thralls get eaten in here,” Rethothannasaid.

“Not inmy caves,” NeStirrath said. He pointed histail toward Harf. “ That idle-fingersis ill intact, as
you can see.”

“Can shemakeajourney?’ the Copper asked. The dight girl didn’t seem up to aclimb to the gardens.
“She' syoung. She'll harden to theroad,” Rethothannasaid.

NeStirrath brought Fourfang over. The blighter had shouldersfully as broad asthe girl was high, and legs
like adragon. He offered along list of instructions, both to Fourfang and the Copper, as Rethothanna
ingpected the skulls decorating the passages. “ Above dl, remember your lessons and keep adragon’s
virtues. You can't go far wrong.”

The Copper thought it funny that the same advice went to ablighter aswell asadragon. What would a
blighter do with learning? It would pass through him like water, clear going in and smelly and tainted
coming out.

“And keep off that poor girl,” hefinished.

That must have been directed at the blighter. Fourfang grinned, showing his sharpened teeth.
“What can you tell me about Bant?’ the Copper asked Rethothanna.

She fluttered a griff at NeStirrath. “Y ou mean what kind of food isto be had?’

“No. Our dliesin the Uphold. What are they like? How do we keep the peace with them? What’ sthe
nature of this problem SiDrakkon needsto solve? But if there’ s some delicacy to be had...wdll, I'd hate
to missanew feast.”

“Heisapromising young thing,” she said to NeStirrath. “ Interested in the essentias. Very well. I'll give
you the essentid for Bant: water. Bant’ seither dry or rainy, depending on the time of year; therainy
season gartsright around the summer solstice, usudly alittle before. 1t's made up of rocky, rather dry
plainsthat go lush during the rains and tinder-dry the rest of the year. There are threerivers, dl flowing
west to the Ocean of the Summer Sun, and it’s control of the riversthat’s everything, for there arerich
forestsfull of trade goods and spices aong therivers. Very good land for herding on the plains, aslong
as the herds can get to water holes or theriversin the dry season.

“The elveslived therefirg, aong therivers, but tribes of blighters came and dispersed them, though they
didn’t quite get rid of them. A few il live on in the degper woods or around the better-watered rock
piles. A dwarf or two pass through, usualy engaged in trade or craft with theivory and hardwoods.
Some tribes of men aswell, distant relations to the Ironriders of the north, | believe, asfierce asthe
blighters when fighting on horseback.”

“Soit’s hard to keep the peace between the groups?’ the Copper asked.

“Weéll, yes, they’ Il go to the dragon to settle disputes, when neither sdethinksit can gain an advantage.
But this caseis difficult. The Ghi-men, the stone shapers, are pushing south and taking over therivers,
from what | understand of the messagesthe Tyr has shared with me. They’ re well organized—their
armieswill put up afight againgt even dragonsin the field—but their red skill isin digging and roofing and
wall building. When they' re behind their battlementsthey’ re astough asascae digger.”

NeStirrath’ swing stubs dipped. “If SiDrakkon thinks he' Il throw his main strength againgt one of their
fortresstowns, we' ll be singing laments from Imperia Resort again.”



“Youdotrave light,” SiDrakkon said three days | ater, asthey assembled at the northeast riverbank.
“Only two thrals?’

“Yousadit wasasx-day journey.”
“Baring delays.”
“I"ve gone hungry before.”

“That' swhy | bring extrathralls. Once you’ ve consumed the baggage, there’ s no need for baggage
cariers”

Nivom had two sissa of Drakwatch and asssa of Firemaidens. Hewore agolden ring in hisear, amark
of aDrakwatch full commander, arare honor for awingless drake. Beside the Tyr’ s brother-by-mate
and and Nivom, the Copper also noted three battle-scarred dragons, two blacks and ared, with purplish
tones shading their coloring.

“Theworst of the Skotl clan,” Nivom said quietly. “ Dudigts.”

The Copper hadn’t seen adud yet, though his bats had witnessed one while hunting. The Tyr
discouraged the custom for the dragons in the Imperia Resort, and absolutely forbade it among the
Imperid line. But on some of the other hills, dragons settled their differencesin combat. For the wedthier
dragonswho didn’'t want to risk losing an eye or something even more vita, challenges could be settled
by means of aduel-by-proxy.

“What do you have againsgt duelists?’ the Copper asked.

“A rich dragon can hire professionas, and then start a squabble with a poor one to take what little he
has.” His griff rattled, though he kept them sheethed.

The three-score drakes and drakka under Nivom snorted and whispered: “They’ vefinally |et Batty out;
Spiritshelp us”

SiDrakkon waked back up the line of dragons, flocks, baggage, and thrals at the northeast tunnel
mouth. They’d go down for a short distance, to the water ring, then start the underground journey to
Bant. He paused again by the Copper and took along sniff at Rhea.

“She' sjust maturing. Ahh, but that’sasmell,” SDrakkon said.

The Copper found her aroma pleasing, rather soft and mammaian, but not nearly asinteresting as
forge-fresh sted or afat joint sputtering in an iron pan. But there was no point in being disagreeable.

“Yes” hesaid. “Theblighter could use adaily wash, as she does.”

SiDrakkon glanced back at the distant wart of Black Rock. “1’d have agarden of such women, rather
than the Tyr’ swretched ferns and darkblooms, if | had my way. But duty cals. Which reminds
me—Nivom, where sthat old courier ring of yours?’

Nivom nosed around in his baggage, and approached with abronzed token on a chain.

SiDrakkontook it in hissi and held it up. “Your first laudi.” It was apair of equa-sized bronzed bones,
joined and wired at the center so crossed as a dragon might cross his si before settling down to deep.



“The crossed man-bones of the Tyr. This shows you to be a courier of the Imperial Resort.” He opened
the length of chain, and the Copper bowed so he might dip it down his neck.

Thelinksrattled down his scde and findly stopped.

“Of course. It doesn't fit. Y ou' re wide across the neck base, drake. We'll have to find some smithy and
getit adjusted.” SiDrakkon smelled hot and angry, like Father.

“My...my linewas thwick-bodied,” the Copper said.

“Watch that lisp. What' swrong with you? Y ou sound like a hatchling. Nivom there speaks better, and
haf hislipistorn off.”

The Copper averted his eyes and swallowed.

“We|?" SDrakkon growled.

Some of the Firemai dens were whispering among themsalves.

“Sow—sorry.”

“Be careful with that necklacein battle,” Nivom said. “It gives foemen agood aiming point.”

The lounging drakes chuckled, and even SiDrakkon deflated alittle. “Confound it, we were supposed to
have more baskets of chickens. Where are they now?’ He swung around and stalked back up theline.

Nivom edged closer. “What do you mean, your line was thick-bodied? Y ou ill live, so your line does.”

“Badwing. I'll never be ableto mate.” At least the words came out with adragonly inflection. He felt
comfortable around Nivom.

“Nobody cares about those back-mountain rituas anymore. Well, dmost nobody.”

SDrakkon, satisfied at last with the preparations, set the column in motion. They Ieft the Lavadome, with
the tunnel guardians of the Drakwatch and the Firemaids raising their necks and trumpeting.

The families of the thralsin the baggage train who' d made the trip to the assembly camp added their own
walls. Bits of wood and bone on string were passed from fathers to sons, or between mates. The Copper
had been told adragon could spend alifetime describing the different good-luck charms and fetishes of
the hominid races.

SiDrakkon placed him behind the thralls of the column, with the rear duelist dragon and the sSissa of the
Drakwatch. They cameto the encircling river and he again took in the wonder of the high-walled cavern,
with sunlight faling through the cracks and landing in golden divers upon the fetid water. A group of
hatchlings sunbathed under the watchful eyes of their mother, and two young dragons swam. Probably
newly mated, the Copper thought with a pang.

There were boats drawn up for the thralls and provisions. The dragons all swam.
“You'll needtoridein aboat, | expect,” SiDrakkon said as he watched the thralls |oad the last boat.

“No, gr. I'mastrong swimmer,” the Copper said, plunging into the water.



“Don’t come crying hafway across. Maybe one of the bodyguards will let you ride on their back, but |
won't carry you.”

“Of cowsenot Sir.”

“And stop that flapping lisoing!”

“Y.yes”

The Copper clasped limbsto body and swam off after the Sssa.

At the other side of river—two bonfires marked the wade-out—the Copper was able to lose his shame
aganin thefascinating activity of loading and manning the rut-carts.

Here by the river ample cave mosslit the scene. A wide tunndl, with two shining bands of metal running
off into its darkening length, left sun-shafted beachfront and disappeared back into the depths of the
Lower World. The Copper was s0 used to the poal of yellow light coming down from the top of the
Lavadome or the orange flicker of fat-lamps that the faint green glow of the moss seemed strange again.

Wheeled contraptions rested on the bands of metal. Some had sides; some werejust flat platforms, but
dl ran onfour or, rardy, Sx wheds. The whed swere smal things, with lipsadong the ingde that kept
them in place on theiron bars. Specidized thralls, barefoot with thick leather belts and wrist braces,
minded the oily-smdling joints and laid out and checked pulling lines.

They were dwarvish contraptions, of course.

“I’ve seen these linesin tunnels before,” the Copper said to Nivom.
“They’rerut-carts. Have you ever seen aroad?’

“No.”

Nivom never minded showing off hisknowledge. “1n the Upper World hominids use these chariots and
wheded carts and such, and they eventudly dig furrowsin the ground. Thisisthe same principle, only
ingtead of furrowsthewhedsstintheiron furrows. They’realittle noisy, but you can pull aheavy load
quite easily. The dwarves use them for mining, or for transport when there’ s no underground cana
about.”

The Copper blinked for amoment as he tried to absorb what Nivom had said. Nivom was a clever
drake, but didn’t make alowance for those not as bright as he.

“Sothecart...floatson therails. Like the dwarf boatson ariver.”
“Yes you'll see”

The thralls went to ropes attached to one end of the carts. SiDrakkon barked out an order, and Nivom
distributed his drakesto the heads of the lines, putting their necks through harnesses made for draft
anmas

Some of the drakes grumbled at doing beast work.

The Copper put Rheaon one of theflat carts with some of the other female thralls, who cooked or
toasted agrainy paste on meta bracking rods for the males.



“Exercisewon't do any of you harm,” SiDrakkon said. “ Toughen you up before you get to the Upper
World.”

The Copper, though frightened enough of SiDrakkon to keep well out of hisway lest he be barked at
again, had to grant him this: He kept the column working and moving. Thethradlsdidn't havetimeto
worry about being eaten, and the drakes were so busy they couldn’t get into squabbles.

“I'll take aline,” the Copper said.

“You'reacourier. You needn’t—"

The Copper stiffened, extending his neck as though getting ready to issue achdlenge.
“If you want thefatigue, haveit. I'mriding in acart, as befits acommander.”

The men went to knotted lines and threw |oops across their shoulders, padding them with bunched
clothing. The Copper et the swesat-stained leather ring—it smelled ddlicioudy of equine—fdl about his
shoulders. It fit better than the Tyr’ semblem.

“Set...gep...off!” SiDrakkon shouted.
“Takethe drain. The sart’ stheworst,” Nivom shouted.

The carts set up achorus of metallic screeching, and the chickens clucked in darm and the sheep hurried
out of theway, but the procession lurched into motion.

“Sorry, lads, it'smostly uphill to Bant,” SiDrakkon said as he lowered his head to watch the wheelson
their iron ruts.

The Copper liked the challenge of the pull; you could lose yoursdlf in the effort. He did most of the work
with his saa, just hopping forward on hisbad leg during agtrain.

When athrdl dipped and fell so that he lay dangeroudy facedown acrosstherail, the Copper quickly
hooked him under the arm with histail and helped lift him to hisfeet again before the grinding whedls
could take off aleg. Thethrall looked a him wide-eyed from behind his shaggy hair.

Fourfang clapped the thrall upon the back and grunted out afew hominid words, pointing &t the Copper.
The Copper had earned little enough honor among Drakwatch and Firemaidens, but even the respect of
histhrals counted for something.

They took their first rest at acave spring. Thethralsingantly fouled the tunnd with their waste; the grains
and roots they ate resulted in enormous quantities of excrement that rivaled bat guano inits
unwholesomeness.

Nivom cameto check on him.

“Ridefor the next quarter.”

“I'mwell enough.”

“I don’t want the Tyr’s courier dropping of heart seizure. Water or blood?’

“Blood.” Hethirgted for the sty taste. Fourfang made anuisance of himsdlf, pulling up hissaaand
applying some kind of ointment that smelled like sheep fat.



“There sapan. SiDrakkon’saready shared apair of sheep with hisduelists. Better hurry, or your fellow
linedrakeswill havehadit dl.”

He walked while the pullers were changed, but as soon as they took another break, went back to the
traces.

“No. Drakeride. Fourfang pull,” Fourfang protested.
“I likeit,” the Copper said, settling into the collar.
“Only unimportant drake pull,” Fourfang said. “ Unimportant drake have unimportant thrall.”

“Isthat s07’ the Copper said. It hadn’t occurred to him that the thralls had some kind of clan system of
their own.

“Pride of place.”
“Oh, dl right. I'll walk beside. If you get tired, let me know.”
The blighter planted his short, bandy legs. The column squealed into motion again.

“These carts need tinkering,” Nivom said, looking at the whedls of a particularly noisy contraption in front
of the Copper. “If only dwarves didn't starve themselves so quickly when enthraled. Get some fat
drippings over here. That helps.”

At awidening of thetunnel SiDrakkon had found arock pileto rest upon and watch the column asit
passed. “That'sit, Rugaard. Work *em hard and they’ re too tired to make trouble. True for scalesas
well ashair.”

They had to leave the carts on the fourth * day” —as measured by deep periods—and go on foot.

They lost only two thralls on the trip to Bant, one to sickness and one to a badly broken leg when hefell
under acart and seemed unlikely to recover. In both cases they had their heads quickly bitten off by the
big dudist dragons asthey dept. The others accepted the deeths fatdisticaly, though they turned their
backs when the bodies were shared out and eaten, except for some of the younger thralls, who watched
the process with a sort of dread fascination.

At last they saw golden light at the tunnel mouth again. A femae dragon, with dust caked thickly in her
scaesturning her amost white, guarded the entrance from a pallet of wood and straw.

SiDrakkon had them rest in the cave until the sun had lowered so they wouldn’'t emerge into full daylight.

The Copper took hisfirst step into the Upper World at sunset, blinded and blinking for afull hundred
heartbests. When he finally looked about, squinting, he saw adizzyingly vast landscape, bronze-colored
and dotted here and there by taller green lacework that Nivom identified as trees. An orange sun, O
perfectly round it seemed an eerie vidtor as strange to the landscape as dragons, rested on the horizon,
illuminating adigant rise.

“That' sthe Sunshard Plateau,” Nivom said, pointing with his nose to the distant break in the horizon.
“The Lavadome lies beneath. We ve come dl thisway. It fillsthe sky when you' re nearer.”

The mouth of the cave had bones scattered all around the looser gravel below the cave gap. “My
warning to trespassers.” The Firemaid chuckled.



SDrakkon flew into arage when he saw thetiny, tired collection of animals gathered at the watering hole
at the base of the mouth-mount, watched by afew sandled herdersin thin white robes who threw
themsalves on their bellies when they saw the dragons.

“Courier! Come herel”
The Copper approached, trembling.

SiDrakkon had turned quite purple. Or maybe it was the color-shifting light of the setting sun. “Y our first
duty isto hurry back with amessagefor the glorious Tyr. Tdl him I'm relieving that fool NiThonius,
friend of hisor no. We'll cometo the Mud City half-starved, thanks to him. Eat one of these pathetic,
scrawny sheep and go!”

It appeared his visit to the Upper World would be as brief asit was dazzling.
Chapter 15

A sit turned out, the Copper didn’t return to the Lavadome that day. Nivom hurried up to SiDrakkon
and convinced him that ill newswould be better received by the Tyr if it were mixed with good.

SiDrakkon sputtered some more, but when Nivom pointed out that the Tyr might just appoint SiDrakkon
as replacement governor of the Uphold, and SiDrakkon would spend agoodly stretch of yearsin Barnt,
the dragon finally retracted his griff and f claws and cried settled.

The next morning the Copper looked more closdly at the Bant hominids asthey washed. Their skinwasa
smilar toneto hisown scale, though agood ded less shiny, and he decided it made them look hedlthier
and moreintelligent than the paler thralsfrom the Lavadome.

Two tiresome marches later, guided by another dusty dragonelle who could easily converse with the
locdls, they cameto the Mud City.

The Copper got achanceto study adepiction of the lands on an animal skin, with inked squiggles
representing rivers, ranges of hills, stone outcroppings, and water holes. Once one got used to maps they
made sense. The Mud City was a collection of dwellings and workshops and markets on the
southernmogt of Bant’ sthree grest rivers. Downstream the riverbanks teemed with life, according to
SiDrakkon, with the assorted kinds of trees growing so tall above they blocked the sun, rendering the
Upper World much like the Lower, though better lit, at least in daytime.

The Copper discovered that while dirty, the Upper World had its compensations. For onething, al the
light sharpened his eyesight. He picked up detail a adistance. In the muted light of the Lower World
colorsfaded and shadows muddied edges. Up here the Spirits wonders and laborsin shaping all
between blue sky and black earth stood under brilliant light as though it were a statue on display in the
Anklenehill.

The Mud City stood on both banks of the river, surrounded by green, well-watered hills and walls of
various age. The buildingswere dl awhite or sandy color, sprouting wood supports or aplot of
gardening here and there. The dwellings looked cracked and dry, like Fourfang' s sunburned skin.

He expected to see flocks and herds on the surrounding hills, but there were few animas on the heights
grazing, and what there were kept close to town.

The dragons camped in avae between two hills overlooking the town, with good cliffsto onesdeand a
steep dope on the other.



“The Ghi men’s horsemen have not yet raided south of theriver,” their Firemaid guide said.
“| don’t put anything past men. They aways show up where you don’t expect ’em,” SiDrakkon said.

“And don't let your thralls cut wood from these trees; these belong to thelocd chieftain. Wood pilfering
will creste agrudge.”

“Of course”

The Firemaid departed, and SiDrakkon immediately ordered the thralls to gather wood for cooking
fires—but only dead branches and deadfalls.

Rhea spent weary hours cleaning dust out of the Copper’ s scale, while Fourfang made some kind of
gruel in apot as he was toasting a spitted lamb. Fourfang and Rhealicked the spit clean of grease when
the Copper was through eating.

The Copper hoped the provisioning would improve soon; aready the thralls were pushing and shoving
over food dlotments.

The next morning NiThonius arrived, and the whole camp stirred at the news.

He was an odd-looking dragon, rather bony and the color of arusty shield, and had strips of cloth
running from his crest and twelve horns, al tied to anivory tusk piercing his nogtrils, creating a sort of
fabric shield for hiseyesand nose.

Alongside him rode a fine figure of aman with along, forked beard wrapped in gold cording. More gold
cording held asun cloth to hishead, and his robes had glittering strands woven into the lapels.

SiDrakkon lined up the drakes and Firemaidens to meet him, with his bodyguard just behind him. “Let’s
wait downwind; we' |l be able to hear better,” Nivom said.

“Eminent of the Bant Uphold, | bring you the Tyr’ sgreetings,” SiDrakkon said.

“Mate-brother to the Tyr, | long regret the Tyr’ s absence from my hearth and hoard. Will you cry dly?’
“Idocryadly.”

They both made a perfunctory clucking noise at the sky.

“I| welcome your coming,” NiThonius said. “Let meintroduce King Onato of the Rains and Winds and
the Three River Savanna. Y ou met hisfather, | believe.”

“A great warrior and friend to the Lavadome,” SiDrakkon said. He gurgled out afew wordsin atongue
the Copper did not understand.

“Did you catch that?’ the Copper asked.
“I can’t make snout nor tail of their yammering. But | expect I'll learn if we' re herelong.”

Some of the king' sretainers unrolled white material and tied it between the branches of two spreading
trees. The king sat beneath atop afolding wooden sort of post-sest, and NiThonius settled down beside.
SiDrakkon dismissed the welcoming party and joined the repose, calling Nivom forward. The Copper
followed behind.

“A Drakwatch commander and an Imperia Courier. I'm impressed you' ve come so well arrayed,”



NiThoniussad.
“I was not impressed with your wel coming banquet when we emerged from the Lower World.”

NiThonius pulled back hishead alittle. “I did not expect so many. I’d asked my old friend the Tyr for a
cunning dragon or two to help me cope with the Ghi.”

“And what could be accomplished againgt fortresses by a dragon or two?’
“I would rather attack them where they are vulnerable, rather than behind scale or stone.”
“Where arethey vulnerable?

“Where their archers can't stand behind battlements and their war machinesthrow javelin, rock, and fire.
I’'m alittle old to beflitting about, laying waste to flocks and herds. The men of Ghi, the Stonemen, would
probably be induced to quit most of the lands they’ ve grabbed if we make the lands unprofitable. They
are keen cdculators, not prideful. Also, they have some salt mines and clayworks and lumber camps.
Burn them and kill the workers, swim up under their trade boats, scatter their herds, and burn their crops
inthe night. A war of stedth and surprise will weary them before too many years pass. That’ swhy |
asked for an active young dragon or two. And that iswhat our alies gathered provision for.”

SiDrakkon tore up the ground with his claws, and the king and his retainers scooted back on their
hindquarters, perhaps fearing their new ally would lash out. “I’ ve no patience for that kind of warfare.
The Lavadome needs Bant’ s herds, not tales of aburned crop or shepherd’ slodge.”

“A sdt mineisno shepherd’ s cot. Without salt, men do not last here.”
“A war of many small cuts doesn’t answer our need.”

“Itisthe only kind of warfareleft to us, at least in Bant.”

“How isthat?’

NiThonius said afew wordsto hishuman aly. “The king haslost many of hisfinest warriorsin fruitless
assaullts. Those who remain are discouraged and scattered.”

“Y ou say that asthough the fault lay a another’ ssi.”

“Perhaps | delayed too long. The northern half of the country was under the protection of my
clutchwinner. After he and his mate were killed, the coll gpse came so quickly—now the Stonemen build
anew strongpoint at awatering spring just north of the Green Dancer that flows below.”

“Build?’ SiDrakkon said. “1t’ sunfinished?’
“They have astout wooden paisade. The stoneworksrise day by day.”

“Thereiswherewe |l gtrike, then. They won't expect ahard blow after having won so much, and | wish
to move before word of our arrival may spread. Nivom, tell your sissa, rouse the Firemaidens—wefly at
once! We Il givethem ataste of dragon fury that’ |l put hearts back into these piritlesswhelps.”

After thelongest, hardest march of hislife, the Copper stayed far to the rear of the attack, watching
eventsfrom the top of arock pile.



Hedidn't fed the least hit tired, not with the night full of the fire of battle. If it weren't for SiDrakkon's
forcibly expressed orders...

The plains beyond the rivers had these rocky, windswept piles of stoneslike river-smoothed rocks
grown to dragon proportion and heaped. The Copper had become amost as acquainted with the wildlife
of the rocks as he had with the grasdands. The rock piles were thick with hopping, naked tailed rodents
that the Firemaidens flushed with aquick blast of flame. As he watched the battle, he probed hisgum line
with histonguefor the remains of therat he' d just eaten.

Hewatched carefully as SiDrakkon's orders were executed, remembering detailsfor areport to the Tyr.

His orders had the virtue of smplicity. First the Firemaidens, the most skilled huntresses of their number
at the fore, would attack whatever sentries stood on the outskirts of the water hole. One had been killed
on the rock pile where the Copper now stood, and his blood still scented the air.

When Nivom gave the signal that the sentries and outwatchers had been cleared, the Drakwatch went
forward.

Then S Drakkon swooped overhead, low enough to smdll the bubbling fire bladders (the dragons
chewed anirritating pepper cdled green fury tofill their bladders), histhree duelistsin line behind to
lessen the chance of their being spotted.

The agrid dragons struck and struck hard, setting aight the nests of wooden spikes that warded off
horsemen, then picking the flaming bundles up in their saa.or knocking them around with their tails.

Themen rdlied to the circle of stone, firing their bows and setting their spears againgt adescent when the
Drakwatch struck, al loosing their flame at aroar from Nivom. The Drakwatch swarmed over the
unfinished ramparts, scae glittering in thefirdight, and the Copper wished more than anything to be with
them.

The Stonemen broke and fled for their lives, and the Firemai dens had much sport hunting down stragglers
inthegrass.

At last aFiremaiden called to the Copper and told him that SiDrakkon bade that he join in the feast and
survey the night’ swork.

One of the Drakwatch had been killed in the fighting. Apart from bloodless arrow wounds to the wing
tissue, SiDrakkon and the duelists had not been scratched.

They devoured some of the beasts of burden killed in the action and made presents of the rest to King
Onato of the Rains and Wind and other titles. Such heads as didn’t disappear down dragon or drake
gulletswere lined up on the unfinished ramparts asawarning to the Ghi.

“That’show you do it, Rugaard. A fast, heavy blow. Smash’em up, and they’ Il break and scatter,”
SiDrakkon said. “When these human and blighter tribesmen see thiswork, they’ll rdly to theking's
banner again. Especidly if the banner’ s carried by avictorious dragon.”

“Four victorious dragons,” one of the bodyguards said with abelch, as he nosed up aslver-hilted knife
from the dirt, broke off the blade, and swallowed it.

“Forget not the drakes!” apair from Nivom’ sfirst sissachorused, where they rooted among the burned
bodiesfor coin to eat.

“The Firemaidenstook their share of honors,” adazzling, golden-eyed drakka said as another licked the



wounds about her i and griff.

SiDrakkon stood and roared a victorious bellow that no doubt sent the rock-racks digging even deeper
into the sand. “Now, Rugaard, now you may return to the Lavadome. Tdll the mighty Tyr what has been
accomplished in hisnamethis night. But hurry back, for the feasting will be even grester when we dtrike
their fortressfrom the depths of the very river they so arrogantly clam!”

No one but the departing Copper noticed NiThonius, who' d stayed back from the attack aswell. He
remained at the edge of the celebration, using his nose to help the Bant tribesmen gather spent arrows
and dropped swords. He smply sighed quietly.

SiDrakkon roared after him: “Give your report to the Tyr, and tell my sister to keep her advice. Her
snout’ sin too many cavesasitis.”

Chapter 16

T heroad back to the Lavadome was wearisome in several respects.

For adtart, the king awarded them, through SiDrakkon, arather broken-down and dismal donkey, who
complained, in the smple words of the beast tongue, that he would be eaten as soon as the Copper grew
hungry. For awhile Rhearode him, but he staggered and bellowed, so they left him with just carrying
grain and dragon-smoked mest.

Rhea performed her scale-cleaning duties until her fingers bled from beneeth her nails. She dept rather
closeto him. Fourfang, however, continually disappeared while they passed back south through Bant,

especialy when the Copper smdled tribal blighters around. He' d dip off quietly in the night, and come
back smdlling of scented ail.

“Where do you go nights, Fourfang?’ the Copper asked one morning.

In response, the blighter made amotion of such obvious obscenity that the Copper dmost scorched him
from the waist down. The Copper wondered how many prominently toothed blighter litterswould be
born next season.

Ontheir last day of trave the rains began. Blue-bottomed clouds boiled up out of the east and gathered,
and water fell from the sky, first in adrizzle and then in such torrents it was pointless to seek shelter, so
they smply squelched on through the mud to the next soggy camp.

The donkey complained that not only was he to be eaten, but he was going to be eaten wet and
uncomfortable.

“Therans, at last,” the Firemaid guarding the underground entrance said. “ Y ou leave us so soon?’ The
rain had washed and brightened her scale.

“I'll return with messages, | expect. I'll offer you a gift of this donkey to remember me. | suggest you esat
him; it’ sthe only way you' |l ever have any peace and quiet.”

The Firemaids kept agoodly supply of meat, gained hunting on the plains, and there was even alittlefish
pulled out of a stream that morning, for with the rain the fish were hurrying to mate and lay their eggs. The
Copper ate the fish as soon asit was offered. If histime in the Lavadome lacked anything, it was agood
piece of fish now and again.

The trek down the tunndl was long—fortunately there were few places one could get lost, and whenin



doubt the Copper smply smelled for the leavings of the flocks driven downtunnel. Once they met up with
the dwarvishiron rutsit was ssmply ametter of following the lines down. Their trek had little to
remember, save that Fourfang dept soundly each night with his head pillowed upon the Copper’ s rump,
and Rheg, lacking the warm sty provided by her felow thrals, huddled againgt hisleathery somach. So
they came again to the Lavadome with little doubt or danger. The deman boatman who carried them
across was agruesome specimen, and fondled Rhea’ s sun-colored hair asthey climbed in.

“Enough, you,” the Copper growled. The demen were useful enough in keeping order among thethrals,
but he gill found them loathsome. “Keep to your end of the boat.”

The deman and Fourfang exchanged looks. Fourfang licked hislips and showed histeeth.
The deman’ s spinesrose. “No brawling,” the Copper said, placing histail between them.

The pens and dragon-holes of the Lavadome' s hillsfelt shrunken in scale now, &fter the
horizon-stretching space and light of the Upper World. They had to rest only once, crossing easily on
common paths, and instead of blueinfinity overhead, they enjoyed the intricate beauty of the
fire-streaked dome. He left Fourfang and Rhea on the lower entrance to the Imperia Resort. He would
have liked to see how things were getting on in the training caves—though he’ d been gone only
two-score and five daysit felt like years—but Tyr would need to hear about eventsin Bant.

He hurried up one of the steep, narrow back step-passages used by the thralls. He was till small enough
to fit, and he could avoid some of the transverses leading to the garden level.

Thrallsworked the Tyr's Gardens, diverting trickles from the centra pool and splashing water on the
fernsand vines. One had adirty joint shoved in his waistband, probably cast aside during abanquet and
found in the underbrush, and guiltily dropped it.

Well, let him enjoy hisfind. “1’d bail it well if | wereyou. A joint can go along way, made into soups,” he
sad. Thethrdl just blinked. “Go on; pick it up. You found it; you enjoy it.”

He met NoSohoth in the plaza before the Tyr’ s outer entrance, eating a dish made of meat shredded into
thin, stringlike strips and swvimming in gravy, asathrall poked around behind his crest, cleaning dirt and
dead skin with arag-wrapped stick. Saliva flooded the Copper’ s mouth at the smell of the dragon’s
breakfast.

“I'll say thisfor you, Rugaard: Y ou' re easy to identify at adistance. Y our hop-wak isditinctive.”
“I bring newsfor the Tyr.”

NoSohoth took another tongueful of gravy. “I’d be surprised if you didn’t. SiDrakkon calsfor three
more dragons, | suppose.”

“My mateisdeeping,” Tighliasaid, emerging from the Tyr’s cave. She moved rather iffly.

Thralls exploded out of the corners of the plazalike aflight of startled birds, converging onthe Tyr's
mete.

“Yes, some breskfadt, just alittle kern,” she said, looking from thrall to thrall. “No, no bath. Just some
ointment for my joints. My shoulders again. Leafdrip’ s formulaand none other, now. Oh, leave off; the
scal€ sdill lined from deeping. 1t'l smooth on itsown.”

She shrugged off her attendants and took along drink from Tyr’ strickle basin.



“Redtless night again, glorious Queen?’

“Not agood turn to be had, NoSohoth.” She looked at the Copper. “What on earth are you doing
here?’

“Our newest courier has returned with news from Bant,” NoSohoth said.
“My mate slamelittleindulgence. Well, out withiit.”
“I bring newsfor the Tyr himsdlf,” the Copper said.

“Beoff with dl of you,” she said to the thrdls. “Y ou too, NoSohoth. See what’ s keeping my kern.” She
S destepped toward the trickle spilling into the basin.

The Copper regretted to see the shredded meat in gravy go, but the hard eye of Tighlia made him forget
his appetite.

“We can talk here, you. No onewill overhear. Come closer; I’ ve never bitten adrakein my lifeand |
won't gart this morning. What news?’

“I'mthe Tyr' scourier,” the Copper protested. He wondered if he should relay her brother’ s exact
words.

“Don’t question me; it’ s not your place. FeHazathant needs twice the deep that he gets. I'm eager to
hear every detail of my brother, and you have my promise that the Tyr will hear your report.”

“I"m under ingtructions—"’

Sheinterrupted in aquiet voice. “Y ou would be wiseto obey me. I’ ve given my word: Tyr will hear your
message. Will you offer insult to me by disbdief? Thereisno shortage of championswho will dud to
defend my honor.”

“Yes, great Queen. Our journey—"
“Stomp thejourney. How go thingsin Bant?’

“They are hard-pressad by the Ghi men. Two of their river valleys arelost. Their forces have been
defeated, scattered, and discouraged.”

“What has my brother done to retrieve the situation, or isthe Uphold lost?’

“SDrakkon won avictory against the Ghi men. He destroyed afortification before it could be
completed, with small loss”

“Ninny! Y ou should have been shouting that from the moment you passed into the dome. A victory!
FeHazathant must hear of this” She rounded on akitchen thrall hurrying up with a stleaming bowl of
milky, yellow kern. “Y ou there! Let’s have a skewer of steaksfor the Tyr’s bregkfast, and if they’ re not
gill sputtering from thefire you' Il be turning on the next spit.”

Within a dwarf-hour the court was roused and the Tyr cameinto the plazato hear the story. When the
Copper repeated his news and told of the battle, al the Imperia line began to twitter.

“Wadll, that isgood news,” NoSohoth said when Tighlianudged him. “A roar for SiDrakkon.”

The dragons roared, but to the Copper it sounded haf-lunged.



The Tyr nodded. “Wall, if it' sbegun, at least it' s begun well. But open war....the Ghi men are strong and
numerous and craft-wise. What' sthe spirit of the warriorsin Bant?’

The Copper chose hiswords carefully. “NiThonius says they’ rein poor spirits. They’ ve been broken by
defeats. SiDrakkon believesthisvictory will bring them round.”

“What do you think?’

“I, Tyr?’

“Y es, you' ve been up there recently and | haven’t. What do you think? Can Bant win awar?’

The Copper remained silent for amoment. “I...I can’t form an opinion. | haven't even seen them fight.”
The dragons chuckled at that. “ Don’'t overtax my poor cousin's abilities, Grandfather,” Smevolant caled.
“ S Drakkon seems confident they canwin,” the Copper said.

“Andwhy not?’ Tighliasaid. “Hominids are dways braver behind adragon than in front.”

The Tyr stared off to the northeast, as though trying to pierce crystd, lava, and rock with hiseyes. “ Rest
for three days, Rugaard: Y ou look worn. Then return to SiDrakkon and give him my congratulations. Tell
him that if thereisto beawar, let it be a short one, and seek concessions from the Ghi men rather than
battles. Do you understand?’

“Yes Tyr.”

Asit turned out, he didn’t return to hisfamiliar shdlf in the training caves. NoSohoth arranged acave
midrock in the better-lit south quarter, among some of the wedlthier dragonswho stored their hoardsin
the Imperia Resort and wanted caves near their coin. He even had anice crack in the wall where he
could look out and take the air—though he suspected his head would be too large to fit out the hole
anymore as his horns began to come in—and was near a cascade of only occasionally tainted water.

Tyr sent him agift of asmall bag of coins. He atejust afew and stuck the rest on alittle shelf by acorner
the bats were exploring for grips. He was agrowing dragon and should think about establishing a hoard.

Harf, Rhea, and Fourfang even had their own room just off his, with athick curtain so it waswarm and
cozy. Naturdly they set to squabbling when Harf started pawing at Rhea and trying to mate with her. The
Copper sent Rheato see about some fresh clothing for herself and Fourfang, for the journey had tattered
their smpletunics, and put Harf to work scrubbing a noisome corner the previous tenant had |eft. Why
couldn’t dragons be bothered to use the waste pits?

“Fourfang, you know about these things. If she' s not ready to mate, she shouldn’t, right?’

Fourfang probed his ears, perhaps prodding his brainsinto activity. “Not know humans of many. Not
want babiesfor sdl?’

“I’'m not sure she' s even mature enough for that. Don't they get those suckle points when they’ re ready
for children? Bigger is better, no?’

Fourfang thought that funny.

“Wadll, if he starts pawing at her again, stop him. Or tell her she can degp in here, but there' sadraft from



that crack, I'm afraid.”

The bats were happy to probe his scales for juicy ticks and fleas that had come along for the journey,

and they told him of what they saw and heard while he was gone. Uninteresting bat gossip, mostly
involving the movement of herds or sickly, deep-deeping dragons. Old Thernadad, blinder than ever but
gtill with some hearing, relayed some details of agood fight in the Drakwatch caves. The Copper decided
that when he returned to the surface he d take afew bats along, just to keep the vermin out of his hide.

The bats stirred at some motion in the outer passage. The Copper smelled rich perfumed oils.
“So you do keep bats” Tighliasaid, thrusting her head in.
The bats flapped back up into their holes.

She sniffed at the bat crack and clamped her nodtrils. “I thought it wasjust gossip. Scade and tail, as my
granddam used to say, it's cramped in here, and the bats are making my eyes water. | want to talk to
you, Rugaard. | don’'t believe| can fit without squashing you. Perhaps you’ d better come out into the

passage.”

The coinsralling around in hisinnards had |eft him in acontented mood, and he followed her fleshless
hips out into the tunnel. She looked around, and though there was nothing but adeeping thrall onameat in
front of apassage, waiting for her dragon to return, Tighliatill followed the sound of falling water to the
cascade. She made a pretense of wetting her face.

“Now, my ill-favored little adoptive granddrake, | thought we should have atak before you returned to
Bant.”

“Y es, Granddam. I’m honored by—"

“Of course. That'sthe only thing | can stand about you. Y ou’ re palite rather than wheedling or
sycophantic or chalenging. For al your faults, it seemsyou have agood memory. | want you to send my
complimentsto my brother. Can you manage that?’

“Yes, Granddam.”

“With one piece of advice. Thisisimperative. If he' sgoing to win awar in Bant, he needsto inspire the
hominids. They’re not thralls; he can't just threaten and bluster and drive to get what he wants. He hasto
handle them. Make them want the war.”

She paused, so the Copper guessed she expected areply. “Handle them so they want the war.”
“Yes. Aren’'t you wondering how?’
“Doesn’'t he know?’

“You'venointelectud curiogty at dl, have you? Don’'t answer; you' re tiresome enough when slent. My
brother’ s much the same. The trick to getting hominids worked up for awar isto fixate them.”

“Fixate them, Granddam?’ the Copper said.

“Y es. Find some old wrong the Ghi men have done to them and get them talking of nothing else. Make
sure it’'s something long enough ago so the memory’ s clouded about exactly what happened. Then tel
them dl their difficulties spring from that source, like a salted well dowly poisoning the land around.
Fixate! If their sheep are dying, it's because of the Ghi men. If therain causesamuddide, it’ s because



the Ghi men cut down their trees. That kind of thing. Their brains can’t hold more than threeideas at
once, and my brother must make sure at least one of theideasis useful to him.”

If the hominids are o dull, why must we hide from them in the Lower World?
“Fixate them so they blame the Ghi men for everything. Yes”

“He should cdl an assembly of their king and shamans or witch doctors or whatever they have and put
theideainto their heads.”

“Thank you, Granddam.”
“For what?’
“For bending your thoughtsto the crigis. The Lavadomeislucky to have such wisdom.”

Shelet out what in another dragon might have been a prrum, but it was strangled deep in her throat and
emerged asjust asort of gargle. “Y ou' re amost acredit to my mate' s wisdom, Rugaard. Now get back
to my brother, before he flings his dragons againgt towers and war machines. The Bant think it’ stheir
country; they should be the ones dying for it.”

Asit turned out, he didn’t return to SiDrakkon in time. After reluctantly pressing Harf into serviceasa
food carrier, he, the bats riding in atwo-layer basket, and histhralls made the surface two days sooner
than it had taken on the trip with the main force, thanks to aquick passage on therails. The Copper
drovethe cart day and night, deeping uncomfortably on the noisy rails when hewas't pulling.

The rains had turned the countryside green in the interval, and there were herds everywhere, following the
water and growth. Dry washes now ran with water, and armies of frogs had appeared as though by

meagic.
The bats had good hunting at night, for the waters had awakened al manner of insect life aswell.

Harf disappeared onerain-filled night, and Fourfang guessed he’ d run away. The Copper toyed with the
idea of sending the batsto find him, but wasin fact reieved to berid of him, and wished him well.
Fourfang prophesied: “Day and day at most beforelionseat him.”

They reached the Mud City, and the Copper smply waited in an open square, watching some haf-grown
humans practice throwing spears, until NiThonius showed up. He d taken the laundry off hishornswith
therains, but he till looked haggard.

“I'm relieved to find you here,” the Copper said. “I really must learn afew words of thistongue. | can't
even ask those children playing there where to find you.”

“Children playing? That' s part of the king’s guard, now. Every family in Bant has had to send afresh
warrior, and rather than give up strong men they’ re sending the old and the young.”

SiDrakkon had taken hiswar, and what of the king’ s forces he could scrape together, dl the way to the
Black River. Nithonius gave him three blighter guides, who took him across the savanna, hunting asthey
traveled. They aso taught him severd wordsfor theloca floraand fauna, though he madelittle progress
with the language beyond thét.

So within two-score days' time of leaving the Lavadome he found himself on abluff overlooking agreen



river valey, and abattle being logt.

It was a strange transition. One moment the Copper waswalking up along, grassy dope still wet with
morning dew. A spotty-hided feline watched them from a dead tree limb, the silence so perfect he heard
each grass-parting footstep from the guidesin front and Fourfang and Rhea behind.

Then they crossed the hillcrest into chaos.

Theriver brokeinto pieces here, lined with sandbars, some with trees up past their rootsin floodwaters.
Onthefar bank stood afortress of the Ghi men: arounded hill, crowded with stone housing and
surrounded by awide, stout wall and marshy ground. The fortress stood next to taller hills cut open and
butchered for the stone they contained.

A dead dragon lay on the riverbank, below araised path that led up to the fortress gate. The path itself
was littered with what looked like colorful bundles; and it was only after amoment’ sreflection that he
realized they were bodies.

Another of the dudigslay, apparently unconscious, panting, bleeding, while acouple of blighters pulled
gingerly a spear shafts sticking out of hisunderside. The Copper left Fourfang and Rheawith some
gibbets of drying game and dead Ghi men and approached the wounded dragon. It was HeBdllereth, the
red.

The Copper looked downriver and saw confused motion at the bank of some eddiesin theriver. Bant
men and blighters were riding or wading across the thigh-deep water, retreating from the far bank.

“One more flight, NoTannadon. Just one moreflight,” SiDrakkon was saying. “'Y ou must keep them off
the Drakwatch and what' s|eft of the blighters. Otherwise they’ Il never get back acrosstheriver. They're
out of range of the war machines now.”

Thedudist dug in histhroat with his saaand extracted a piece of an arrow. “And end up like
HeBéellereth, or the corpse across the river? Go yourself.”

Severd deep thwack noises rose even to the hilltop, and the Copper saw the arms of war machines
whipping up from thick hedges of concealing brush. They threw masses of goneshighintheair, dark
cloudsthat dispersed asthey fell ontheriver crossng. Warriorsthrew cowhide shields up over their
heads for protection, but they had no more effect than amist. Blightersfdl by the score.

“Cursethem!” SiDrakkon roared, and flapped into the air. He siwooped down over theriver crossng
and loosed his flame upon the bushes and war machines.

Heturned atight circle over theriver valey and plunged among the burning machines, throwing men and
their congructsthisway and that in hisfury.

The Copper saw agroup of Drakwatch clustered around Nivom—he was easy to see at adistance, a
white vesper with head rising again and again to call to the drakes. Nivom loosed his flame into amass of
rock and washed-up timber on the riverbank, and was rewarded by the sight of tin-helmeted Ghi men
running, throwing aside their wegpons. Nivom dashed through the inferno and came back with something
in hismouth. He dropped it long enough to cdl to the last few Drakwatch on the north bank of theriver,
and asthey plunged into the current he retrieved his prize and followed.

The blighters staggered back up the hill, some throwing themsalvesinto the first piece of cover to pant or
tend one another’ swounds. The proud Drakwatch had an easier climb, being four-legged, save for the
wounded. Nivom stalked right past hisinjured drakes and started up the hill.



The Copper looked from blighter to drake and back again. Dragons were a superior speciesin every
physica respect. Their scale kept out arrows that felled the blighters, their crests could deflect afdl of
stones such asrained down on the blighters at the ford, and their fire terrified eveniif it did not kill.

But the blighters would not abandon an injured fellow warrior to hisfate.

Nivom threw down his captured weapon, a contraption of wood and meta, in some respects smilar to a
bow. “ Curse them. They’ re using dwarvish crossbows.”

A bleeding drake just made it to the top of the hill and collapsed. The Copper approached to seeto his
wounds, but the drake just snarled awarning: “Keep off!”

Thewounded drake curled into aball.

SiDrakkon flapped across the river and landed on the hilltop, somewhat bloodied about the griff and
gums. A blighter ran up and tugged a an arrow projecting from his saa, and the dragon growled and
struck him down.

On the other side of theriver, the Ghi men sallied out of their fortress, teams of spearmen hunting about
the riverbank. They flushed awounded drake and put an end to him. Wounded blighters they beheaded,
digging into the ground the warriors short stabbing spears and setting the taken heads atop, grisly
flowerslining the road leading to the Ghi men' sfortress.

“Come, NoTannadon,” SiDrakkon said. If he noticed that the Copper had returned he gave no sign of it.
“We Il return to the Lavadome and there ask for more dragons to redeem this. Nivom, go back to the
Mud City as best asyou can. I’ ll return with two-score dragons ready for war!”

With that he flapped into the air, the remaining dueligt trailing behind.

“Rest amoment,” Nivom said to some of the Drakwatch who rose to begin the long journey south. “The
Ghi men aren’t crossing theriver just yet. Might aswell eat the hanging mest; Spirits know whenwe'll
havefull beliesagan.”

Helooked at the receding dots of the dragons flying south. The wounded duelist gave agroan.

“Two-score dragons,” Nivom said. “ Three will come over footsore and give up before they’ re out of the
Lower World. Two will get into adud, killing one and leaving the other too wounded to go on. Six will
see dl the game on the savanna here and decide to spend the season hunting instead of in warfare. One
will seeavillagein the distance, immediately attack, and it will turn out that he just burned out some
headman of the king's and will have to be sent back in disgrace. Four will argue with SiDrakkon about
the orders he gives, and return to the Lavadome rather than serve under one they consider inferior to
themsalves. Two more will quit thefirst time an arrow goes home; for having shed blood honorably, they
will congder their bit in the war over. Of the half-score remaining one will dwaysbetooill to fight,
another too cowardly, and athird will fly into arage and die atop the first tower he sees. Leaving
SDrakkon with three reliable dragons again.”

“Y ou should have amouthful yoursdlf,” the Copper said. He d never heard Nivom so discouraged. “ Just
asmany lengthsfor you astherest.”

“What I"d like is some wine. Have you ever had wine, Rugaard?’
“What about HeBéellereth? And the wounded on the hillside?’ the Copper asked.

“Youthink thisisatraining march? | won't bleed victorious dragonslooking after losers.”



“The blightersdon't fed that way.”
“Blighterd”
The Copper stared off acrossthe river. Trails of smoke rose from the town.

“It' sthat cursed wall that did it,” Nivom said. “ See how the causeway runsaong it? They could fire
down on us, throw rocks. Rothor and NiHerrstrath tried climbing it, but they were picked off from the
towers.”

Some of the Ghi men had ventured out beyond the broken gate and were crowded around the corpse of
the dragon, cutting trophies of their victory.

The Copper suddenly noticed something about the wounded and the survivors. “What happened to the
Fremaidens?’

“SDrakkon grew desperate. After the first rush againgt the gate was thrown back, he sent the
Firemaidensto lead the blighters. Some fdll under the towers. | think that’s Aganiathere, being lifted by
thoserats.”

The Copper approached HeBellereth. The blighters had managed to get the horrible, hooked spear out,
and the dragon lay on his side, panting. Herolled an anguished eye at the Copper.

Nivom shut his nogtrils and walked over to the hanging medt.
“Can you walk, sir?’ the Copper asked.

The dragon managed to right himsalf. He got his hindquarters up, but managed only ashort, shaky riseon
hissi before collgpsing again. “No. I’'m vanquished.”

“I’ve been vanquished too,” the Copper said.

“Yet...” thedragon said, “you wear laudi.”

The Copper inflated hislungs, looked down &t the wounded drakes struggling up the dope. He couldn’t
say who was talking or where the words were coming from, only that he was angry about the sacrifice of
the Firemaidens, and the wretched humans across theriver, pulling teeth and claws from the corpse of
the dead dragon. “Not yet! Drakwatch of the Lavadome, you' re hurt but you' re not dead. Not yet!”

A drake pulled himsdlf out from the rocks at the bank of theriver.

“Up. Up, drakes,” the Copper said, rearing onto his hind legs, astrange clarity in hismind. “Climb. On
threelegsif you haveto.” Hewaved his shriveled limb to emphasize his point.

One drake madeit only afew paces before collapsing.

The Copper scrambled down the hill. The drake, acoppery color not much different from his own, was
bled out, his gums and eye sockets dmost white.

“Vanquished,” the drake said. “ Cry vanquished for me. To what little glory I've earned | depart this—"

“Not yet! Climb on my back. I'll get you up the hill. You'll heal and get another chance a them.”



Six or seven blighter warriors were gathered nearby, resting and chewing on some kind of leaf. Some no
longer had their spears or shidds.

“Upthehill,” the Copper said.

They looked a him blankly asthe drake climbed on hisback. Luckily he was dender-framed. The
Copper gestured with his snout. “To the top. Top.”

The Copper gppreciated the hill’ s difficulty more on the way up than on the trip down. Especidly with the
weight of adrake supported by only threelimbs. The Ghi men would have ahard time coming up it, at
least from theriversde.

The wounded drake’ s claws relaxed and he dipped off. The drake' s tongue hung out as he breathed.
“Canyou grip my tail?’

The drake didn’t answer; hejust closed histeeth around the Copper’ stail, then shut hiseyes. The climb
was harder, not to mention painful, with the deadweight of the drake pulling at histail, but he madeit to
the others.

The wounded drake breathed no more. The Copper pried the jaws |oose.

He thought furioudy. The drakeswould lose heart, saring at that cooling body.

“I don’t know this drake. What was his name?’

“Nirolf,” another said.

“ThisisNiralf’shill, then. Let’s put him in those rocks, there, where he' Il have agood view of thefight.”
“Why name ahill after one who was vanquished?’ a drake asked.

The Copper didn't have an answer, so he just snarled and rattled his griff until the drake backed away.

Nivom returned to him, chewing, negotiating a course through the wounded drakes as though wishing to
avoid droppings.

“What' s this about you remaining behind?’ he asked.
“I’'m not so surethisbattleis over.”

“I am. | fdt therocksfall. | felt adragon crash to the ground. Those stone houses of the Ghi men do not
burn like some blighter village.”

“There sill afight in these drakes. The Ghi men will learn thet if they try to come up thishill.”

“Your honor,” adrake said. “If there re dill fighting claws dug into this ground, | don’t want to leaveit.”
He sniffed at one of hiswounded fellows with a scabby snout missing afew scaes.

Nivom looked around. Enough of the unbled drakes had crept up to listen to the conversation, while ill
keeping their distance from the wounded, so he had an audience in two rings. The dudlist dragon licking
at thewound in hischest formed alittle hill &l hisown.

“How do you propose this battle be fought? No wings, no mobility, and no hominid levees.”

The Copper lowered hishead. “I’ll follow any order you wish to give, Commander. Aslong asit doesn’t



involve my leaving thishill and the wounded.”
“Y ou mean the vanquished.”
HeBedllereth lifted his massive scarred head. “Not yet, drake.”

The Copper felt athought bresk loosein hismind. “Yes! That' sthe spirit. Not yet. That will be our battle
cry. Not yet.”

Nivom took adeep bregth. “It’Il be dark soon. We'll post wind sentries on the adjoining hills. If we get
everyone out of sght they might think we veleft. Then I'll dip back with asisato theford....”

The Copper could amogt fed the heat from the gathered and the filling fire bladders. He looked across
theriver. “Not yet, you milksops. Not yet.”

Chapter 17

A scent Nivom cdlled “jasmine” hung in the night air. The flowing moonlit waters beckoned below,
seeming to tickle the base of the hill with silver fingers. Night birds warbled amid the flooded trees, their
soft calls denying the existence of blood-caked spears and war machines that sent rocks hurtling from the
skies.

Even the fortress town on the opposite bank dumbered in peace, afew diversof light showing from
shuttered windows.

The night passed quietly. The remaining blighters, no more than afew score, clustered nervoudy behind
the wounded HeBellereth. The Copper suspected they were too frightened to venture anywhere el se.

A raher long-haired blighter with unusudly large eyes closed the wound in HeBéllereth, using bits of
sharp wooden peg and leather to close the gash.

Asthe sun went down the Copper asked Fourfang to go among the blighters and seeif they’ d be willing
to send messengers to seek help from the nearby tribes. He' d seen enough burned villages while
following the guidesto the river to suspect that theloca blighterswould be more willing to fight the Ghi
men than would those from farther south. He dispatched his own guides back to the king to report that
there’ d been fighting but it was *“inconclusive,” and that they were camped within sight of the Ghi men’s
wdls.

Then heloosed histrio of bats on HeBellereth to do what they could to soothe his wounds. HeBd lereth
protested. Being tended to by savage, unenthralled blighters was bad enough, but he didn’t want
“vermin’ nosing about hiswound—until thefirgt licks and the numbing tingle the bat sdivabrought made
his eyeswiden in amazement.

“Those are the biggest bats I’ ve ever seen. They'relike hunting dogs,” Nivom said.

“They were raised on dragonblood,” the Copper said. “ Almost from birth. It appearsto agree with
them.”

“They Il get their fill thisnight.”

Nivom told him what had transpired between histrip back to the Lavadome and hisreturn. SDrakkon
sent NiThonius to the Mud City to press on the king the need for more forces—men or blighter—then he
and his dragons caught alarge force of Ghi cavalry in the open and scattered them. SiDrakkon
concluded that with their main strength gone, it wastimeto strike at their largest settlement in Bant, the



quarry city on the Black River.

But the Ghi men had prepared against the coming of the dragons. Poor iron spears, tin axes, and
cowhide shidlds were met by sted broadswords, chain armor, and far-flying dwarvish crossbow bolts.
Asfor the dragons, the war machines of the men struck as the dragons turned and dived, and every issue
of flame was fought by bucketfuls of sand.

Leading to the debacle the Copper had partly witnessed.
“They’ll comein the morning to finish the wounded off,” Nivom predicted.

“They’ Il haveto crosstheriver to do that,” the Copper said. “Humans can’t swim like drakes. Not with
ther false-scae”

“My father told me once that the best place to strike an upright isin the crotch, when they take along
step forward.”

“Wisedragon. Does he dill live?’

“No. A Wyrr was he, like the Tyr himsdlf, and distantly related. Helost hishill and hislife to a Skotl-clan
dudist. My mother, an Anklene, took her own in her despair.”

The Copper thought it best to switch subjects, as Nivom could become gloomy, and he wanted hisold
cavemate dert and active. Every timetalk turned to clan friction it left him nonplussed. Had not dragons
enemies enough?“ So that’ swhere you get your cleverness. The Anklenes.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if you had some Anklene blood in you too. Y our eyeridgeislike theirs, though
that odd eye spailsthe effect. Y ou spout strange ideas. Why al the concern over avanquished drake?’

“I'mnot sure | can put it into words. How are you with mind-pictures?’
“Baby stories? I’ m adrake, and you' re not my mother. Or some dragonelle angling to be flattered.”

“Inmy travels| came across the bodies of two demen sitting back-to-back in a cave, asthough they
were guarding each other asthey died of their wounds. When | smelled the bodies, it was just two more
bodies; I'd seen plenty before. But that...that...comradeship...”

“Did you just say comradeship? That'saqueer word. | think it’s taken from ahominid tongue.”

“Dragons could use alittle of that, instead of awaysworking out who's above whom and adding to their
own store of glory and gold.”

“Y ou’re not one of these foamers who wants everyone to have the same rank and offer up metalsto
those who can't be bothered to get it on their own, are you?’

“What do you mean?’
“We ve had a sun-struck dragon or two before. Do your dreaming while you' re adeep.”

The Copper thought it best to change the course of the conversation. “ So what do you propose to do
about catching them in the crotch?’

“I'll take asssaof the hedthy drakesto theriver. Can you handle matters here on the hillside, with the
better of the wounded?”’



“Yes. | wasthinking that trick they played, with their war machines hiding in the brush, could be played
on them too. Y ou grab them at the crotch and I’ Il bite their arms off.”

“By the Earth Spirit, yes! Rugaard, I’ d be proud to cry havoc with you a my side.”
“I was thinking. Some cooperation from the blighters might help. How are you with their tongue?’
“I know alittle”

The Copper thought. “I have athrall who has away of making himsdlf agreegble. Maybe he canfill inthe
gaps”

A very unlikely reinforcement arrived after ashort rain squal—the wesather at thistime of year seemed to
mandate arain in the early afternoon and a second in the long hours of the night before dawn—a bashed
and mud-splattered Firemaiden named Nilrasha.

According to Fourfang, the blighters now named her Ora, aword that in their tongue referred to some
hunting season festiva or other, during which one of every kind of game animal was sacrificed to their
capricious deities. But the blighter shaman always chose one sacrifice a random—the Ora—to be
released back into thewild to let the rest of the game know that though the herds might be thinned and a
few jaguars brought down, enough would be |eft to ensure future hunting. According to Fourfang, Ora
either meant lucky or redeemed, asthe rather fatalistic dragon-tongue didn’t have many words for those
blessed and guarded by the gods.

The Copper found her sucking rainwater off of leaves and egting some of the hung mest, and told her
Fourfang stale. While he did thisapair of blighters toasted mest on sticks and gave the bitsto her.

“So that’ swhy every muddy blighter on this hill’ sbeen patting me,” Nilrashasaid.

She had alot of mud on her, and blades of grass caught in her scale. Drakkawho joined the Firemaidens
didn’t shirk from dirt and muck, but they were usudly cleaner than the drakes. Thisone either didn’t give
aflamefor her appearance or wastoo tired to care for hersdlf. “What happened at the gate?”’

“It was 0 quick. | just remember ahail of projectiles: Some were stones, some were those inferna
crosshow bolts. Mivoniain front of me, four struck her, two in the neck, or | wouldn't be speaking to
you now. There was flame, and some of the blighters rushed into this sort of open space at the center of
town. Then one of the dragons overhead was hit; | didn’t seeit, but | heard hiscry as hefdll. Everything
went wrong after that.”

“The blightersdidn’t run, then?’

“No. Not the ones with us, by my maidenoath, though I can’t spesk for those behind. But the dragons
overhead vanished and the men logt their fear. They poured down their walls and out of their towers.

“Some of the Firemaidens|oosed their flame to drive the humans away with heat and smoke, and |
chased some through aburning building. Then awall or aroof fell on me, and | was sensdessfor atime,
though—thisis very odd—I heard my mother snging. | digtinctly remember it. When the Singing stopped
it was night, and | moved and some rubble shifted, and then | found myself in their town. | sneaked out
through adrain hole that goes under the wall. | think there was meant to be water init dl thetime, for the
wallsand celling were covered with dead shell creatures, but something must have gone wrong with the
flow, for it was dry everywhere but the floor. It let out by theriver, so | just swam across and smelled my
way back to the hill. And so you see me.”



“We're going to seeif we can't avenge your dead sisterstomorrow,” the Copper said.
Nilrashalooked acrosstheriver. “I should like that. By my maidenoath, | should like that very much.”

“Y ou’ ve had enough honors. Stay back with HeBellereth, please. That route into the Ghi men’stown
may prove useful. I’ d like your head to stay on your neck.”

Sherose, and some hits of hardened mud rained off.
“Who are you to give orders, Batt—Rugaard? Y ou're just acourier.”

“I'm dso the Tyr' seyesand earswherever | go. | can be hisvoice aswell, if griff meet teeth. But I'd
much rather ask than order. So | ask again, please stay back behind HeBellereth. If matters go as badly
asthey did yesterday, | expect you'll have another chanceto fight.”

The blighterslit afew cooking fires, but just afew, on the hillsde, allowing them to go out asthewarm
night passed. HeBdlereth agreed to act as bait, and morning found him stretched out on the hill, head
lolling, looking like one of those savannarock pilesof red scale.

The Ghi men were no fools, however. They marched their archersto the ford in theriver and sent scouts
across. The blighters threw spears, hiding from the archers behind the trees with their rootsin the
floodwaters. The blighters ran as soon as the men in glimmering armor went forward, armslinked a the
elbows asthey fought the current, crossing like some fantastic serpent.

The blighters got into the spirit of the game, gathering here and there on the hillside to scream insults at
the men, sometimes tossing arock that would go bouncing down the hill and land well short of their foes.
Each rock was answered by ahail of arrows once the archers came across and the blighters retrested

uphill.

The Ghi-men scouts, clad only in light tunics and sanda s with abrace of javelins acrosstheir backs,
hurried to high vantage points and blew signd horns. The archers crossed from behind. Men with long
spears and tall shields had come across, and agroup of heavily armored men with great helms and wide
blades tied across their backs began to venture into the current.

The Copper watched dl thisfrom thick grass hafway up the hill, with strips of thick green sod dripping
with ants and beetles|aid across this back, his scae rubbed with dirt—Rhea had misunderstood his
orders at first, and braided some flowering bramble around his crest and tucked flowersinto his spina
ridge. Once she understood that he wanted to be grubbed up, she put athick paste of mud on every
scae.

The Ghi-men scouts found the body of Nirolf lain atop a pile of rocks sticking up above the grasses of
the hill, and went to work with their knives.

The drake near him, who' d wormed hisway into the center of athick succulent-leafed bush, growled.
“Still,” the Copper ordered. But he liked the sound of their anger; it meant they’ d got their spirit back.

More scouts hurried up toward HeBellereth. One pointed to the spot on hisbelly where partidly digested
coins could be found, and two set down their javelins and drew blades while athird kept watch, sgna
horn in one hand, javelinin the other.

The spearmen came up the hill in arather ragged line, some faling behind thanksto rougher terrain,



othersforgetting themselves and hurrying toward the fallen dragon, eager for achance a atrophy.

“Still,” the Copper said again as the spearmen approached, but kept his good roving eye on HeBellereth.
The dudist had unusualy steady nervesto let apair of men approach hisleathery belly. Or had he
dipped into unconsciousness?

HeBdlereth suddenly rolled, putting the two men under his massve weight.
The third scout’ s mouth dropped open, and he reached for his horn, brought it up toward hislips—

A flash of green scale exploded out of the hillside as Nilrasha leaped on the scout. The Copper’ sbrain
made sense of it only once it was over, so improbable was her sudden appearance, as though she were
conjured up out of the blades of grassthat could never conced acreature of her Size. The precision of
her leap matched her stedlth. She struck high, wrapping herself around her foe like a congtricting snake,
digging in with her claws, and the struggling pair toppled into the grass. The horn spuninthear and fell.

Why didn’t Nivom start the contest? What was he waiting for? The lines of spearmen were amogt to the
dead tree that marked the widely spaced hiding holes of the wounded drakes....

A warning horn on the hillsde sounded. A scout, somewhere he couldn’t see, must have seen
HeBellereth move. The spearmen looked to their companions and stepped sidewaysto close....

“Cry havoc!” the Copper roared—well, trumpeted—and if some sentry far down theriver valley thought
he heard a goose being strangled, it was because the Copper didn’t have much of aroar yet.

Showersof dirt flew inthe air asthe drakesrose. Bright gouts of flame erupted on the hillside, spreading
and fdling asit rained on the warriors. Screams of pain competed with the signal horns and bellows of
the Ghi-men chieftains.

The Copper dragon-dashed forward, threw himsdlf on ahastily upflung shield, and brought both shield
and man down. He gouged, kicked out a saaful of belly organs as he' d done on practice bullocks, and
moved on to the next target, awarrior running forward, spear set to skewer him.

His head whipped up and back and his chest musclestightened. He spit—what wasthis? A thin stream
of liquid hit the man across the shield and shoulders, but no flame. The warrior danced for a second as
though he were on fire, and then the Copper and the man locked eyes as they each realized what had
happened. The Ghi man raised his spear for athrow, but a green flash flew over the Copper’ s head.

“What are you waiting for?’” Nilrashasaid, spitting out amouthful of tendon and blood vessd from the
warrior' sgaping neck. “They’rerunning!”

So they were. What was |ft of the spearmen hurried down the hill, using their spearsasathird leg,
holding their shields acrosstheir backs againgt further flame,

The Copper marked oily smoke rising from theriversdefoliage. A body of swordsmenin arough
triangular formation let the archers pass through and take shelter behind their blades and shidlds. Little
puffsflew from the formation into the trees on either side of the ford. The Copper redized he was seeing
the bright feathering on the archers' arrows rather than the arrows themselves.

A drake dashed forward, hurled himsalf onto the swords and shields, and disappeared into the mass of
men. A cheer rose from the Ghi men.

“HeBédlereth,” the Copper called. “We need ashield wall broken. Can you move?’



“Out of my way, drakes!” HeBellereth roared. “I"ve hot blood to cool in that river. Try to take my
gold-gizzard now, you dogg!”

The dragon pushed off with his back legs and began to dide down the hillsde on hisbelly. Hetore
through brush, snapped and flattened small trees, and awounded drake only just limped out of the way
before he pushed past, tail swinging as hetried to keep baance.

And failed. He hit astegper dope as he neared the river and one of his back legs dipped under his
hindquarters. The great red dragon upended and fell sdeways, rolling down the hill like afelled tree.

But he wastoo closefor it to make adifference. What the men thought in those last heartbests could only
be imagined. Some of the archersfired, but the arrows had all the effect of pebbles hurled into
floodwaters. The triangle dissolved, spreading to each Side.

HeBdlereth righted himsdlf in the center of the warriors, biting and thrashing. The battle turned into a
rout. Pieces of armor and pieces of swordsmen flew in al directions.

What was |ft of the swordsmen nearest theriver ran for the ford. Spearmen, finding their line of retreat
blocked by the raging red-scale, waded into the trees, only to be pulled under by drakes—or a crocodile
or two that smelled blood in the river and decided to take an easy meal courtesy of warfare.

The Copper spotted men and beasts pulling war machines that looked like oversi ze crosshows toward
the bank of the river and hurried toward HeBdlereth. But Nivom anticipated him and cdled for his
drakes, and the mighty dragon, to take cover behind the trees at the riverbank. HeBellereth, his blood
flaming in the heat of battle, even found the strength to fly afew dragonlengthsto reach athicker section
of trees.

The catapults on the other side of theriver sent arain of stones, but they fell somewhat short of the bank.
A drake or two waded into theriver to roar defiance at the retreating men.

“We gutted them,” adrake said, looking at the bodies scattered on the hillside.

“Thisisnewsour Tyr will wish to hear,” Nivom said. Blood ran from both nostrils, but his eyeswere
bright with triumph.

“We ve just given them ashock,” the Copper said. “Now it’stime to complete the victory and burn that
city. Our good Firemaiden Nilrashaknows away in—"

“Ghioz isgtrong. They’ll send armiesto avengetheir dead.”

Nilrashaappeared at his side with her usud stedth. “ The bigger the army the better,” she said. “More
mouthsto feed. Let them st behind their burned-out walls and starve; we'll cut off their flocks and take
their wagons.”

The Copper half expected Nivom to roar and snap, for some captains didn’t like arguments. Nivom just
said, “We vetraded blood for blood; it’ stime to send in the king’ s headmen and arrange a peace. They
may beinclined to agree to stay on the north side of the river from now on.”

“Our Tyr won't like the sound of that. A fight, awin, and apeace will please him,” Nilrashasaid.
“Honorsall around.”

Nivom, for dl hisbrains, had little experience with hominids. The Copper knew what bargaining with
hominids brought. They designed deals only to get what they wanted for amoment, and the ingtant their
need was met, the deal was forgotten. They had to be made to shakein fear of ever giving offenseto



dragonhood, and tuck their squalling broodsin at night with tales of fiery vengeance fdling from the skies
if the scaled gods were offended.

“Youwon't get alasting peace unless you' re negotiating from a position of strength,” the Copper said.
Nilrasha chirped agreement, sniffing him now that his blood was up.

“* Settle terms only once your claws are pressing their neck to the ground,”” Nilrasha quoted, using one of
NoSohoth’s briefer maxims.

“The Upholder would just as soon end thiswar quickly,” Nivom said. “In his Uphold, NiThonius spesks
withthe Tyr'svoice”

The Copper tried to count the warriors left in the towers, his blood cooling and the wisdom of Nivom's
words settling hisscale. “ A few days behind those stone walls and they’ Il mourn their dead and get over
their fear. They' d givein fast enough if there were nothing between them and the blighter tribes but apile
of rubble. If only we could bring them down somehow.”

“Yes, thewadls are an enemy as strong as the Ghi men. But | saw fire dide off the Soneslikeran,”
Nilrashasad.

“War machineswould help,” the Copper said. “Couldn’t the blighters build some?’

Nivom sighed. “Not to match the Ghi men’s. They’re cleverer when it comes to such contraptions, and
they have better sted and wood than the bleached-out timber under this sun around here. Their
projectiles can dwaysfly higher and farther....

Nivom gave alittle choke, and the Copper wondered if he was having an attack of somekind. Had a
poisoned arrow pierced him somewhere unsuspected?

“Air Spirit, Rugaard! | think we can do it. Yes, I’'m surewe can!”

Over the next day the two sides gathered, each on their own bank of the river. According to the blighters
some of the smaller farming settlements and posts had been abandoned as Ghi men sought safety for thelr
families behind the thick stonewalls of the town. Boats soon crowded the riverside below the town, and
herds sheltered at night benegath the city walls.

The blighters gathered too, but some of them, seeing no fight at the moment, little food, and no plunder,
grew bored and wandered away. Even the king himsalf came, with NiThonius and such forces as could
be spared from guarding theriver crossings, which set the blighters dl to groveling and celebrating asthey
heaped the few remaining captured wegpons at hisfeet.

Meanwhile, Nivom worked with HeBdllereth. The dragon recovered from hiswounds quickly, esting
rainy-season-fat Bant cattle and gazelles, though he sometimes winced when he had to walk far. Theking
watched HeBédllereth' s endless flights and practice drops with the stones, and then ordered his people to
assist the dragons with their strong backs.

Each day the Copper took Rheato the riverbank for water and bathing. He liked to check on the men's
boatsin any case, to seeif it looked as though any had been loaded. There were two-score or more
small, narrow vessd's and they could get asubstantia force over theriver if they so desired. Once
satisfied that another day had passed with the two armies glowering at each other from their opposite
points, they went to an idand-sheltered bank and he’ d let Rhea bathe him, and hersalf. He ventured out
into the poal first to check for crocodiles; then she went in and scrubbed him over with rushes.



Sometimes he would roll over and she'd tickle hisbelly.

Fourfang didn’t think much of bathing, but he took a captured Ghi-man spear into knee-deep water and
came back with afish or two, sucker-mouthed bottom-feeders that he would fry on an old shield, bathed
in herbs.

While they dried, Rheawould sometimes skip stones at Fourfang and spoil hisfishing. Shetook perverse
pleasure in making the blighter splash around and curse her. At times she laughed, and the Copper found
the sound so pleasing that he prevented Fourfang from thrashing her with cattail stalks.

Nivom joined them one evening.

“I wonder if thiswill work after al,” Nivom said. * Should we even attempt it if it might fail? Another
failure beforetheir wallswill just encourage the Ghi men. The king sent amessenger across, letting the
Ghi men know he was present, but they sent forth no emissary to plead for peace.”

“Is he having trouble dropping the stones?’

“If he releases them too high, he missesthe target marker. If he releases them low enough so they’re sure
to hit, he'll pass over the town belly-down. Their war machines will get achance at him then, and it will
probably take many stonesto collgpsethewall. He ill wantsto try. It saterrible thing to have avision
and not be able to seeit through.”

The Copper didn’t know whét to say. If Nivom wasn't smart enough to figure out how the walls might be
brought down, the Copper certainly couldn’t improve on his plans and practices.

Out in the pool Fourfang speared afish and bent over to retrieveit. The Copper nosed a river-smoothed
rock toward Rhea.

She cackled and picked up the stone, then flung it with her arm out Sideways so it skipped acrossthe
water and hit Fourfang squarein that odd assortment of reproductive gpparatus male mammals

displayed.
Fourfang howled as he clutched hisfish and hisloincloth.

Nivom took a startled breath. “ Of course! Of course! Why didn’t it occur to me? Speed—speed’ sthe
thing, and he can get dl he wantsfar from thewadls. That’ sit, Rugaard; your little human did it!”

He hurried off up the hill without any more explanation.

Chapter 18

SiDrakkon returned before Nivom' s attempt against the walls could be put into effect. He seemed rather
surprised to find the drakes and HeBédllereth till camped on that hilltop, with some of the signsof an
intact army at war: herds of cattle and goats, blighters making charcoa, members of the Drakwatch on
the adjoining hills and kegping watch from stone piles on the savanna

With him were two young dragons with wings freshly uncased, and another veteran dudist, aone-eyed,
rather fat dragon who collgpsed to the ground as soon as they aighted and roared for food to be brought
tohim.

“Cursed ill luck,” SiDrakkon said, looking south &t the rolling cloud banks portending the afternoon’s
rain. “1 sat out from the Lavadome with afull score, but everyone had to get aturn of hunting in when
they weren't arguing. I’ ve brought what | can; the rest will catch up or deal with my wrath on their



return.”
Nivom and the Copper exchanged a soft snort.

SiDrakkon looked from the working blighters, using drag ropesto bring a boulder up the hill, to Nilrasha
teaching some of the Drakwatch how to stdk in tal grass, to the temporary huts and corrasthat had
been built for the Bant king and hisretinue.

“What transpires here?” SiDrakkon asked.

“WE re preparing for an attack on thewalls,” Nivom said.
“With what forces?’

“HeBdlereth.”

“Helives? Good. But one dragon would be wasted. Now, with all five of us, we ve got agood chance of
clearing those towers of war machines.”

“They’ ve built more, many more, on every rooftop in the town,” Nivom said. “Y ou can see them from
our hilltop.”

“Delay dwaysdlowsthe enemy timeto prepare,” SiDrakkon said. “ Still, enough fire should make them
abandon their machines. It may take severa days, but I’ ve seen it done.”

“Y our honor, Nivom has a plan to bring down the walls,” the Copper said.
“ Sacrifice every blighter here to the Earth Spirit; it still won't bring an earthquake.”
“No, sir. With rocks. Dropped by HeBdlereth.”

“Ahh, youth,” SiDrakkon sad, softening histone alittle. “ Alwaysthinking they can reinvent warfare. It's
been tried in other places. Never works—not one stone out of scores of scores goestrue. No, I’ ve got
the experience.”

“You don’t understand,” Nivom said. “It'samatter of force and momentum. He' s been knocking down
treesfor days now—"

SiDrakkon' s griff dropped and rattled. “ Trees don't shoot back. No, we' |l start thisvery night. No, not
another word out of either of you! It seems| got herejust in time before you al got yoursaveskilled.
Fire and terror are the way to go with humans, believe me. They're not dwarves, after dl. Fireand
terror, drakes. Fire and terror. Now, we' ve got to hurry. According to the griffaran there’ san army of
Ghi men on the march, big enough to sweep this collection and two more besides off these hills.”

SDrakkon' s second assault on the city wallswas an improvement on thefirgt only initsbrevity. His
dudlist, enraged by javelinsfired into hiswings and belly, plunged into the city, and managed to make a
good dedl of noise roaring and smashing before he was silenced. The two young dragons, fast friends
sgncether daysin the Drakwatch, according to Nivom, died together when one was brought down in
front of the gate tower and the other flew to fight beside him.

HeBédlereth had the sense to empty hisfire bladder in one long pass over the city and returned, setting
the blighters to work fastening shut the holesin hiswings with bits of leather and wooden pegs.



“They'reready for dragons, dl right,” HeBdlereth said, wincing as a bone needle passed through his
wing skin.

SDrakkon dighted and the blighters ran from his growlings. He knocked over atree with histail and tore
gpart amegt-smoking hut.

“With four more dragons| could have doneit,” heraged. “ Threeto go in and draw fire, and therest to
attack the war machines before they could be reloaded. Only four more!”

Nivom had afew words with HeBdllereth and approached SiDrakkon. “Y our honor, we can il try the
rocks. HeBdlereth iswilling, and hewas't injured.”

“I should think not, theway he dropped his flame and flapped away. Y es. Send him back over there. I'd
liketo seethat.”

Nivom set the blightersto work at the rock pile. There was agood dedl of cheering and horn blowing
from the other sde of the river, and the men ventured from their gates to swarm over the corpses of the
young dragons like hungry ants on abit of dropped fruit.

HeBellereth waddled over to the steepest part of the hill, and the blighters, who' d rolled amore or less
round boulder into position at the edge of the dliff, jostled for positionsto watch.

“No. He Il never get off the ground with that. 1t'stoo big,” SiDrakkon said.

HeBdllereth clutched the boulder againgt his chest, wrapping hisfront limbs about it, Soread hiswings,
and launched himsdlf off the dliff.

SiDrakkon, who hadn’t seen the stunt, stood with mouth agape as HeBd lereth picked up speed down
the steep hill. Then he leveled off, shooting down theriver.

“He sgoing downstream,” SiDrakkon said.

“Just watch, your honor,” Nivom said. “Hejust needs along, straight run. We re going to try for that
ramp leading up to the main gate.”

HeBédllereth shrank to a hard-to-see shadow againgt the night sky, banked, then rose alittle using his
momentum, and for amoment the Copper could see him framed againg the low-hanging moon.

The dragon adjusted his course, rose with afew strong flaps, and then extended hiswings aswide as he
could and began along glide toward the city.

“Hisidea, theglide,” Nivom said. “Oh, | can’'t wait until | get my wings, can you, Rugaard?’

The Copper didn’t say anything. There was a chance, he supposed, that hiswingswould comein
properly. Theinjury from that foul human seemed so long ago now.

Then HeBellereth was over the ground. Severa arrow-flights away from the city walls, he released his
boulder and soared off acrossthe river, skimming the surface low enough that hiswing tips broke the
surface asthey best.

His stone bounced twice up the causeway. Thefirg timeitstrgectory was amogt flat; the second it must
have caught on some projection, because it flew dmost straight up. It struck hard just over the gate.

“Wdl, that didn’t seem to do much.”



“The anglewaswrong,” Nivom said, sounding alittle doubtful. 1t took abad bounce.”

HeBedllereth came up and rested for afew minutes. Nivom helped the blighters select another stone and
roll it into position.

“You'rewadting your time, | think. But if it amusesyou...”

“Not an arrow struck home,” HeBédllereth said. “ Attacking atown is hatchling play if you can keep your
scaeto thewretches.”

“I found arounder one,” Nivom said, returning with the blighters rolling the stone to the edge of the bl uff.
“If only we had some dwarvish stonecutters. Rounded stoneswould fly truer.”

HeBédlereth repeated his performance, falling, then turning downstream and banking once again for the
drop. Nivom held his breath as the stone was |oosed. The Copper noticed Fourfang and Rhea crouching
in the underbrush, clear of SDrakkon’seye, watching aswell.

Thistime the boulder stayed low asit bounced. It hit the tower next to the gate, and they heard a series
of shouts and crashes from the buildingsin town.

“Didit! Didit!” Nivom said. “It punched straight through; did you hear?’
SiDrakkon resettled hiswings. “ So you made a peepholein thewall. Much good it does us.”

“Let metakethat big, diamond-shaped one,” HeBedllereth said, panting alittle. “ Just let merest for a
moment. They're shooting at me as| passthewall, not as| gpproach. | think | can releaseit closer.”

“If you think you can do it,” Nivom said.

This boulder was alittle larger than the others, and the watchers heard tree limbs snap as HeBdl lereth
passed over them. On thisflight, rather than rleasing it low over the causeway, he dtered hiswings so he
rose, and released the boulder on the upswing. HeBellereth executed an eegant turn, keeping hisbelly
away fromthe city walls.

The boulder transcribed a short arc and struck the wall with a crack the Copper felt all the way across
theriver. The gate tower shuddered, then toppled backward with along, groaning crash, sending up a
cloud of dust.

“I'll be gutted,” SiDrakkon said.

The gate crumbled next; then a piece of wall where the tower had been attached fell away. A huge,
crescent-shaped gap opened up.

The Copper roused Fourfang with apoke of histail and sent the blighter to give amessage to the king.

HeBdlereth returned, abig chunk of hiswing flapping as he landed. “ Stitchers!” heroared. “They
punched aholein me with arock of their own,” he said asthe blighters went to work.

“Y ou’ ve done enough for now. Rest,” Nivom said.

“I’'m getting the wind under me now,” HeBédllereth said. “1'll bring down another section of wall before
you can recite Ryu-Var' s Tdly of Drakine Virtues—if | can get thiswing fixed.”

“Can you teach me how to do this, Nivom?’ SiDrakkon asked.



“It takes practice. Some days of work,” HeBellereth said.
“The cheering and horn blowing have stopped over there, | notice,” the Copper said.

HeBdlereth put in along night, making two-score or more runs. Some simply missed, or the boulder
bounced wrong, or it did no apparent damage. But by the time dawn came up the town looked very
different. The smooth stone wall had been opened in three wide sections, the entire gate arealay in ruins,
and the southernmost tower had collapsed, leaving awhole quarter of the city undefended.

The humanswere frantically arranging the rubble to form an improvised wall.

But thered blow to the Ghi men came a dawn. The sun came up to reved the king’'sarmy camped
south of the city, the hillsdesthick with squatting blighters that made them look like vast melon fields. The
tribes howled and clashed their spears againgt their leather shidlds, setting up a steady, doom-laden
thrumming that echoed from bluff to bluff in theriver valley. The Copper wondered if any human in those
closdaly packed streets counted on till drawing breath by the next sunset.

Rhea stood and watched through the night, trembling and crying, and refused any food or comfort.

In the end, the king sent forth a messenger once again, announcing his presence and leaving it to the Ghi
men to decide. They met on a hilltop thick with fuzzy fruit the blighters called “ sweetdrops,” and the
Peace of the Sweetdrop was announced.

The Copper, though cynical about such arrangements, had to admit that the terms were very
advantageous to Bant. NiThonius himself advised the king on the whys and wherefores.

«  No Ghi man would come south of the Black River without seeking the king's permission.

The Ghi men would keep their mines and saltworks, but pay over the worth of one burden out of
ten extracted from Bant in the form of coin, goods, or thralls. Vaue of goods or thralswould be
determined by the king' s representatives at the mines. New mines and works would be opened
only with Bant's permission.

Asasop to the Ghi men, the Black River would be considered open to commercid traffic to the
seq, and trading posts would be kept, dong with sufficient garrisons to defend them from bandits.

The Copper wasn't sure that there could be a permanent peace with hominids—either abject submission
into thralldom or the peace of acorpse wasthe only practicd aternative—but even the historian
Rethothanna chuckled when he said so on hisreturn to the Lavadome. Though she knew the evidence
flanking his arguments better than any, she said, “We must make do with fortune when it favorsus.”

The mighty—and now newly victorious, thanks to the eventsin Bant—Tyr heard the report in the
shadowy gardens of the Imperial Resort atop Black Rock, with accompanying songs and stories of the
returned Drakwatch, the lone Firemaiden Nilrasha (whom the blighters, even in the Lower World,
forever after caled Ora), and his mate-brother.

The march back had been one of the most pleasant experiences of the Copper’ slife. The blighters
sacrificed bullocksto the dragons dl dong the way, and held bonfiresin their honor, where thetriba
youths and maidens danced until they dropped in exhaustion. The king's praise-singers wore out even
their iron throats describing the victory, and the Firemaids at the entrance to the lower world bowed at
head and tail astheir contingent passed.



Even S Drakkon wasin agood mood for once. Helet Rhea, easily the most comdly of dl thethrdlsin
their party, ride on astrapped-down cushion at the high ridge of his back and wave at the
garland-throwing crowds.

Though the Copper asked severa dragons, none could tell him anything about his strange failure of flame.
He could bring up tiny wads from hisfire bladder, which when spit would flare after amoment. Asan
experiment he brought up every drop he could squeeze out. It just splattered and gave off a sulfurous,
oily smdl.

Hefindly redized he had one more crippling injury to add to the others. At least thisonewasn't visible.
No dragondlle would flutter her eyesin amusement.

Even wise old NeStirrath could only guessthat it had something to do with the injury to hisfire bladder,
from the fight with the demen over the griffaran eggs. NeStirrath had athrall touch atorch to his spew,
and it burned brightly enough, but wouldn't ignite on its own if he brought it up in any quantity.

To celebrate thevictory in Bant, the Tyr commanded a garden-filling banquet, inviting not only the
dragons of the Imperid line but the chief dragons of the other hills of the Lavadome.

The Copper made no effort to color his scae; hejust had Rheamake it as clean and even as possible.
Shetried covering hisbad eye with abit of red silk she’ d taken off one of the Ghi-men bodies, but the
result made him look like he was flaunting an injury, so hetold her to keepit.

This banquet was more splendid than the last. The great dragons brought their own thrallsto help attend
them, and offered up whole bullocks and hogs and bone-crusted river fish aslong as adrake and wine
aged in artisan glass to the Tyr to add to the gorging and merriment.

The Copper kept to the edges of the banquet thistime, in no mood for gorging himsalf as Smevolant
made jokes about the wals of a Ghi-men city being brought down by HeBdllereth’ stailventings rather
than stones.

Fools! Just because they happen to be safe and well fed now, that does not mean thingswill aways be
so0 comfortable. The bones of four dragons are being nibbled at by those tasty fish of the Black River,
and dl they can do islaugh over jokes about bodily functions.

He passed the time with Rethothanna. She questioned him closely about conditionsin Bant, and
especidly about the weight and composition of the stones.

“They were reddish, some sparkle to them. | can’'t say more,” he answered. “ The Ghi men made use of
them in building their walls, homes, and the ford, by thelook of it. There were cutsin the hillsidesto
extract it.”

“Iron ballswould be better. I’ ve heard of the dwarves using them in warfare against dragons. They attach
them to harpoons and then bring the dragons down with their weight.”

NoSohoth approached and gave the briefest of bows to Rethothanna. “ Famed historian, beloved of the
Tyr for her wisdom. May | tear Rugaard from you for amoment? A small question has come up
regarding eventsin Bant.”

Rethothanna bowed deeply, not so much to NoSohoth but to the command of the Tyr. “ Off you go then,
Rugaard. Though personaly I’ d rather be dropped into aduding pit.”

The Copper approached the great dragons, perched on benches above the banquet pit, braziers al
around burning oliban. The Tyr and his mate, with SiDrakkon on one sde and Nivom on his other,



clustered about with the three granddaughters of the Tyr. The Copper limped up and made agreeting
bow.

The Tyr looked from one wingside to the other. “ Ahh, er, Rugaard, we' ve run into something of a
question that | was hoping you’ d hep uswith.”

“Of course, Tyr.”

“I won't have lies spread about my brother, whatever the source,” Tighliasaid. “Thishaf-wit can’t tell
vermin from griffaran.”

The Copper felt aquick flush. How good it would be to attend a banquet like thiswith Zara. Her eyes
would burn like the sun, as Tighlia s did, when others made jokes. He didn’t care what Tighliathought of
him; he rather admired her for her defense of her brother.

The slence, threatening from SiDrakkon, cautious from Nivom, put Rugaard on edge.

“Please be quiet, my love,” Tyr said. “Rugaard. It seems negotiations were made possible only by agood
dedl of damageto thewalls of that stone city on the Black River. Can you enlighten us asto how that
came about?’

The Copper wondered if he could be challenged to adud over hisanswer. “I believe so. HeBellereth
knocked them down by dropping stones.”

“Bravely done, yes,” the Tyr said. “But how did dl that come about?’

“Theideawas Nivom'’s. He and HeBellereth worked on it for days, practicing, and he put the blighters
to work finding the right kinds of boulders and gathering them. The night of the battle SiDrakkon ordered
the actua attack, and of course he wasin command at thetime.”

“Hal See, thevictory ismine,” SiDrakkon thundered.

The Tyr flapped awing. “ Quiet now; don't intimidate this drake. Now, Rugaard, correct meif I'm
wrong, but the stones were used only after an attack had failed. An attack that cost the lives of three
dragons. Am | wrong in any detail?”

“Thelast thing I’d wish to do is correct my grandsire,” the Copper said.
The Tyr snorted. “Yesor no, do | haveit right?’
“Yes, great Tyr.”

Nivom seemed to swell. SiDrakkon’ stail knocked over two braziers, and thralls rushed forward to right
them and pour water on the smoldering coals and incense.

“Isthat dl, Grandsire?’ the Copper asked.

“Tyr, thisfool had athrall run away on him, | believe,” SiDrakkon said. “ Escaped into Bant. A man
named, er, Harb.”

“Harf,” the Copper corrected, wondering how SiDrakkon knew that.

“Don’t bother mewith trivia,” the Tyr said. “1 know your games, SiDrakkon. | want to know the truth
about eventsin Bant, not the comings and goings of dropping scrapers.”



“I’'m sorry for hisescape, Tyr,” the Copper said. “ Should | have chased him down?’

“Never mind that. There’ s one other question. It seems after my mate’ s brother lost two dragons on the
first assault on the fortress, he gave orders for aretreat south. Why weren't those orders followed?’

“Wewerein astrong position, Tyr, and the Ghi men had lost much of their cavary.”

Tyr cocked his head. “ According to some, everyone was ready to quit the hill until you said you' d stay
by the wounded. HeBéllereth ingsts that it was you who wanted to stick and fight.”

“HeBedlereth was badly hurt at that point. | helped look after hiswounds, so that could be why he
remembers me. Nivom was in command, Tyr. The glory and honor of the victory the next day belong to
him—and HeBdllereth, of course—for breaking the shield wall with his own body.”

“Someone redly must make asong about al this” Tyr said. “NoSohoth, call for silence. | want the
banquet to hear something.”

NoSohoth raised hiswings, which had little chimes|ooped into the trailing edge. He flapped them, and a
the ringing the company turned their atention to him. “Our glorious Tyr asksfor silence”

The Copper dunk out of the way so he wouldn’t obstruct anyone' sview.

“Answer my thoughts, for achangel” Tighliahissed into her mate' sear. L et usretire and discuss before
you make any announcements.”

The Tyr ignored her. “Free dragons of the Lavadome and hope of our united lines. Twice now this
honored drake a my right side, Nivom, has done great serviceto dl of us.

“Fird, let it be known that I’'m adopting him into the Imperid line. Asason, mind you, to replace
AgGiriffopsein postionif not in our hearts”

That set the banquet to talking. NoSohoth had to sound hiswing chimes again to give them time to settle
down.

“Second, I’'m getting older and don’t have the attention to detail | once possessed. Nivom will take afew
of the lesser responsibilities from my wings, that | might be able to pay more attention to the greeter.

“Findly and most pleasantly, he'll soon be sprouting hiswings, and it will betime for him to be mated. |
offer any of the daughters of AgGriffopse, the champion of my only clutch, to him, so that we might be
joined by more than duty and respect. He can look forward to some pleasant years choosing among my
beauties, for their wings arejust beginning to bulge.”

The assembly at the banquet liked the sound of that and thumped their tails. Thralls danced out of the
way to avoid being struck.

The Tyr’ syoung granddaughters fluttered their eyes and griffs, save for the sickly one, who shrank
behind her longer, stronger, better-fleshed ssters.

“I hope he' s not expecting a blushing maiden,” Simevolant said, Saring at them.

The Copper glanced back at his own spine. Two ridgesran down it, paralé to hisvertebrae. Hiswere
some years off too, but it made him fed better to know that horns and wings were growing.



SiDrakkon |eft the banquet dmost immediately. The Copper grabbed a dropped mouthful or two but
kept away from the throngs. They dragons either asked idiotic questions about whether arrow wounds
stung much or joked about his bats.

“You, there,” acold voice said. “Rugaard. Come and have aword with me.”

It was Tighlia, and her scales were up and out as though she were expecting battle. Sheled himto a
prominence looking out over the south end of the Lavadome, where fewer orange streamslit the
crysdline surface.

“Hurry along now and sit beside me. Y es, close to the edge, so you have agood view. Oh, don't blanch;
I’ve never pushed anyoneto his death, and I’ m not about to start tonight.

“I likethis view. There was never thefighting at the south end of the Lavadome that there was at the
north. Just afew thrall hillsand livestock pens and mushroom fields. No memories of wherefriends
died.”

“Was this what you wanted to speak to me about?’

“No, outcast. My timeistoo vauable. | expect my matewill haveyou in for alittle chat shortly. You
might want to tell him that this Nivom fellow isn't al he gppears”

“What makes you think so?’

She scowled. “I know acalculator when | smell one. He weighs everything by his own ambitions. | fear
for what will happen if the Tyrancy passesto aWyrr-Anklene mix. There saready resentment in many
Skotl caves. They will havetheir turn at the Tyrancy oneway or another. Civil war could bresk out

agan.”
“Why do you tdl methis?’

“Because, oddly enough, | think you' ve got the smpleton’ sfaith. The same asmy mate has. You're
duller—and uglier, certainly—but | believe you think of dragonkind first and yoursalf second. My mate
hasthat quality too.”

“Hehasadl adragon’ svirtues—"

“Oh, rot dl that tripe. Virtues? What' sthefirgt of them?’

The Copper thought for amoment, remembering hislessons. “ Destiny. The gifts of the four Spiritsin
sheping—"

“Mythological bal derdash that |ets dragons with nothing to offer the world get puffed up about
themselves. Next!”

“But everyone knows—"
“No, they don’'t. That’ sthe problem. Let’ s have another; your tongue' s dow as your wit.”
The Copper stiffened. “ Courage to—"

“Courage? Exhibitions of courage have killed more dragons than spears. Give me adragon who sneaks
in when the warriors are otherwise engaged and visits the cribs of the hominids; they put up asmuch of a
fight as squalling babes. Next.”



The Copper found her aromawarm, comforting, pleasant. Almost motherly. She was obvioudy enjoying
this. “Y ou can't have anything againg fiddlity to mate, kith and kin. Every dragon in the Lavadome
admires your devotion to our Tyr. Y ou and your brother—”

“Y ou're not old enough to know better. We'll talk again when your mating flight was four scale-ages
ago, and your precious clutch champion has breathed fire into your face as he drives you away from your
hoard. When some bright young thing spreads her wings for you and promises better times, we' |l spesk
again. Come, come, I'm eager for more.”

“Serenity.”

“Now, there you may have something. It' s the dragon who can control his emotions, wait instead of rage,
take an insult or a setback with asong—that’ s a dragon to be feared. Never let your thoughts past your
tongue; never let acompetitor know what you redly think of him.”

“Then why do you tell mewhat you think of me?’ the Copper asked.

“Because you' re the sorry, sawed-off tail-tip of the Imperid line, not acompetitor. Go on now; you've
scored a hit. Press home.”

The Copper thought it over. Tighliawas mistress of athousand detailsin the Imperia Resort, from
arranging matings to seeing after the qudity of her mate' skern. “ Diligence. It sattention to detail in the
routines of—"

“Oh, and now you' ve gagged on it. Strained at a bat and swallowed awarthog. I’'m devoted to idleness.
Adoreit. Gives onetimeto think. Y ou’ d be amazed how few dragons sit down and just think these days.
Don’t look cross; I’'m giving you medicine that tastes bad, but it' [l do you good if you have the senseto
repest the dosage.” She tapped her claws on the shining black stone of the rock. “I’' m waiting.”

“I was going to say charity to thosein your thrall, but | expect you' d answer that the more you task them,
and the greater they fear you, the better the results.”

“Now you'relearning. Maybe you' re not hopeless after al. There€ sonly oneleft, so I'll saveyou the
breath. Strength. Strength | believein. But I’ m not talking about roaring and ssomping and being ableto
knock down treeswith your tail. That just brings the foemen. Intellectua strength to form aplan, physica
drength to carry it out, and mora strength to seeit through—those are virtuesindeed. That done will
take you farther than the rest of your Drakwatch ideals put together.”

“Why do you tel meadl this, Granddam?’

She winced as though struck. “ Tomorrow amessenger will comefor you, asking for aprivate interview
with my mate. He sgoing to give you anew position asareward. An important one. | don't want you
buggering it up and making dippery bat droppings out of it. Husband your strength and display serenity,
and you'll dowell enough.”

“Thank you, Granddam.”

“That’snot dl. My mate may ask you about SiDrakkon and mattersin Bant. Praise him and you'll find
me grateful. Those who are good to me make no complaints about my kindnessesin return. But guard
your tongue againgt any danders, if you know what's good for you.”

“l have no dandersto offer, Granddam.”

“That’ saclever answer, drake. Be equally clever when you talk to my mate tomorrow.”



He spent arestless night in his cave, listening to the bats go in and out. Two new litters of hungry young
bats suckled at avein on hisinner saa, leaving him rather dreamy.

Herose early and had a hearty chicken-and-kern breakfast brought by Fourfang, who burped and
vented al while arranging the platters, proof that he had filched a hearty portion for himself.

“Let mesmdl your fingers, Fourfang.”

The blighter shrank away. The Copper clacked his teeth together. “Y our fingers or your head. Which will
it be?’

Trembling, the blighter held out his hairy hands. The Copper sniffed them.

“I thought so. Don't go digging around in my dishes before " ve eaten, or I'll bite few fingers off next
time. Wait until after I’ vefinished, like Rhea. Don't | dways|eave generous portions?’

“Y es, your honor.”

“Y ou' re not the cleanest with your hands, Fourfang. Y our dways either digging in some orifice or
scratching scabs. In ether case | don't like the residue in my food. Just the other night | was offered an
elf to take your place.” Which wasn't true, but Fourfang couldn’t know that.

“I hope to see some improvement in the future, or I'll have to make changes. But | hate unpleasant talk at
the beginning of the day. Draw some water and take care of these bat droppings, won't you?’

Fourfang showed admirable energy in getting abucket and abristle. The Copper watched the blighter
work while Rhea cleaned and filed his claws. Fourfang scrubbed his handsin the bucket after finishing the
floor.

“Much better. Now go down and get yourself adried apple. One for Rhea, too; | think she's exhausted
fromdl thetrave.”

The quick ef messenger came from the Tyr before Fourfang returned from the stores. The Copper
followed the messenger up thewinding air shaft and through the Gardens, where Smevolant was
lounging, eating honeyed bestles.

“Come over here, Rugaard. The shadebells are blooming. Y ou must see them. Y ou don’t posses any
beauty, but you have an eyefor it. Oh! What did | say. An eye?| beg your pardon.”

The Copper wasn't in the mood for Smevolant’ sjokes. “I’m on my way to the Tyr. He summoned me.”

“Oh, he' sarguing with SiDrakkon; you' ve time to spare. Speaking of which, look at the purples, doesn't
it rather remind you of SiDrakkon when he' sangry?’

“A gtriking color,” the Copper said.

“I’ve been staring at these flowers dl morning. Y ou know, no two are alike? Why do flowers
differentiate? The petds are just going to drop in alittle while anyway, and unless you get right up under
them, it'shard to tell. | wonder why they bother.”

Thedf cleared histhroat.

“Don’t make noise, you,” Simevolant said. “Y ou’ re wilting my flowers. Look, that one sgonedl sad. I'll



have your hair plucked out by itsrootsfor that.” The golden drake stood up.

“I can't keep our Tyr waiting,” the Copper said, putting himself between the drake and the éf. “1 must be
off, coudn.”

Thedf led him past the Tyr’ s outer chamber, where messengers, many either bearing gifts themselves or
with thralsto carry theload, waited. Curtains blocked the far end, and the df dipped through them.

A few moments later the Copper heard a heavy tread, and before the curtains could even be opened
SiDrakkon stormed out, glaring. The Copper shrank againgt some baskets of meta ringsto clear his
way, but SiDrakkon was staring at something only he could see.

The ef gestured for the Copper to comein.

He passed through adoor of stone and stedl that turned on a central pivot, and two blightersrushed in
with braziers burning incense to clean away the angry smdl within.

The Tyr’ s audience chamber was roughly ova, with the door at one end and ashdf a the other. A
cascade of gold coins and two waterfalls of slver madeit ook as though the Tyr reclined upon a
mountain of gold. The wallswere stacked with glittering, polished samples from the Imperia horde, the
metallic art of athousand or more years, coin, cup, statue, and frieze. Curtains hung thickly about the
back of hisshdf, and pleasing arometic fragrances emanated from behind them.

Polished wooden shafts like ribs ran up either side of the chamber, joining at a peak in the top. Captured
banners, some tattered and stained, hung here. Above the banners were four members of the griffaran,
with polished meta talon extenders on their formidable feet. They sat on perchesin the shadows above,
vigilant as hawks. They looked strong enough to tear him into quarters of twitching dragon mest.

Oneof the griffaran let out afriendly click from the sde of its mouth, and its fellowslooked down at him.
“Ah, Rugaard, don't let the bodyguards worry you. Come forward, and we' ll talk.”

The Copper smelled NoSohoth somewhere, perhaps behind the heavy curtains surrounding the Tyr's
shdf.

“What service can | do you, your honor?’

“| should be asking you that, drake. Take amouthful of gold. No, don’t pretend; just enjoy. I've more
than | could ever et if | live to be another thousand.”

The Copper swdlowed amouthful of coin. The heavy yet soft metalic taste made him fed pleasantly
fierce, ready to take on anything the Tyr asked of him.

Which, he supposed, wasthe point.
“I wanted aquick chat with you without a dozen earslistening to every word.”
“Yes Tyr?

“According to Nivom, you' re one of the better drakesin the Drakwatch, yet you always get overlooked
because of your...wdl, let’ s befrank about it, your injuries.”

The Tyr stood on his shelf and turned, as though finding a more comfortable spot from which to speak.
The Copper marked heavy scarring, asfrom aburn, on the inside of one saa. He' d never seen theinjury
before, but then, the Tyr always rested so it was hidden against his underside.



“It isawickedness that dragons count so much on appearances. That' s the way of the world, and there
are somethingsthat just can’t be changed. But you' ve got nice teeth and some impressive horns coming
in. Hopefully they’ Il draw attention from the rest as you grow into your wings.

“I'll tell you this, Rugaard: It' s something that impressed me about you from the very firdst. Y ou get
around very well, consdering that Si. There are dragonswho'd play it up to inspire pity, and tell their tale
of woe a every pause in the conversation. But now my hunt’slost the gametrail. Oh, yes. Obvioudy,
you've donewel asacourier, my eyesand ears and dl that, and you' ve shown good judgment, whichis
worth awhole set of limbs.”

“Thank you, Tyr.”

“Do you know anything about our Uphold in Anaeg?’
“We...the kern comes from there, doesit not?’
“Doyou like kern?’

“Not much. It fillsone up, | suppose.”

“That'show | fed aswell. There are two varieties, yellow and orange, asyou' ve probably seenwhenit's
mashed. The orange variety israrer. But there' s something in kern—it keeps dragons who live long
underground healthy. Without kern, scale does’t grow right, the teeth loosen, eyesight fades. Why, I've
even seen an old darkwhittled dragon or two missing claws and teeth. These daysit’ s often overlooked,
because we ether edt it directly as mash or get it through livestock, but in my own grandsire' s generation
darkwhittlewas avery plague.”

“I'll be sureto pay more attention to my ration,” the Copper said.

“And it squite cleansing. | think haf SiDrakkon’s problem isthat he doesn’t eat hisunlessit'sina
chicken’ s ssomach, and he' s dways blocked up. So the pressure builds and he explodes out the other

“I know it'salong road to Anaea. Will | have aguide?’

“Yes, the Drakwatch isin charge of patrolling the road, and there are Firemaidens at a couple of key
pointsaswell. We Il get you aguide.”

“What am | to do there? | hope the supply isn’t threatened.”

“Oh, no, no, nathing like that. It' sjust that old Felissarath and his mate deserve more hel p than they get,
and I'd liketo relieve some of their burdens. They’ ve donetheir bit. Responsibility wears after awhile.
And they are cut off from society at the end of that long, dark road. They deserve to sart taking an
honored placein society hereif they wish.”

The Copper bowed. “I'll do my best, Tyr. Nothing shall threaten the supply of kern.”

“Then my mind shdl be at ease. Let metell you one morething, Rugaard. | just said thisto Nivom, by the
way, 0 | gpologizeif it sounds practiced. The great dragons...well, they’re fine warriors and al that, but
it' sthe dragon that can handle the problems of peace that keeps an empire going. The greatest warrior
fightsleast and dl that. Do you understand?’

“I"'m not surethat | do.”



“Youwill. Intime. Now, no hurry about your departure. Y ou have agood rest. Another mouthful of
slver and gold before you leave this room, aswell. Can't be too careful where your scale is concerned.
If you have any needsfor thrals or anything, just see NoSohoth; he/ll attend to it.”

“Thank you, Tyr.”
“Oh, one other question. About the fighting in Bant. How much did you see of it?’

“| wasthere for the attack on the tower under construction. | missed much of the first attack on the city
on the Black River, but | wasthere for therest of it.”

“You know, it's odd. SiDrakkon wasin thethick of battle, from his reports—battle that cost the lives of
four dragons. Y et there’ snot a scar on him. Three engagements with heavy fighting would leave most
dragons wingsin tatters, yet he'shardly holed. Did helead his dragons againgt the Ghi men the whole
time?’

The Copper wondered just how he could shade the truth. “ He struck fast and hard. His attack on the
first tower was brilliant. | saw him persondly burn war machines on the first attempt to take the fortress.
Even though we were thrown back, the campaign ended successfully. He deserves his share of the
gory.”

“I don't like dragons taking credit for the courage of others, you know. Don't likeit at al. Anything to
add? Just between the two of us. If you' re worried about my mate, | don't tell her everything, you
know.” He winked.

“No, Tyr, nothing to add.”

“I won't pressyou. Vigt anytime, officidly or unofficidly. | enjoy the presence of virtuous young drakes.
We need more of your sort.”

The Copper left and saw NoSohoth in the outer room, organizing the visitorsto the Tyr.

As he descended into the rock, he became lost in his thoughts. He should pay avisit to the Anklenes and
learn about the conditions on the road to Anaea. Find out what he could about the kern trade. He had a
vagueideathat it camein on pack animals. It wouldn't hurt to ask alittle of the history of Anaeaas
well—he wondered how somewhere so far away even became an Uphold.

Fourfang was waiting at the outer entrance to his cave. The blighter dmost danced with anxiety.

“Bad! Bad news! Drakwatch came, took Rheal Took Rheato SiDrakkon, your honor. | think he eat
her!”

Chapter 19

T he Copper had been to the outer chambers of SiDrakkon's cave only afew timesto deliver routine
messages concerning the younger Drakwatch trainees. He occupied one of the highest levels, practicdly
awhole subleve of hisown, on the well-watered eastern spur of the Imperial Resort.

SiDrakkon' s doorwarden thral, arather fleshy human with a shaved skull, begged him to wait and
disappeared insde.

SiDrakkon's mate, an dmost gruesomely thin dame with tired golden eyes, greeted him. “I cry welcome.



You'll find my matein hiswet grotto. He' sin one of hismoods.” The Copper had no ideawhat her name
was, S0 he smply bowed.

“I'd be grateful to be shown where that is, honored dame.”
“Jugt follow the sound of water.”

He could hear splashing, and the babble of human voices, and a plucking sound of some musical
contraption or other that grew more distinct as he passed aburning brazier or two throwing off expensive
smdlling scents. SiDrakkon’s mate dropped some fragrant leaves on the flames and took a deep lungful.

A curtain blocked further progress.
“Your honor,” he caled. “1t's Rugaard. Y our mate admitted me. | wish to speak to you.”
“Go away, drake.”

The Copper sniffed at the moist air around the curtain. He smelled humans, dong with wine and the
vagudy sckly smdl of fruit.

“I want my thrall back. Thegirl, Rhea”

“I sent you areplacement. Didn’t she arrive?’

“I don't careif you sent acalf of solid gold. | want my thrall back.”
“Waell, comein, then. Let’ stalk. Y ou should appreciate the air in here.”

The Copper pushed through the double layer of tanned hides on the door. The air was moist, warm and
alittle steamy. A pool of water filled amogt haf the chamber, and in an a cove on awoven matt
SiDrakkon reclined, reading something written on meta plateslaid out under hisnose.

The place was crawling with human females sweating in the heat. Some polished his scale, one stood with
abarrow containing more metal plates, one played an insrument with strings that made those annoying
twanging sounds, and severd more just lounged around, drinking or egting or bathing. Only afew
bothered to wear even the lightest kind of wrap.

“Take abreath of nepenthe, Rugaard, and relax. Here you can et the cares and responsbilitiesfall
a/\/@/_”

The thick human musk made the Copper hungry, if anything. He looked around for Rheaand
didn’t—Wait, was that her, huddled with an elder of her sex in acorner? So hard to tell without the
coloration. She looked shocking with dl her hair shorn off.

He noticed that none of the females had very long hair.
“Why did you shear her?’

“All my cushions are stuffed with human hair. Adds a pleasant air to the room, and they till bring agood
price once they lose the smell. What do you need that one for? She' sjust athrall, or does she do
something specia for you? She’ sonly just ripening now. The next few years are going to be exquiste. |
won't eat her for years, | promise.”

He sniffed at one of the wine-sipping femaes. She giggled something to acompanion. The Copper
guessed none of them spoke much Drakine.



Rhealooked a him, aslent pleain her eyes. A muscular blighter camein bearing astonethesizeof a
dragon egg in iron tongs, and dropped it into asmaller pool connected to the main one. It hissed and
steamed asit struck.

“I'm fond of her, and she'squiet. I'd like her back. | don’t care about the hair. In fact, every time she
getsanew coat, I'll haveit shorn and sent to you.”

“Y ou’ ve made enough trouble for me, showing me up on the Black River. Y ou'relucky I’ ve camed
down or I"d be chalenging you.”

“My memory of events on the Black River isn't clear a al. Y ou d better hopeit doesn’t come back, or
I’ll remember how you hung back while you sent dragonsto their deaths.”

Herolled and straightened. “ Y ou whelp. Nivom'’ s bitten out one heart, and you’ re after another. Do that
and I'll challenge you to adud of honor.”

“Chdlenge away. It won't keep mefrom telling the Tyr dl | know. Kill meand I’ ll sweer toitstruth as
I’mdying.”

Griff flickered on each of them.

“I can't stay angry in my grotto. Takeyour Slly little girl and snuffle awvay.”

The Copper switched to the rather dower form of Drakine used for the thrdls: “ Rhea, come away from
there, if you like. Back to my cave.” Thegirl threw awrap around herself and hurried to hissde.

“| can get adozen just like her in here tomorrow, you know,” SiDrakkon said.
The last sounded like more of apromise to himsdlf than aparting blast at the Copper.

“Thank you, your honor,” the Copper said. He held the curtain open for Rhea and together they escaped
the steaming grotto.

Sure enough, a*“replacement” for Rhea arrived the next day, a craggy-faced femae with abasket of her
own scale-shaping tools. The Copper had no use for her, so he gave her as a parting gift to NeStirrath,
who waskindly to histhralls. NeStirrath didn’t bother much about his appearance, and sometimes
looked quite deranged about the ears and griff.

He adso received asmdl flower from Tighlia's own garden, with amessage wishing him fortunein his
assgnment.

Asthiswas no smple journey to the surface and back, the Copper had to decide what to do with the
bats. He released them to go where they would, though any who wanted to come with him were
welcome, but he warned them that they’ d have to make themsalves useful.

Thernadad was too old to fend for himsdlf, too blind to find himself food, and too bloated to be of much
useto anyone, so the Copper dlowed him to drink himsdlf into insensgibility on drakeblood, then had
Fourfang break his neck with aquick twist as he dept.

“What do with body?’ Fourfang asked.

“I don’'t care. Burn him and use his ashesfor cleansing paste. Or make a stew out of him; he' sfatty
enough.”



And s0 passed the strange, greedy bat who amost accidentally saved the Copper’ slife.

Over the next few degps Rhea made frightened, whimpering noises. Not knowing what else to do, the
Copper woke her each time, and she' d deep soundly afterward.

Astheday for departure grew closer, Nivom visited him twice. Nivom now spent much of hisday
accompanying the Tyr in hisduties, both in the audience chamber and in brief viststo the other hills. At
the end of the day they would sometimes egt, or be groomed together by thralls, and his adoptive father,
asNivom cdled him, would talk the day’ s decisions over with him and explain why he overruled a
dragon’s punishment of athral, or granted a petition, or refused a gift.

“The Lavadome obeys him because he’ sloved. | wonder what would happen if adragon who wasn't so
universally admired took his place atop the Rock.”

“Fighting, | expect,” the Copper said.

“It's...it'slike agiant game of mirroring to them, with the object being ‘ please the Tyr’ so they get what
they want. These court dragonsin the line, and the leaders of the six hills, they’re just carrion birds and
jackaswaiting for hisdeath. All playing different games where no one’ s quite sure of therules, so
everyone chesats as best ashe can.”

“I’'m glad of my place at thetail end of the Imperid line. Y ou’ ve got the end with the teeth.”
“If the head gets chopped off, the tail diestoo.”

“Oh, now you're being as gloomy as SiDrakkon. Why so downcast? | heard you were cheered as you
crossed Wyrram Ridge the other day.”

“And had waste kicked up as | passed between the greater and lesser Skatl hills, let’ s not forget.”
“Oh, probably just drakes. Forget it. It would take amighty turd to day adragon.”

“I’d dmogt rather be back inawar in Bant,” Nivom said. “Well, | must be off. A good journey and
successin Anaea. Honor and glory, Rugaard.”

“Honor and glory, Nivom.”

On the day he told NoSohoth he would depart, he met his guide: the Firemaiden Nilrasha. She awaited
him at the western exit ramp from Black Rock. He had two long, narrow cave carts, each pulled by a
plodding ox waiting for him, onefilled with food and suppliesfor him and histhralls, and the other with
grain for the oxen. The Copper bore nothing but his small hoard loaded into ahollowed log, al traded
into gold so it would carry more easily, and an introductory message from Tyr to Felissarath.

“Thisisahappy chance,” the Copper sad.
“No chancetoit at al. | bribed NoSohoth with every silver piecein the Tyr’ svictory bequest.”

The Copper wondered at that. Why would she throw away the beginnings of a hoard? From what he
had learned, Anaeawas aquiet Uphold with little fighting chance at combat honors. “Y ou know the
Anaean Trall?’

“I served my time a its mouth.”



“Good enough for me. Let’ sbe off. | want to be at the river by dark.”

Severd good trails led westward. The western quarters of the Lavadome were rougher, with growth only
in patches of soil trapped between the rocks. Rather scraggly-looking goats roamed here under blighter
herdsmen. Fourfang went forward with a switch to clear theway of both the animals and the lesser
blighters.

They rested at the riverbank and waited their turn at aflatboat, and the Copper worked up the nerveto
ask aquestion of Nilrasha

“Why s0 eager to get to Anaea?”’

“I get bored with duty in the dome. All anyone talks about are the banquets atop the Imperial Resort, and
it'slike having afeast described when you're starving. That or who's on top of which hill, six little Tyrs
under one big one. They say thetrail to Anaeaisthe most magnificent of al the lower roads.”

“They say?| thought you knew the route.”
“Oh, of course. There' sthe Long Fal, then the Lake of Echoes, and then Tooth Cavern—"
“All of which arelisted on several maps. I’ ve looked at them too.”

“Don’'t send me away! | have been on thetrail. | was second in the endurance march in the tests to pass
into the Firemaidens.” She swallowed. “I just haven't been thewholelength. But it's easier after the
Tooth Cavern; there are no mgjor underroads off thetrail. I’ ve been thet far.”

The Copper chuckled. “Oh, I wouldn't send you away, not for half of the Tyr’sgold.” In fairness,
though, no one was making the offer.

“Why'sthat?’ she asked, glancing at him from lowered eyes.

“You're lucky. NeStirrath lways said he' d choose the lucky drake over the toughest or the most skilled.
| imaginethe rule appliesto drakkaaswell.”

“I"ve never thought mysdf lucky.”
“It'sin that name the blighters gave you, Ora.”
“Some would use the word cowardly. | lived because | hid.”

“Beddes, you saved my life. I'm not forgetful when it comesto thingslike that.”

Their journey to Anaeawas lengthy but fascinating. They passed through severd different strataon the
Long Fal, and the Copper saw geologic formations he' d never viewed before: rocks like eggs with
crysasingde, gardens of colored stone that some indigent blighters kept polished and shaped and
exhibited to travelersfor gifts of food or coin, even veins of iron and copper they could lick to get the
pleasant taste of heavy metds and cleanse their mouths.

In the tunnels after the Long Fall they caught up to amule train bearing bags of shed dragonscaleto
Anaeafor trade. Shaggy humans handled the mules under the supervision of athick-hided deman and a
drake gpprenticed to one of the Lavadome' strading houses, very smplified versons of theroving
markets the dwarves had perfected. The drake' s conversation was boring, and he continually pointed out
that the Copper was giving his draft animals and thrallstoo much to eat to ever make a profitable run.



By the end of the trip the Copper was loosing his bats to feed on the unpleasant drake every other night.
Fatigue shut him up about the weight of grain given to his oxen when they were unhitched.

The Lake of Echoesrequired that they take aflatboat. They poled on its broad back acrossthe water.
Thevast cavern was low and dripping, divided in placesinto chambers by walls of old rock that hinted at
masonry, some underground settlement drowned long ago by a shift in water drainage. The ceiling of the
cavern was covered with dimy creaturesthat lived in shells, like snaillswith many tiny legs. Tranducent
insects gathered around the flatboat’ s sole lamp, which they took turns spitting fire into to keep it lit, a
the request of the dwarven ferrymen. They were an odd bunch, outcasts from better dwarf societies, the
Copper suspected, and sharp dealers who would take only gold. The dwarvestried to sell them grain
and dried fish, and Nilrasha advised him to purchase the first but avoid the second. But they took them
across and on the other side picked up atwo-score mule train bearing bags of kern.

The bats feasted on the insects, and the dwarves muttered among themselves. One held out hishands as
though estimating the wingspan of the bats, and another pulled at ascraggly, unlit beard.

They came to the Tooth Cavern, and even Rhea stopped and stared with mouth open. Far in the distance
to the north it was open to the sun, but here it was just awide chasm with hanging or risng formations
carved by wind whipping through the cavern. The road here legped from massive sta actite to massive
saagmite, most dightly bent and sharpened like dragon teeth.

A garrison of Firemaidens gregted them here, including two si-sore young dmost-hatchlings at the end of
an endurance march, and the Copper saw anest of griffaran on ahigh ledge,

The bridges were strange patchwork contraptions of metal, wood, stone, wire, even thick rope, an odd
quilt that showed evidence of al manner of different builders hands. There were even carved poles of
wood that he suspected had been decorated by eves, for they bore faces. Skulls dangled from the
bottom of the spans and overhangs, trophies of fights on, below, or around the bridge.

“During the last Siege on the Lavadome, the demen threw awhole army into this cavern,” Nilrasha said.

“But that was ages ago, Nilrasha,” the Firemaidens of the garrison said. “ All we have to worry about
these days are bandits.”

“Which does not mean it can’t happen again,” Nilrashasaid.

“Y ou’ ve been visiting those sour-bellied historians. Spirits! When | get back to the Lavadome, I'm
joining swimming parties on Sunshaft Beach, not listening to Anklenesrecite their epics.”

They picked up an escort of Drakwatch at the other side of the canyon. The tunnel here was wider, with
small cracks and passages that hostile hominids sometimes used, but according to the drakes they fought
one another rather than risking theire of the Lavadome. But desperate demen might be tempted by an
unguarded party.

Nilrasha made interesting conversation, but she never chattered for the satisfaction or the noise of it, a
failing of some drakkathe Copper had observed.

She often steered the conversation to him, which he found alittle unsettling. He wasn't used to drakka
asking him anything beyond, “Rugaard, please don't drool on the platters,” at banquet. She was even
interested in his bats, how he became affiliated with them, and he told her an abridged version of histime
in Thernadad' s cave.



“I"'m not used to talking about my life,” he confessed.

“Why not?You'rein the Imperid line. Y ou re wdl thought-of. I ve heard the story of you and the
griffaran eggs, and that alianceisimportant to us, for they guard the plateau above and the river below
and the Tooth Cavern. Being of theline, you'll never want for food or pleasant accommodations.”

“I’'m a...fortunate dragon, in that repect. Why ismy Stuation of interest to you?’

She looked a him amoment before speaking. “I’ ve no intention of ending my yearsasaFiremaid. You
may want amate someday. A dragon in the Imperid line needs someone clever a hisside.”

Her honesty was as startling as one of her sudden legps from the grass.
“I haven't thought of mating.”

“Few drakes do, and then they lose their headsto the first flash of green that crosses their path after they
crack their wings.”

“About that. I...1 wasinjured as ahatchling. | may never be ableto fly.”
He showed her the scar, alittle more visible now that his growing wings were risng benegth his skin.

“Soyou'realittle bitten and bled. | get Sck of drakes so full of themselvesthey do nothing but swell and
preen.”

“Then never having amating flight doesn't bother you?”

“Well—oh, Spiritstakeit. | figured out lifeisn’'t asong years ago, Rugaard. No, it wouldn’t matter. We
wouldn’t bethefirst dragons forced to mate under stone rather than above the clouds. But what do you
think of me?’

“You'rejust the sort of drakkal think any drake would want.”
“Any drake?’
“Yes. Especialy arather beat-up one.”

Shetouched her neck to his. Hefdlt an dectric thrill run up his spine, and something stirred under hisskin
aong hisback. “Then| redlly am alucky drakka, Rugaard.”

Thetrading drake interrupted the conversation with an opinion, detailed and long-winded, about the
advantage of sdlling him the oxen at the end of the trip, and the Copper tapped the side of the wicker
chest housing the bats with asi-claw where the drake couldn’t see.

Nilrashafluttered an eydid at him flirtatioudy.

Chapter 20

T he Copper spent hislast years of drakehood in diligent service to Felissarath and his mate. They were
both courtly, well-mannered dragons when humans were about, and quite in-forma when they weren't.
The pair had been unable to have aclutch of their own, so they looked on the kern kings of the high
Anaean plateau dmost astheir own progeny.

Helearned much of what he needed to know about the humans there hisfirst summer. Their liveswere
organized around agriculture, growing kern in their high, sunny plateau. Something about the soil and the



dry summers, bright sun punctuated by heavy rain at either end of the season, lent itsdlf to their
strange-sheathed crop. There were planting festivals and rain ceremonies and harvest celebrations and
winter pod picking for their other staple, arather reddish, bulbous berry that made decent enough wine
but tasted eye-crossingly swest, at least to adragon.

The kern kings traded dragonscale for kern. The dragonscae they used a human or dwarvish trading
houses to buy finery for themselves, or gold. These humans had alust for gold that matched that of
dragons. They woreit, woveit into their hair, girdied themsdavesin it, decorated their bedchambers with
it, ate off it, and even, the Copper suspected, voided their bowelsinto it if they could afford the pots.

The mated dragons, when they weren't talking commerce, taked only of hunting. They were friendswith
the great condors of the mountains, who kept them abreast of conditions of the herds, and they hunted
deer, mountain goats, sheep with vast, twisted horns, ek, even woodland doths and the taut-bodied big
catsthat preyed on dl the above.

Whenever their presence wasn't required at some kern-king ceremony, they were off after game.

The kern kings had no enemiesthat could get a them on their mountain-girded plateau, though
sometimes their young warriors descended the dopes to raid the fringes of what the Copper learned
were the old southern borderlands of the Hypatian Empire, dragging off femaes and stedling horses,
more for sport than bloodlust.

A dngle, londy Firemaid guarded the dragon lair and the entrance to the lower world. Her name was
Angdlia, and shetook Nilrashato be her own long-awaited replacement. She sniffed Nilrasha s back
every morning for sgns of wing growth.

“Theair’ stoo thin up here. I'm not a high-altitude dragon; never was,” Angaliacomplained whenever the
Copper visited. Congtantly. “My heartsbeat so. I'll burst my hearts and be dead within ayear. Mark my
words!”

But Nilrashahad it worse. She had to live at the entrance to the Lower World with Angdlia, risking burst
ears at the endless complaints.

He had a nice chamber in the Upholder pal ace temple, filled with square carvings of grimacing faces of
the kern kings. The men had built asort of temple to their dragon gods on aspur of one of the mountains
surrounding their plateau, over the mouth of the gate to the Lower World. Like al the other congtructs on
the mountain-girded land, it was done in what the Felissaraths styled the “ Anaean Royal.” Meaning
great, heavy square blocks of limestone, elaborately carved, piled on other great, heavy square blocks.
They a0 liked stone globes, smooth and undecorated as turtle eggs. Sometimes the builders placed
them on the gresat, heavy square blocks. But for some reason, perhaps religious prohibition, they never
put great, heavy square blocks atop the globes, unless the globes were holding up aroof. Then it was
alowed.

“Hominid frippery,” the Copper said to himsdlf, extracting a crunchy beetle from acrevice with his
tongue.

So much for the dwelling place of the Anaean royd families god dlies. Almost every morning the
Copper aroseto cool, fresh air and bright yellow light. When there was no water in the raincatchers he
had a short walk to amelting glacier and tasted runoff from ice older than any dragon and most legends
he knew.

In hisopinion, hisrooms here were asfine asthe Tyr’ sin the Lavadome, and agood ded sunnier.



A long, straight flight of many scores of scores of scores of stairsled down the mountainsideto the
dragon-keepers, specid priests of the kern kings who offered up pigs and cattle whenever Felissarath
and hismate didn’t have fresh game—ararity. It was hard to stand at the top of that stone ramp and not
fed part of ahigher world. He wondered how Felissarath and his mate seemed such normal, earthy
dragons. It would be easy to get delusons of godhood with such avista.

The Copper made such improvements as he could to the long road back to the Lavadome. After
studying how the kern kings sent messages by relay runners carrying hollow, gold-dipped boneswith
scrolls carried inside, he copied the practice.

He colonized afew caves with bats, and taught the Drakwatch and Firemaids to use them as messengers
in return for either draft-anima blood or ataste of dragon vintage. Some of them found the practice
creepy, but others enjoyed the tickle of abat tongue and the euphoric light-headedness and the strangely
pleasant dreams that followed. In any case, they reserved dragonblood for the most intelligent of the
messenger bats who could be relied upon to carry either averba message or awritten oneto theright

post.

At thisremote Uphold, they got their newsrarely and in large, sometimes confused batches. SiDrakkon’s
thin little mate died of a stomach disorder. The incense trade so vital to peace between male dragons
continued to leap in price with barbarian attacks on the trade routes in the east, and Nivom had opened
hiswings and begun ingtituting contests between the Drakwatch and the Firemaidens, in which they
fought mock bettlesfor hillsand caves.

So the years passed and the Copper’ s horns came in and the bulges on his back rose. He looked
forward to hiswings emerging, just because there was 0 little going on in the plateau, with its unvarying
seasonal routines and cool, sunny westher. Nilrasha, perhaps ayear behind in her own wing growth,
would rub fatsinto the stretched skin to sootheit. They became tranducent, and Felissarath judged them

ready to pop.

“Y ou should return to the Lavadome, Rugaard, so that there can be aproper celebration. You'rein the
Imperia line, you know,” Felissarath said one sunset as the plateau turned to gold and orange.

“Y es, take thiswinter off and return. Take poor Nilrashawith you,” Felissarath’ s mate added, looking
a Nilrasha, who sometimes went stalking on the mountain dopes with the older dragon-dame, and
therefore was frequently invited to dinner. “ She'salively young thing. A great huntress, too. It' sa
deprivation to be up here, away from society.”

“I do havefriends|’d liketo see. But will you bedl right on your own?’
“You've learned little these four yearsto ask aquestion like that. Nothing ever happensin Anaea.”

“All the same, I"d like to stay here. I’m not much of adrake for parties.”

Oddly enough, something did happen in Anaeathat very night.

It began with being woken by Nilrasha. “ Rugaard, there’ s awounded dragon come up from the Lower
Road. He asks to spesk to you in private. HE sjust ouside.”

Rather than being frightened, the Copper was dmost delighted to heer it, after thefirst startle of being
prodded from a deep deep, of course. “Send himin.”

A dlver-white dragon, hissi and saa wrapped in rags to enable him to move more quietly on the stones



of the palace, mud smeared dl over hiswings, and hisface wrapped in bloody bandaging, stepped in.
Heglared a Nilrasha.
“A moment, please, Ora,” the Copper said. The visitor’ swild eye looked panicked.

NiVom tore off the fal se bandage covering historn lip as soon as she l€eft. “ The blood is from a donkey,”
NiVom sad.

“NiVom! What in the two worlds—" The Copper at least had wits to pronounce his adult name
correctly.

“I’'m afugitive, Rugaard. Hunted. Branded a coward.”
The Copper would have sputtered questions until the bats returned, but instead he listened.

“It'sdl Tighlia sdoing, you know. She' sroom for only one dragon in her heart, her brother. Sheamsto
make him Tyr, and she' sdestroying any dragon that standsin her way. First AgGriffopse. Then DharSii.
Now me.”

“Have somewine. Somefood.” The Copper looked in on Rhea, who had a comfortable anteroom.
“Rhesg, get the leftoversfrom last night’ sdinner. Hurry, but do it quietly.” Heworked asmall cask and
poured some wineinto abowl, and NiVom took a deep draft.

“Spirits, that’ sgood,” NiVom said. “Oh, Rugaard, I’ ve been such afoal. | was set to be mated to
Imfamnia, and now | suspect she'slost to me. I’ ve been blinder than any of your bats in the sun.
Imfamnia, gone. Asthough she'd care; she'll fly with SiDrakkon if its hisdestiny to be Tyr.”

“How did this come about?’

“Let me see. Five, no, seven days ago—can it be only aweek?—seven days ago Imfamniathrew herself
down beforethe Tyr and Tighlia, covered with bites and scratches, claiming I’d doneit to her during an
argument. She's never had so much as acrossword from me! | was brought before the Tyr, and |
challenged her word, and Tighliaworked hersdf up into afury and named SiDrakkon’s son SiBayereth
Imfamnia schampion.”

“I remember SiBayereth. He seemed a decent sort.”

“He s obsessed with dueling ever since hiswings camein. Helivesfor the pit. HE smy sze and haf again
my weight, and hasavery long neck and tall. I'd never live close.”

“Soyou fled?’

“No, likeafool | took the chalenge. My blood was up, you see? The accusations—I couldn’t think.
Then Tighlia—"

Rhea arrived bearing a platter of meats and kern. NiVom stuffed food into his mouth like adragon
Starved.

“Please say there smore, Rugaard,” he said.

“Rhea, get Fourfang up and have him help you in the larder. A whole side of beef—raw isfine; it shung.”
Thegirl fled.

“Thank you, Rugaard.”



“Y ou were saying something about Tighlia....”

“ She accused me of dways being ablighted egg. Said | lied about her brother. So...oh, what did | do?|
challenged her, and anyone elsewho said | didn’t give a correct account of matters at the Black River.
So she appointed that old duelist ventlick of SiDrakkon’ sto defend her word, NoTannadon.

“Oh, | said some very fine words to that. Quite a speech, all about my innocence seeing meto victory.
The Spirits themsdves would fight on my side—hal” He spit out a chuck-bone. “But that night al 1 could
think about was my poor, lame father—he had alimp alittle like yours, did | ever tell you that?—in the
dudling pit. How | jumped down atop his body.”

NiVom looked away. “1 wasterrified. | flew, flew acrossthe Lavadome like baying dragonhounds were
after me. Rugaard, I’'m acoward.”

The Copper looked at the blazing, mud-smeared victory inggnia painted on hisformer cavemate' s
wing-leather. “Y ou’ re nothing of the kind. Nivo—NiVom, I’'m honored that you came to me this night.”

The onetime future Tyr gulped. “Honored?’

“That you trusted me. And you can trust me. What can | doto assst you?’

“Y ou’ ve done enough. Keep quiet; there will be hunters after me, | expect.”

“News of thisis bound to reach the ears of the Upholder and hismate. Y ou must leave before they rise.”
“Of course”

“I'll put off the pursuit and confuse the word, if | can. Y ou can't hidein the plateau; the kern kingswill
wonder at it and report to the Upholder. The condors see much of what happens on the outer dopes.
The mountainstrail off farther south; you could try there. When Nilrasha gets her wings 'l send her
looking.”

“What about your own—Oh, of course. Wdll, so beit. Don’'t worry, Rugaard; I’ [l speak to none but you
or Nilrasha”

“I think the Tyr meansfor meto take over this Uphold when | mature. When | do, and they’ ve left, I'll
have the roof marbled white. Look for it. That meansit’ s safeto vist.”

“Roof marbled white. Very well.”

“It shouldn’t belong. My wingsare dmogt in. Failing that, vigt late a night. The bacony is big enough for
you to dip through.”

Rheaand Fourfang arrived with the side of beef, bearing it on a pole between them. NiVom tore grest
gapsinit, belched, and then crept out onto the balcony and spread hiswings. He fell into open air and
soared off.

Thanksto the clear moonlight the Copper could watch him for along time as he flew south. He called
Nilrashato him and told her a somewhat expurgated version of events.

“So what now?’ she asked.

Heamost swore at her in hisfrustration and grief at NiVom’s news. “WEe retaking that trip back to the
Lavadome. I'm going to do what | can to confuse the pursuit. Then | need to seethe Tyr.”



“Darling, your wings are weeping. | think they’ll bein any day now. Must be dl the excitement.”

He went over to one of the square stone blocks bordering the balcony and tore his back acrossit.
Nilrasha gasped. The pain, and with it hot, sweet-stinking rdlief, heped his ugly fighting mood. Heraised
hisleft wing. Beautiful blue-veined membranes blotted out the moon and the receding dot of NiVom.

Heturned. Now for the real test. He opened the right, and pushed out the wing.

He was thankful the pain blotted out some of the disgppointment when it wouldn’t extend. The main joint
at hisforespur kept dipping each time hetried to unfold it.

Nilrashagtifled asob. “I’m sorry, Ru. But it doesn't matter. Y our wings are uncased.” She beganto lick
hiswounds.

By hooking the wing tip in acrack on the bal cony and pulling his bad wing open hewas ableto let the
membranedry.

“You'readragon now, my love,” shesad.

“Good. Because I’ ve got adragon’ swork to do.”

BOOK THREE

Dragon

“YOUR TRUE STRENGTH ISNOT DISCOVERED EASILY, OR WITHOUT GRIEF. LIKE A
DESERT SEED IT LIESDORMANT, WAITING FOR THE HARD RAIN.”

—L essons of NeStirrath

Chapter 21
T he Copper paid hisrespectsto the Felissaraths at the morning medl the next day, showing hiswings.

“I’ve thought about it, and | would like to go back to the Lavadome. Just for a season or so. Nilrasha
said she d welcome the change of scene.”

“Y ou deserve to have a party where your dragon-name is cheered, RuGaard,” Felissarath said. His
mate nodded. “Too bad about the wing. But there' s many agrounded dragon living along and happy life.
That fellow who trainsthe Drakwatch, for example...er...”

“NeStirrath,” the Copper supplied.

“I had the oddest dream last night,” hismate said. 1 could have sworn | smelled astrange dragon in the
paace. It wasamost darming.”

“Y ou talk to the condors too much,” her mate said. “ They think every far-glimpsed griffaran isadragon.”

“I hear there was aherd of elk spotted on afrozen lake on the northern dopes,” the Copper said, turning
the talk to hunting.

“Yes, we should go,” Felissarath said. “ Shouldn’t we, dear? The larder’ s looking rather empty.”

“Fattening up for my trip,” the Copper said.



“Y ou're awise young dragon, RuGaard,” Felissarath said.

Though he was dmost dancing with anxiety to leave, the Copper delayed another day or two, for atrain
of kern was assembling, thelast of the fdl harvest. It would beirresponsible of afuture Upholder not to
seeit through.

Fourfang groaned about having to take care of mules, and Rhealooked glum. Sheliked the sun and air of
Fel issarath’ s paace, though she still never said aword about any matter, great or small; shejust nodded
and followed orders and sometimes cried in her deep.

Putting up asecond set of bed curtains cut down on the noise.

Ontheir first day into the cave they came across the pursuit, the noisome NoTannadon and another Skotl
dragon searching westward, sniffing at every strange tunnd. Their reek set the mulesto bawling, and the
blighter mule tenders cursed and shoved them aside, clearing away in the tunndl.

And the Copper moved up to block it.
“Cry metings,” NoTannadon said.
“Cry meetings, NoTannadon. Haven't seen you since the Black River fight.”

“You're...you' re RuGaard, now, asit looks,” NoTannadon said. “Have you seen anything of NiVom?
He svidting the western Upholds and the Tyr has need of him.”

“I’d be glad of the visit. But no dragons have passed through the cave mouth, have they, Nilrasha?’
“A dragon? No. We d have welcomed anew face. Hal No dragons, I'm afraid.”

“| told you the trail went cold at the Tooth Cavern,” the other Skotl dragon said. “Heflew out there. We
should turn around, catch up with the others.”

“Thisdrake—er, dragon...” NoTannadon sad, then fell sllent.
“Yes. Both my earswork, dudist. What were you going to say?’

“...Isinthe Imperid line. | expect he'd noticeif adragon emerged in the middle of his paace. We should
turn around.”

“I'll send word back that the Upholder should tell him the Tyr needs him, should he show up for a
surprisevigt, shall 17" the Copper asked.

“Yes. Yes That'safar wind of anidea” NoTannadon said.

The dragons turned around in the rather cramped tunnel and hurried in the other direction.

Their arrival at the Lavadome merited no specia reception, asit was smply another load of kern coming
in. The trading house saw to its distribution to various wareholes and livestock corras.

“Wherewill you go?’ the Copper asked Nilrasha.

“Wherever you like, my lord.”



“We re not mated yet, dear. Thingsmay goill for me on the Rock. Perhaps you should go to the
Firemaiden quarters on your home hill. Y our association with me could be hazardous.”

“It'smy blood. It flowsfor you. If you die, it might aswell be pilled too.”
“Wherecan | find you?’

“I grew up on Dufu hill. Y es, the milkdrinker’ s hill, among the thrals. Not much of ahome, but the
tunnels are clean enough. At least ther€ slittle chance of society from the Black Rock visiting.”

“I'll cometo you inaday or two. Take care of my thralsuntil then. If anything happens, treet them well;
they’ ve earned it. And asfor you—if they comefor you, just do what they say and feign ignorance.”

“Theway you feign your lack of ambition. Certainly.”

“Y ou may haveto do more. Tell them you grew sick to death of the sight of mein Anaea. They’ll believe
that.”

“I| shal. But | won't enjoy it.”
Hewound his neck around hers, squeezed her, then broke it off and looked across and down theriver.

“I did enjoy that, however,” she said. “I' m told the Anklenes have some scrolls about how dragons can
matein ariver, and it slikeflying. It ssems ddightfully perverse”

“We ll haveto find out.”

They said no more. The Copper told the kern train that he was exhausted and would spend the night on
the riverbank, washing and resting and preparing for hisreturn to the Imperia Resort with abdlyful of
fish.

And with that he hurried off toward the high rocks of the griffaran.

Yarrick’ s perch looked much the same, though the griffaran who flew him up to the high perch grew so
exhausted he had to set the Copper down on aledge and bring the aging grand commander to him.

“Youright! Yark! Itisthat |lame copper fellow.”

The bird-reptile cocked its head so Y arrick’ s good eye was pointed straight at him. “ It good to see you
again. We heard about abattlein Bant, let loose victory cries on your behaf.”

The Copper wondered what would happen if Y arrick knew the truth of his“rescue’ of the eggs. Hefdt a
twinge as he cleared histhroat and spoke the words he' d rehearsed in his mind.

“Long ago, Yarrick, you befriended me and flew me to the Imperia Resort. | ask you to fly again, and
beg the Tyr to cometo me. All thismust be donein secrecy.”

“Too old for courier flying these days. Molting. Fishingisdl | do anymore, and even then | need along
rest before returning to the perch. I’ll send ayounger set of feathers. The Tyr will come, though he, too,
does not care as much for flying as he once did.”



The Copper waited until the shafts of sunlight falling to the river disappeared. Though he sought it, deep
evaded him. He wondered how he looked after along tunnedl journey. Better than he would have without
Rhea s endless cleanings and polishings, he supposed. The girl—no, woman, now—could do wonders
with wet ash and abrush.

He saw the Tyr flying, agriffaran to ether Sde, turning dow circlesin his climb to the perch on the
griffaran’ srocks. He alighted rather heavily, and the griffaran retired.

“Itisyou, Rugaard. Or, I'm sorry, RuGaard now. Why this strange form of meeting? | know you don't
like court ceremony, but thisisalittle extreme.”

“I'veseen NiVom, Tyr.”

The Tyr’ steeth disgppeared and his neck straightened. “Y ou have. Come to beg for his pardon, have
you?”

“Your honor, it'sal lies. He never attacked your granddaughter.”

The Tyr sighed. “He' salways been abit of abrawler. Y ou should know. He' s welcome to come back
and defend or explain himsdlf anytime; he doesn’'t need to send emissaries.”

“NoTannadon and another Skotl were hunting him on the western road. | met them.”

“Hunting him? | said there wasto be no pursuit! He' s disgraced, and a coward to run away froma
challenge issued and accepted, but no harm’ s been done apart from the bites and scratches on Imfamnia
I’d say the only permanent damage to her wasto her dignity, but she' saflit young thing and haslittle
enough to hurt.” The Tyr rested in thought. “NoTannadon and another, you say?’

“I met them mysdlf, Tyr. | doubt they were seeking him to share some meet and asong.”

“He should have stayed and defended himself. The spirits would have seen him safely to hishome cave if
he' sinnocent. These things have away of working out.”

“Do they? How did they work out for your son, your clutchwinner? And what of thisDharSii? | don’'t
know his story, but NiVom seemed to think he was the victim of treachery. NivVom wouldn't hurt a
femae—of your line or any other—unless he had been attacked first. He said he had no ideahow the
marks got on her.”

“Imfamniawould never make up such athing. What has she to gain? She was getting agood mate, in all
likelihood the future Tyr, there even if hislip wasabit torn up.”

“Shewould if it meant reigning as queen over the Lavadome.”
“She would have had that anyway. They were to be mated!”

“My guessis she doesn't want to wait and leave anything to chance. It'saplot, your honor. It' sagame,
with the throne as the stakes. Y our life may bein danger.”

“Yes, danger and | are old friends.” The Tyr paused, and his expression went blank. “No! SiDrakkon
hardly knowsthe dragondle. I'll swear he’ s not spoken to her more than threetimes, dl at banquets.”

“If you become incapacitated, who rules?’ the Copper asked, though he knew the answer.

“With NiVom gone, thetitle of Tyr passesto my mate' s brother, for at the moment | have no heir.”



“Would Tighlia be happy to see her brother in your place?’

“Of course. It'sonly naturd. | just have never much liked SiDrakkon. He stoo quick to quarrel. You
can't hold dragonstogether if you' re going to be the first to sart afeud. That and histaste for human
femdes. It'sjust not done. One can enjoy adiscreet sniff now and then, but this habit of his, wallowingin
it, it' srevolting. | need anew regent. Asitis, if | dismiss S Drakkon the throne would fal to SMevolant,
now that he smatured. Physicaly, at least. HE s Htill atailgazer.”

“Y ou must hurry and appoint anew heir, then.”
“Perhaps. No. No! They couldn’t be so deceptive.”

“I think they’ ve wronged you worse than you can imagine, Tyr. Certainly one heir can belost to accident.
Twice might be acoincidence. But threetimes? That’ sthe work of an enemy.”

“I'll qguestion Imfamniaagain in the presence of her mother. Ibidio thought highly of NiVVom, and amother
can sometimes get the truth out of the toughest dragon.”

“Don't tdl your mate or SiDrakkon any of this, Tyr, until you' ve learned the truth.”
“You'ready one, RuGaard.”
“Y ou must know | have no ambitions, Tyr. | speak only on behaf of my friend.”

“If dl thiscomesto passyou' |l move severd places up in theline. Perhaps | should be suspicious of
you.”

“I’'m content to go back to Anaeafor therest of my years, Tyr. Get to the truth of this matter with
NiVom. Y ou might ask some questions about the others, aswell. | don’t know enough about those
dragons.”

“I will ask some questions. Starting with Tighlia”
“Tyr, no. Avoid her. Don't let her influence you.”

“Y ou’ ve not been mated yet, have you? When you' re older you' || understand these things. | can handle
my own mate, dragon. Don’t worry; your namewill not pass my lips or waft acrossin thought.”

“Goto Ibidiofirst, Tyr. | beg you.”
“I’'m not without resources, RuGaard. Where can | contact you?’
“I'll et the griffaran know where | am. | won't be far from these rocks.”

“RuGaard, thank you for coming to mewith this. Bravely done, if it' sthetruth. If thisisal some scheme
of your own...well, bravely done for that, too. I'll forgive you personaly. But as Tyr, matterswill go hard
with you.”

“| ask only that you try to find the truth, your honor.”

The Tyr raised hiswings, nodded to the griffaran escort, and dropped off the towering rock. He caught
an air current and disappeared into shadow, entering the tunnel through which the Copper had been
carried years ago.

Even the fresh fish the griffaran brought him soured in his mouth. He picked at rocks with his claws and



wondered about Nilrasha. Findly the Copper could deep, though it was afitful one. His mouth had gone
dry fromthetension.

Yarrick himsdlf woke him the next day with newsthat the glorious Tyr was dead.

Chapter 22

T he Copper stood before the massive Black Rock in the center of the Lavadome; it was dozens of
dragonlengths high, heavy and black and forbidding.

He' d dways thought it looked everlasting, a guarantee of dragonkind’ s survival. Now it seemed amarker
inavast, empty, crysta-topped tomb.

He could return to the Uphold and act as though nothing had happened. Perhaps he’ d just been escorting
thefina bounty of the year’ s harvest to the Lavadome, ensuring its prompt arrival intact.

In the end, he decided he had to play his part in the tragedy, for good or ill. He walked up the path
leading to the lower caves, the smaller one the Drakwatch used. There were dragonsidling about the
more elaborate main entrance, waiting for news, and more clustered at the servants door, pestering
thralsrunning errands.

The Rock seemed deadly quiet, as though expecting another outburst of battle. The Copper took the
most familiar path, to hisold resdencein the trainee wing, and saw agood ded of water on thefloor.
They werefixing the water feed on the upper levelsagain.

The young drakes were gitting around the pooled water, chatting in low voices. “ A vidtor,” one said.

NeStirrath stuck his aging, tangle-horned head out of his cavern. “That' s no visitor; that’s one of the
Drakwatch, but so long away he' s become a stranger. How are you, Rug—RuGaard. Wings up and out
alagt, | seel”

“Out, anyway. I’ ve not managed up yet.”
“Y ou have heard the news, | expect.”
“Yes. The Tyr isdead. What do you know of it?’

“It happened in his mate' s chambers. | had only a quick word with NoSohoth; he could tell me no more,
He advised me to get back down here and ready the Drakwatch, saying those were SiDrakkon’ s orders.
So herel gt, awaiting further orders.”

“|1mgoirg up.”

“Squeeze up the thral passages, if you can. The great winding oneis blocked by those waiting for news
and spreading rumor.”

The Copper took his advice and made hisway up to the Imperia kitchens, at some cost of scrapesto
the poor, thin-skinned humans he had to squeeze by. He fought hisway out into the gardens, past
dragons, drakes, dragonelles, and drakka thronging the garden.

Some of SiDrakkon’s Skotl clan kept them back from the doors, exchanging rather profane insultswith
the catcaling Wyrr.

“We want NiVom back; he was an honest Wyrr!”



“Anklene, morelike,” a Skotl roared back.

“Make abreach, you; I'minthe Imperid line,” the Copper boomed, alittle surprised at how loud his
voice sounded. “Let meinto seemy family.”

“Air Spirit, even Batty’ sturned up,” someone said.

“NoSohoth,” the Copper roared at the Tyr’ sdoor. “1 know you' re on the other side of that. Let mein.”
“Hefought with NiVom at the Black River. Let him pass,” someone in the throng shouted.

“He sano-line haf-wit.”

“Not even hatched in the Lavadome. What businessisit of his?’

The portal opened, but the Copper didn't catch what was said. In any case, the fat Skotl toughs made
room for him.

“RuGaard, what a pleasant surprise on thistragic day,” NoSohoth said. Naturally he was the one dragon
who pronounced his new gppellation effortlesdy, as though it had dways passed hislipsthat way.
“Follow me”

Nervousthrals gathered in the shadows. Even thetiniest brazier was aflame, sending out soothing
fragrances. At the larger versions blighters worked the fire with bellows.

“Where' s Tighlia? | wish to speak to her,” the Copper said.

“She' sobvioudy in adelicate condition, shattered by the loss of her mate. It happened in her deeping
chamber, you know. Tyr SiDrakkon isholding court in the Tyr’s chamber.”

“Why don't you just cdl him Tyr? Did the Tyr name anew heir?’
“Careful, now. There sthe traditional one-year period of mourning.”
“Of course. I'm no courtier; | gpologize.”

The Copper heard SiDrakkon’ s voice as he passed through into the Tyr’ s audience chamber. It was
smaler than he remembered it, perhaps because of the crowd. Griffaran crowded the upper aress, two
to aperch, looking agitated.

“WEe Il spesk with onevoice. United. I'm Tyr and that’ sl thereistoit,” SiDrakkon said. “They’ll have
to accept it. The succession islega and according to tradition. The worst thing we can do isdivide and
argue likethis. Blood could be spilled at any moment.”

Imfamnialounged at his Sde, looking as though she were enjoying the view down on the Imperid line,

“I dill say NivVom should have a proper tria,” 1bidio said. She stood just below the shelf. “ One Anklene,
one Skotl, and one Wyrr judging him.”

“Mother, not that again,” Imfamniasaid. “He sviolent. War-worn, | expect.”
“Heran from achdlenge. HE' s not going to appear for atrid,” SiDrakkon said.

“Y ou seem very sure of that,” SMevolant put in arily. He' d dusted his golden scaleswith ash for the
occasion; otherwise he would have outshone the whole room.



“Areyouimplying anything?’

“Imply?Me?1 comeright out and say things. I’ ve no ambition to conceal. | wasjust wondering if you'd
had himkilled, isal.”

SiDrakkon turned a deeper shade of purple. “Of course not! Shut your snout if you' ve nothing to offer
but blather. Talk! Tak! Tak! Talk! That'sall thewholelot of you isgood for. We haveto act. Let'sgo
out there and tell them something before flame beginsto fly.”

“Yes, | think that would be for the best,” araspy voice said.

The company hushed, and Tighliaemerged from behind the curtains. Both griff were down, and her
wings dragged in mourning. She cleared her throat, but could produce only arather loud whisper: “I
won't have al that my mate worked for destroyed. If we go out and present aunited line, they’ |l accept
SDrakkon. Well?’

SiDrakkon glowered down at everyone, and Imfamnialooked warily at her future Sster.

“If no on€' s dragon enough to venture out firg, | shdl,” Tighliasaid, moving toward the door down one
of theslver waterfdls.

“No, Granddam,” the Copper said. “I’ll go out first. No faction can do much worse to methan life's
aready done.”

“What away to begin your reign, Tyr SiDrakkon,” SSiMevolant said. “A lame haf-wit announcing your
ascendance.”

“And agarrulous bit of rabbit fluff bringing up the rear, no doubt,” Tighlia croaked. “Go on, RuGaard;
show uswhat you' re made of.”

“I'll lead, blagt it,” SiDrakkon said. “Are you coming, Imfamnia?’

“You must bejoking,” she said, staying on her shelf. “1 had dung thrown & me on theway in. They're
like humans”

They began to file out, and the Copper felt apressure on hissaa. It came from Ibidio, who maneuvered
him into an a cove between half-melted war trophies as the others walked past.

“Ummmm, RuGaard, isit now?’ She glanced around to make sure none were listening, not even thralls.
Outside, the crowed roared as the doors opened.

“Yes,” the Copper said.

“Y ou had the Uphold at the end of the western road. Did NiVVom come your way?’
“If hehad, | certainly wouldn’t give him away. He was agood friend.”

“I believe he' sbeing hunted.”

The Copper heard SiDrakkon roaring out afew emphatic words. A good dedl of noise came back from
the crowd.

“The Tyr cameto melast night. He said he' d selected anew her. Hetold me if anything happened to
him, to ask you.”



“Ask mewhat?’
“Didyou seehimor didn’'t you?’

“I did. I told him NiVom was innocent, and to ask you for the truth about your daughter. And your mate,
and DharSii, whoever that was.”

“Hewas our best air commander. Once.”

“Dead?’

“No one knows. It's not important; we have only amoment here. Who isthe heir the Tyr mentioned?’
“NiVom, | expect.”

“What happened to the Tyr?’

“| wasone of thefirgt at my mate-father’ sside,” Ibidio said. “We heard aroar from Tighlia s chamber. |
tore down the curtains and rushed in. The Tyr wasflat on hisside, and there was aterrible smell in there.
It made my head swim and brought my med up. | found Tighliaon the bacony.”

“What could have happened?’
The crowd outside was quieting.

“I don’'t know. She' shdf deman, that one. But I ll tell you this: Look behind her griff. There are claw
marks. Deep ones. Someone tried to tear her head off.”

“I haveto go.”

He hurried toward the door, but SiDrakkon was aready storming back in, hisface spattered. “They’ll
just haveto get used to theidea,” he said. “I’ll be spending the rest of the day at the bath.”

“Indl farness” SMevolant said, “1 don't believe they were throwing their own dung at you. It was some
animd’s. | think that makes adifference.”

SiDrakkon ignored him. “The rest of you, go through the Resort, and then to dl the hills. Tak to your
friends and let them know I’ll be Tyr, and there’ sto be no fighting, no changesin control of the hills. No
decisons of the Tyr will be voided, no policies changed, and dl are welcome to petition me after a
Sx-day mourning period.”

Theline dispersed, with SMevolant sighing. “1 was hoping for abanquet....”
Savefor Tighlia. Shewaked, alittle tiffly, up to the Copper.

“I see your wings have comein,” sherasped. “What' s wrong with the odd one?’
“Anoldinjury, Granddam,” hereplied.

“You cal methat just to annoy me, | expect. Well, I'm sorry for you. Come to my outer chambers
tomorrow. | have an interesting piece of newsfor you. Oh, come now. | don’t bite, and after al these
years|’m not about to start with you.”

The Copper spent the night in anxiety in the strangely empty Imperiad Gardens, trying to make out figures



on the milkdrinker’ s hill. He wanted to go to Nilrasha, but she couldn’t be linked to him so publicly until
helearned what Tighliahad in mind.

Hisimagination offered plenty of posshilities, none of them lessthan terrifying. She wasthe most
dangerous dragon he' d ever met, and she never even so much as extended her claws. He suspected she
intended to entrap him with some giveaway.

Hedept but little.

Bone-weary from his journey and the upsets of the previous day, he splashed cool water on himsdlf and
ordered athral to bring him some toasted mesat and alittle wine. Fortified, he made hisway to her
cavernsadjoining the Tyr’'s. Or, now, Tyr SiDrakkon'’s.

He scraped outside the curtains.
“Come,” sherasped.

It was gloomy in her reception chamber. On ahappier day there would be light bouncing off the
glasswork mosaics worked into her walls and floors. He was rather surprised at how cheery the room
could be, if it were better lit.

“RuGaard. I'm glad you madeit early.” Her voice sounded alittle stronger today. “1 hateit when | invite
someone over and they either don’t show up at al or spend the whole day getting ready for the vist.
Wagtesmy time.”

“How areyou feding, Tighlia?’

“That’ s better. Dragons never redlize how much dragondles—and yes, dragon-dames—Iove hearing
their names said. It'saways ‘dear’ or ‘my love' or ‘cloud-dream’ or ‘tenderness or something they’ ve
heard their fathers use. Just say her name, RuGaard. Y ou have your faults, but you do speak well. It
seemsto me when you first came here, you lisped like a hatchling.”

“I remember. | hadn’t been around dragons much.”

“Just bats. Yes. Well, at least you don’'t smell like them these days.”
“How can | beof service, Tighlia?’

“Good news. I’ ve selected a mate for you.”

“What?’

“You heard me. Don't act fixated. Whatever €lseisthe matter with you, you can make up your mind and
not just stand around gaping. | saw that yesterday.”

“I can’timagine my mating or not is of consequenceto you.”

“I want you alittle morefirmly in the Imperid line. The griffaran think well of you, and asyou'venoline
to call your own, nobody hates you outright, which is more than can be said for most of your relatives.”

“I’'m surprised you have timeto think of such thingswith your dead mate ill cooling. One might
wonder—"

“Y ou know, you almost look like adragon who isworking himsalf up to asking meif I’ ve murdered my
mate. And that would lead to a horrible scream from me, and a challenge, and then probably adue,



unlessyou have brains enough to flee for your scale, like NivVom.”
“Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Tighlia”

“Everyone has the wrong idea of me. | want peace and quiet and beauty. Nothing more. No screaming
dragons, no burning hills, no eggstailswiped off their shelvesto smash againgt uncaring, unknowing rock.
Order, RuGaard. Simple order. Y ou can help preserve that order.”

“I had other plans—"

“Wadll, forget them. Here' smy dilemma. Haaflora, my beloved mate' s oldest granddaughter through
AgGriffopse and Ibidio—you remember her?’

“Thesckly one”

“You'reoneto tak, but | like your honesty. Halafloraisfrom AgGriffopse sfirst clutch. SMevolant was
the champion. Those eggs were laid under an evil star; that much is certain. Imfamniaand Ayafeciacame
later. None of the males survived the hatching contest. Whatever’ sthe matter? She' s not that ugly.”

“Nothing. Go on,” the Copper said.

“Of course, Imfamnia—silly’ s not the word for that brainless bit of fluff—has been dreaming about being
mated with every breath her whole life, and now she’ sgot her wish. An Imperia mating, no less. It will
be the celebration of atri-score year.”

“What has Haafloral s mating to do with this?’

“I was getting to that, if you' d tuck in your griff. Ayafegiaistaking formal vowsto go into the Firemaids.
Sengble girl—if | had to do it over again...Wdll, it doesn’'t matter. But Haaflora. Poor little dear. She's
not as dumb as Imfamnia, but just as dreamy, and not asidedlistic as Ayafeeia, but just as devoted. She
wants nothing more than amating flight, and those wings of hers aren’t even strong enough to get her off
the ground. Poor dear. I’'m not going to draw breath and have atitular granddaughter of mine sobbing
her eyes out as her sster ismated. And | want some good newsin thisfamily for once! It slikethe last
act of some hitter elvish tragedy. And fresh, hungry blood never hurts, if we' reto raise anew generation
of dragons and not lounging, scaed felines. Y ou need some new maes now and then or you get more
glittering piles of dung like SMevolant. A mating between you and Halafloraisjust the thing.”

“I'vemet adragonelle aready. Well, adrakka She'll have her wingsin ayear.”
Tighlid seyes narrowed. “Who?’

“I’'m not sure | want to jeopardize her hedlth by giving you the name.”

“| sugpect it’sNilrasha”

Thistime the Copper was dumbstruck.

“Of course, you could doworse,” Tighliasaid. “Do you forget that I’ ve got the management of the
Firemaidens? A word of advice, RuGaard. She' sfrom abad family on aworse hill. She' sout for a
position in the Imperid line and alookout from thisrock, nothing more.”

“What would an old viper like you—"

“So young. So young.” She pushed open acurtain, and light cameinto the room through tinted panels of
some thin-shaved crysta, or perhaps glass. Asthe Copper suspected, the colors were bright and cheery.



Shetoreahit of fabric off apolished piece of brass.

“I’mnot asvain as| oncewas, but I’'m vain enough that | can’t sland what | seein thisanymore. Look
into this, RuGaard. Look into the mirror. A beautiful, vita young dragondleis going to want that?’

Helooked at himsdlf. The half-closed eye, the doping stance, thanks to his bad sii, the broken-jointed
wing that wouldn't close. ..

“Lame and twisted, that’ s you, RuGaard. Another hatching under an evil ar. She' s after your line, not
your scae”

“We neither of us much likewhat we seein that mirror,” he said. “Perhgps you should giveit to Imfamnia
asamating gift.”

“You can livein theworld and accept it, or you can pretend the hatchling songs and stories are true.
Whichwill it be, dragon?”’

“At the moment, aquiet lifein Anaea seems enough of adream.”

“Easest thing in the world. Smply mate with Halafloraand you can be back on the western road the next
day. You'll forget your little Firemaiden soon enough, roasting ceremonia kern.”

“What if her love is some pleasant dream of mine? What' swrong with dreams? |’ ve seen enough of the
world to prefer them.”

She took a deep breath. “Oh, you are aprizefool, boy. | try and | try to help you. And thisiswhat | get.
Ingratitude. Ah, well, you'll get no more help from me. Or my brother. I'll seeto that.

“Go to your precious Firemaiden, RuGaard. Someday you'll learn what dreams are made of.”

He sought out Nilrasha on the milkdrinker’ s hill. The place was awarren of aboveground dwellings
housing mostly human thrdls, with blightersin huts on the other sde of afilthy stream runningin twin
channeswith awall between that held washing.

He remembered NeStirrath on one of the hikestelling him that the humans wouldn’t drink or wash in the
blighter water, and the blighters wouldn't drink or wash in the human water, yet both were
indiginguishablein their foulness.

There were dragon-holes on the hill too; in fact, the whole areawas sort of one vast catacomb, with little
ledges and chambers off the main passage, so that few had what could redlly be called a place of their
own, and mother dragons had to shelter their eggs with the weight of their bodies to keep them from
being disturbed, if not accidentdly crushed.

“Our day for vigtors,” amud-speckled Anklene said, looking at the painted stripes curling back from his
shoulders.

“I’'m looking for the Firemaiden quarter. | wastold it was down here somewhere.”
“Down it is, and then some; they’ re wd |l below. Bottom of the air shaft to the left, your Imperia grace.”

He had to climb dowly, thanksto hissi, but he made it to the bottom of the shaft. A few of the
Firemaidens made jokes or hooted about an invasion of Drakwatch.



He searched for Nilrasha but could learn nothing more than that an Imperiad messenger had comefor her.
He managed to find Fourfang, and told him to make ready for ajourney back to Anaea.

He hurried on the path back to Black Rock, scrambling up every prominence and kern mill to look over
the grounds for Nilrasha. He hoped it was just some matter of business with the Firemaidens, or that
she'd goneto vist friends.

He marked alonefemale sitting on awall next to amushroom field, and hurried toward her. With each
step he became more certain it was Nilrasha

He limp-trotted up to her. “Nilrashal I’ ve been looking for you for hours.”

Her tail flicked up, but she kept watching the mushrooms. “ So you' ve found me. | understand you'reto
be mated to the late Tyr' s own granddaughter. Well-done.”

“No, you misunderstood. | refused her.”

Sheturned and looked at him. “Refused her, or refused Tighlia? That was afoolish thing to do. Such a
strong connection to AgGriffopse’ sline would be to your advantage.”

“I’m not looking for an advantage, just achance at what...what my parents had.”
And who took that away? Not Tighlia

She looked away again, flicked out her tongue, and consumed a black beetle climbing the stones. “I’ve
changed my mind about mating. I’ m taking vows asa Firemaid.”

“Have they threatened you?’

“No, they’ ve not threatened me. I'm a poor drakkafrom alowly line. What could they possibly take
away that | cherish?’ She blinked, and the Copper saw awetnessin her eyes; then shetook acleansing
breath. “Our eldest was thrilled to hear me decide to take the vows. Offered me any guard post |
wished.”

“No. Come back to Anaeawith me. There' s nothing to stop us from mating.”

“Nothing but the fact that | don’t love you. | was just using words, words used by mated dragons for
ages, and they worked their magic. But the Skotl clan is on the rise now, and they’ Il never let go of Black
Rock. | had hopesfor you.”

“I thought—"

“I made you think, you mean. Yes, just as Tighliasaid. | was after your lineage, your position, not some
comedy of amating.”

“How do you know what Tighliasad?’

She looked uncertain for thefirst time since he’ d come upon her, resting on thewall. 1 can guess. She's
avenomer, thanksto that tongue of hers. Go. Mate with that sickly little thing.”

She jumped off the wall and ran, making aretching sound, leaving the Copper fegling as though his body
were disolving, flowing into the rocky soil of the Lavadome.



Nothing to overcome now. The course of hislife was set. Perhaps he' d take up hunting.
Their mating was done, and done quickly.

A goodly crowd turned up to watch them leave the Imperia Resort. According to NeStirrath, Halaflora
had fond memories attached to her, for she used to ride atop her father as he went from hill to hill.
AgGriffopse thought air and travel might improve her weak condtitution, and his mate had no interest in
leaving the Gardens atop the rock. So she was associated in the dragons' mindsto AgGriffopse more
thanto Ibidio.

Almost everyone of the Imperid line trooped out behind them, even SMevolant, who didiked thedirt
and rough stones. Thrallswalked to elther sde with pieces of soft cloth at the ends of sticks, wiping dust
kicked up by the mating party from his scaes.

SiDrakkon led the party, with griff extended and a challenging eye, asthough daring any of the spectators
to throw dung. Imfamnia skipped next to him. Her wings were bulging againgt tranducent skin and soon it
would be her turn.

The party hdted twiceto let Halafl ora catch her breath.

They finaly cameto the shaft everyone called the Wind Tunnel. Sometrick of direction and air density
ensured that this short tunnel to the dopes of the plateau dways had a howling wind passing throughiit,
equa to an uncomfortable mountain-top in astorm.

It was dso caled the “ death tunndl,” for sometimes escaped thralstried to climb out of it, or thievestried
to creep in from above. The winds usualy snatched them up a some point and hurled them down the
shaft. But no one called it the death tunndl today.

The Copper climbed to the top of awind-cut rock with Halaflora and sang his song, with al around
listening as best asthey could in the wind. Rethothanna had helped him with the wording. The Copper felt
that aslong asthe mating wasto be done, it might aswell be done well, so he sang of rivers,
egg-snatching demen—who said alifesong must be dl true?—and wall-smashing boul ders skipped
across battlefid ds.

And with that, they spread their wings—Si Drakkon reached up and kindly helped him extend hisinjured
left with adiscreet pull—and jumped.

Hismating flight lasted what adwarf would cal afull ten seconds. They hung in the wind for amoment,
the Air Spirit’ suntiring voice shrieking in their ears, Haafl ora touching his good wing, and dowly glided
to earth.

“I think they’relaughing at us, my love,” Hadaflorasaid.

The Copper looked around at the assembly. Only SIMevolant was outright laughing—"That wasworth a
walk inthe dust!” he seemed to be saying, though with the wind carrying hiswords away it was
impossible to be sure—but most were at least fluttering their eyelids in amusement. Even the usualy dour
SiDrakkon looked to be enjoying himsdlf for a change.

“I care not. Thisisthe happiest day of my life. If | can share out some proportion of my own joy, al the
better.”

The expression on hismate' s face washed the sting out of whatever wounds this exhibition cost him, and
madethe lies, if not pleasant, at least palatable enough so they didn't stick in histhroat.



Chapter 23

S o the Copper and his mate returned—by ajourney madein very easy stages, out of regard for his
mate' s health—to the Uphold in Anaea.

The Copper was relieved to see that Fourfang and Rhea seemed to get dong with Halaflora sthralls. His
mate took a specia liking to Rhea, and soon she was supervising the other body-servant.

Hetook pleasure in pointing out the sights of Anaeaand introducing her to some of “his’ bats. Their lines
had so intermingled, it wasimpossible to remember who was descended from Thernadad, or Enjor, or
his oversize trio raised on dragonblood. She petted their strange furry skin and marveled at their ears and
delicatewings.

At the western mouth everything was just as he remembered it, unexpectedly so. Nilrashawas back in
the cave guarding the tunnel mouth, now with the Firemaid' s red-painted stripe around her neck, though
she dill had not uncased her wings.

She kept her eyes downcast as she greeted him. “Welcome, future Upholder.”

“Wethank you,” the Copper said, hismind whirling like aleaf flung down the Wind Tunnd. What
madnesswasthis; did she wish to torture him with her presence?“ On behaf of my mate and mysdlf.”

“You'revery lovely,” Haaflorasaid. “Y ou could be astatue in the Imperid Gardens. | hopewe |l be
good friends.”

“Thank you, your honor,” Nilrashasaid.

Thefirst few feasts with the rather robust Upholder and his mate were alittle on the awkward side.
Halaflorahad difficulty swalowing unless she ate tiny hites, and the tough-fibered game they brought
back to the banquet floor was difficult for her to get down without choking.

But within the limitations of ill hedlth, she was a superb mate. She made and arranged cushionsfor him on
al hisfavorite lookouts, and she explored Anaeawith Felissarath’ s mate and returned with rich, scented
oilsthat she rubbed on the worn spot on his bad sii and the stuck folds of hiswings, or fixed lineson his
growing hornsto make them comein so they matched each other in adight, attractive curve. She
experimented endlesdy with their medls, discovering what they both liked—fish, sadly, which wasrare
savefor the small specimens found in some of the mountain lakes—and sang to him at night.

He decided there were many dragons worse mated, and if she didn’t make his hearts hammer and his
scae tir theway Nilrasha did when she stretched, there were other compensations.

Then there was hiswork. He tried to learn more about the ins and outs of the scale trade.
“Why is dragonscale so vauable to humans?’ he asked Felissarath.

“Jawdry, I've heard. Tips of sword scabbards, or holding wooden shields together. In some principality
or other on the banks of the Inland Ocean, they useit as currency because it’'simpossible to forge, and
dangerousto get hold of. Very wedthy hominidswill lay it on their roofsto keep off fire. Some of the
larger hominid cities suffer terribly from fires, nothing to do with dragons.”

“It might behoove usto have a shortage of it now and then, especialy when there sa particularly large
crop of kern. | think we could get more bagsin trade for scae.”

“We have good relations with the kern kings, and the values were set long ago.”



“To their advantage. I’ ve heard one of the kings now has a stairway decorated with golden dragonscale.”

“He Il dip and bresk hisneck wheniit rains.” Felissarath laughed. “ Ah, thefallies of humans. They don’t
live long enough to redly learn what' simportant in life. Did | tell you about the bear | got yesterday? Yes,
you heard meright, abear....”

The Copper spent agood deal of time on the western road. Thanksto a bridge collapse at the Tooth
Cavern, amost an entire pack-train of kern was lost when inattentive handlers alowed the mulesto
bunch up on one of the more rickety spans.

They were dready making repairs when he arrived to survey the damage—thanks to the bats, he heard
about it the same day it happened and | eft immediately—and a Firemaid was flying back and forth
carrying thralls—mostly men, who, if their workmanship was't quite as skilled asthat of dwarves, at
least Iabored more willingly—and tools from one end of the break to the other.

“Oh, your honor,” shesaid. “There sathrall been asking every day to speak to the dragon in charge.
That would be you.”

“A human?’
“Yes. He'sgot some plan or ideaor bargain or something.”

The Copper half expected to see Harf again, recaptured, but the young man who came before him
wearing the tatters of some very tight weaving just looked at him with clear blue eyes. Hewas
extraordinarily handsome, asfar as he could tell hominid standards went.

“What isit you want, man?’

“Gregt one. Thisbridge of yours. It'sadesth trap.” He spoke the smplified pidgin Drakine with athick
accent; he hadn’t been in the keeping of the Lavadome long, it seemed. Asfor his observation, that
required no great mind to discern, with the bones and bodies of dead animas and handlers scattered all
over thefloor of the canyon below.

“Do you offer aremedy, or isthisjust idle conversation?’

“I know how to improveit.”

“Do you, now. Have you built many bridges?’

“I’'ve been involved in severd congtruction projects. | wastrained by dwarves.”
“I didn’t know they shared their secrets so readily with outsders.”

“I was akind of specia apprentice, your honor.”

“What' syour name?’

“Rayg”

The Copper did like the ook of him, except for the fact that he didn’t appear particularly afraid of
dragons. New thralls usually bent and tucked their heads down between their shoulderslike frightened
turtles.



“| should like to hear your plans.”
“I have acondition.”

“Y ou forget your place. | could lift you and toss you down to rest with the other bones, and no one
would say aword.”

Theman called Rayg just blinked at him.

The Copper relented, though he wondered if it was amistake to do so. “What' s your condition?’
“My freedom.”

“Oh, dear. | can't say that | blame you, but there’ sa problem. Y ou’re not my dave.”

“I'm sure| can betraded.”

“Let me seeyour plans. Thenwe ll talk again.”

Hewidened his stance. “No. Buy me, and then I’ll show you the plan. If you like the plan, I’ll expect my
freedom.”

“You'll supervise the congtruction?’

“Yes. Aslong as| can get more, much more, of the materials you' re using now. And some good
Sonecutters.”

“If I'm satisfied with the bridge you build, I’ [l grant you your freedom. Y ou seem intelligent enough, so I'll
see about buying you.”

Negotiating with thralls. The duties of an Upholder, even an Upholder-to-be, had avariety of flavors.
Which made him think of the herbs Halafl ora added to those big-footed rabbits Fourfang had caught.. ..

Helearned from the grunting deman overseer that this Rayg belonged to agenera pool of Imperid
thrals, to be used for mundane duties like building dams, clearing tunnels, mining for ores necessary to a
hedthy dragon’ sdiet. Asamember of the Imperid line he could make claims on such thralls, so he
amply affirmed that the Uphold in Anaeaneeded him and paid out asmall sum to the overseer asakind
of gratuity.

The Copper was very grateful hislife couldn’t be bought and sold so easlly.

He had Rayqg transferred to his household and introduced to Fourfang and Rheawith aminimum of
squabbling. He set Rayg to work with achak tablet used to keep track of rations—it would take time to
get paper—and tried to do what he could to retrieve the bags of kern from the fallen animals. Blood or
rats had spoiled much of it.

The Firemaid told him of rumors from the Lavadome of some politica housekeeping carried out by
SDrakkon. Nothing severe, just areplacement of some staff with his Skotl supporters. There'd been a
few duels and deaths. SiDrakkon had aso converted the Imperial Gardensto a private topiary and
bathing areafor himsdlf and his mate-to-be, which was causing some grousing, asawalk inthe
mushroom fields or past livestock pens couldn’t compare with the view from Black Rock.

SiMevolant would have to find new flowersto contemplate. The thought brought him some pleasure.

Rayg presented him with arough verson of the plan, amixture of tunneling through the st actite



formations and anew platform added to one of the rising rocks, complete with adrawbridge.

“I madeit draw up toward the Lavadome,” Rayg said. “| believe you are more worried about enemies
getting down into the Lower World than threats coming up.”

The Copper wondered if Rayg knew more about the jealousies and rivaries and head-hunting going oniin
the Lavadome than helet on.

“It' swide. Will it hold?

“| thought you might like to take carts across. Yes, it will hold. The calculations are there, based on the
materials |’ ve seen. It's dwarven notation; can you read that?’

“Hmmm. Doit well, and you' Il get your reward,” the Copper said, dodging the question rather than
admitting that athrall could do something he couldn’t, which seemed wrong in an indefinable way. “How
long will it take?’

“Two years. Unless you give me more tunnelers and tools. A furnace on site would speed thingsup as
wdl.”

“I"ll seewhat | can do.”

It wasrather niceto leave dl the details and worriesin the hands of Rayg. He left ingtructionsto the
Drakwatch and the Firemaiden garrison that everything he asked for should be given.

“It will take sometimeto assemble the materials. Maybe you' d like alittle sun?’
Rayg seyeslit up. “The surface?’

“Yes. Plenty of food, too. It’'s been agood summer; kern is coming out of our ears.”

They had to return for SiDrakkon’s mating, of course. They traveled light, bringing Rayg back to the
worksto supervise thefirst stages. A rickety catwalk replaced the gap in the bridge, and the Copper for
once was dower than his mate, hobbled by hisbad Si.

The Copper quietly warned the Firemaidensto watch Rayg, so that he didn’t use his authority to fashion
an escape. The project seemed well begun, and Rayg liked hiswork and got dong well with the other
thrals, but there was no telling with hominids.

The Copper went so far as to have Rhea decorate him for the mating banquet, as she had for the first
time he' d attended a gathering atop Black Rock. NeStirrath hel ped him prepare by having apair of
blighters paint hiswar decorations on his good wing.

SiDrakkon reopened the Imperiad Gardensto show al the improvements. There were more statues and
gdleries and plant beds everywhere, and it had been redesigned so alone dragon could walk the
perimeter in something like isolation, at the cost of making the space less functiond for multiple dragons
to enjoy.

But then, asImfamnialiked to remind everyone, “It isour garden.”

Halaflora set herself on some cushions near the banquet trench and spoke to her other sister, now grave
in her Fremaid ring.



Their mating flight commenced with along, expanding flight around Black Rock, then the inner hills, and
findly the outer edge of the Lavadome. Thralls had been coached to cheer them from the rooftops and
hills, and dragons who knew what was good for them trumpeted their well-wishes.

Imfamniawasin her eement at the mating banquet, dternately roaring orders and smpering. The Copper
was rather glad for asickly mate rather than thiswhirlwind in painted scale. “This? Thisisnothing,” she
said. “Wait until we get anew trade route open. | want everyone to shake off every scalethey can. There
are some new metal-based paintsthat will drive everyone mad with excitement when they see them. Such
vivid colord”

“Isit wiseto send dragonscale directly to the merchant houses?” Rethothanna asked. “ Especidly for
luxuries? | dways thought it waswiser to bring scae to market indirectly, so its source would be harder
to trace.”

“And what of it, if the source isfound? We control every road and every river in the Lower World for
many marchesin every direction,” Imfamniaresponded. “1’ ve even heard the Whed of Fire has been
smashed in thelast year by barbarians. Those dwarves had the only army capable of forcing itsalf
anywhere near here, or so my mate says. Isn't that right, Tyr?’

“Y es, the main threat againgt usin the Lower World isgone. And asfor the Upper, the Ghi men got a
lesson,” Tyr SiDrakkon said, for in the Copper’ s heart there would only be one Tyr, and the title choked
onitsway out hislips. “We Il teach the same to any who dare come againgt us.”

“War, war, war,” Ibidio said. “Y ou makeit morelikely with your foolishness and bragging. There's
adwaysrik inwar. Alwaysloss.”

The Copper suddenly noticed that Tighliawasn't at the celebration. “Whereis my granddam?’ he asked.
“I would like to pay my respects.”

“The old has-been keegpsto her room,” SiMevolant said. He' d had his claws painted up with gold
striping and added black to histail. The Copper thought he looked like a bumblebee among the
coneflowers bordering one of Anaed s kernfields.

“ She doesn't like being outdone by our beautiful new queen,” SiMevolant continued, bowing to
Imfamnia. “Ladies, look to your mates, for no hearts remain true when Imfamnia passes. Beautiful
Imfamnia”

“I’'m going to go see Tighlia. Will you be dl right, darling?’ the Copper asked his mate. She smiled up at
him from her cushions and nodded.

“When has Haafloraever been dl right?” SMevolant asked, and everyone waggled their eyebrows.
“You gotoo far, SMevolant,” the Copper roared in hisface. “ Cry chalenge, and meet mein the pits”

“RuGaard, you redly must have your body-dave look to your teeth and tongue,” SiMevolant said, his
griff not even twitching. Behind him, NoSohoth pushed hisway forward, guiding blighterswith incenseto
cam the Stuation. “Unless you intend to day with your breeth. But soft! | cry submission. | meant no
offense; it was only alittlejest at my sster. She'sknown mefor years. | mean no harm.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Haaflorasaid, ignoring her brother and staring at the Copper. “ Thank you for
thet.”

Her sster Ayafesialooked at him with new eyes. Sheflicked agriff at him, one warrior to another. He
turned away.



“Now | know why he walks so oddly,” SMevolant said. But softly. “It’ s that lance stuck up histailvent.”

Hel€ft the party and sought out Tighlia. One of her thralls admitted him.

“No, no morevisitors,” he heard her cry, followed by alow humming hominid voice. “Oh. Well, | can
gand him,” shesaid alittle more quietly.

The dderly femaethrall brought him into the cheery little room. Now a bronzed tooth and ascale and a
claw from, he guessed, her mate stood on a special pedestd in the center of the room. Other than that it
was largely unchanged, though perhapsthe air was alittle heavier, asthough sherardly left the room.

“I’ve cometo pay my respects, Tighlia,” the Copper said.

“Wine?' she asked, indicating a deep cistern next to her low shelf. Shetook atongueful. “I1t' sgood. Go
ahead! I’ ve never poisoned aguest’ swine, and I’m not going to start today.”

“A little, thank you.” The Copper took atongueful. “Why aren’t you at the mating banquet?’
“Because my brother’ sgoing to bethere,” she said alittle thickly. “1 suppose you find that odd.”
“I grew tired of the banquet mysdif.”

“Y ou know what he' s done with the Gardens, | expect.”

Shel seven drunk! All | haveto do ismake one good legp. I’ ve got enough strength in my good sii to—
“Made them into a private park for himsdf and—"

“Yes, that’ s bad enough,” she said, taking such agreat durp of wine alittle ran out of the corners of her
mouth. The spill somehow disarmed him, and he relaxed. “ Oh, how doppy of me. Y es, bad enough to
deny decent dragonsthe view, but do you know he' s stocked it with his precious, plump human femaes?
Brought at great expense, oh, yes, the demen dave traders and ferrymen are happy with him. HE' sin
there dl day sniffing around like some wretched dog. Getting himsdlf puffed up for anight with Imfamnia.”

“She' s an energetic young dragonelle—er, dragon-dame,” the Copper said.

“There s something sad about that mating. Of course, there waysiswith adragon his age and some
bright thing with her wings fresh out. Happened before, just not in the Imperid line. If you must dilly-ddly
you can at least be discreet about it and not bring the jade-scale into company.”

“Manners have never been my specialty.”

“He hardly vists me anymore,” she said, and paused for alittle more wine. “Doesn’'t care for my advice.
Y ou know what he told me, once we had things sorted in the Rock? | brought him awhole belyful of
matters needing attention. He said, *I'm Tyr now; | can do what | want.’”

She paused.

“‘1 can dowhat | want.” What achild. What an old, foolish child. It' s quite the opposite, you know.
Perhaps he never redlly understood what it meant to lead.”

“I cameto tell you about some improvements | have in mind for the western road,” the Copper said. “I
waswondering if you had any advice about stonecutters.”



“Oh, I’'ve had too much winefor any of that. How isyour mate?’
The Copper tried to find the proper words. “I’m...I"’ m content.”

“Good for you, RuGaard. | hope you will be able to stay content. Asfor me...oh, | must do some
seriousthinking. But firg, alittle morewine. It isthe day of my brother’ s mating, after al. Oh.
Stonecutters. Y es, cometomorrow and I'll give you aname. Fat human, smelly asapig' sarseand
dripping fleas, but he does good work with his crew.”

The stonecutter’ s name was Hiriya, and he did excellent work and regulated an efficient crew. With their
quick—albeit expensve—help, each day saw the tunneling progress and the dag pile grow. Hiriya wasa
“freedave,” which sounded like a contradiction, but he made his strange socid position work for the
benefit of himsdlf and hismen.

The Firemaidens had carried out their orders alittle too enthusiagtically, and he found Rayg chained by
the ankle to aheavy boulder. He got around by having ablighter help him lift it into abarrow, and
together they could moveit to the next Site, though negotiating the catwalk was obvioudy impossible.

The Copper had the chain struck off and set up atemporary household while the most difficult element of
the work, the stonecutting, was carried out under Rayg's supervision. After afew arguments about
methods with Hiriya, they made good progress.

The Copper was surveying the first pan with Rayg when the young man suggested that he fly below and
look at the supports.

“Il can't fly.”
“Isit that wing? The one that hangs?’
“Yes, usdless. Not even good to glide; it's more of aswooping fdl, I'm afraid.”

Rayg waked around him. “1 believe the problem’ sin that joint. It looks different from the one on the
other side, like the two ends are dipped.”

“I know the cause,” the Copper said.

“I might be ableto fix that. It lookslike all it needsis abrace to keep the outer edge from diding and then
folding over theinner.”

The Copper hardly dared hope. “Y ou can’t be serious.”

“It'ssmple...” He said aword the Copper didn’t understand. “ Just amatter of give and take.”
“If you do that, | will set you up like akern king. Once you finish the bridge.”

“I'd dways heard dragons are terrible. Y ou' re better than barbarians.”

“| should hope s0,” the Copper said.

Over the next weeks Rayg worked with two pieces of wood carved into shapes that resembled a
crescent moon, thick lesther, metal bands, and some studs. Rhea helped him, holding the wing still ashe



tested model after modd. It infuriated the Copper, as each session ended with an 1’ ve got to build
another modd” that became an inevitability ending the experiments.

Hewondered if dl thiswork wasjust an excuse to divert his attention from an escape attempt, or some
bit of spycraft, but al Rayg seemed to do was spend more and more of his off time with Rhea.

Then one day, after an unusualy long session extending and retracting hiswing over and over and over
again until the Copper’ s muscles grew weary, with Rayg making chalk marks on the wood, the man said,
“Thismodd will work.”

“Y ou mean—" the Copper began.

“Oh, I've got toimproveit. A little more shaping. But this one folds just enough. It salittle stiff, but
better too rigid than something that' |l give way whenyou'reintheair.”

The bridge, and the wing contraption, both progressed daily. After having his skin rubbed raw extending
and retracting hiswing, hetried a short glide from one congtruction platform to another.

Hiswing stayed open! Hearts beating, he threw his head to the sky and roared, so loudly that the
Firemaidens came running, thinking there was afight.

With that he launched himsdlf off the platform. Rayg shouted something but he didn’t catch it; it waslost
inthe sound of air as he flew. Hetried one best, two, three, gaining atitude with each stroke of hiswings.
He had never redlized how good it would fedl to use the muscles on his back properly, how perfect the
sensation—

Snap!

Thedeviceflew off and hefdt the old, faint grinding sensation of his bonesfolding against each other. His
wing collapsed and the world spun around him. No, yes, he managed aturn, leveled out, and then the
ground was suddenly benegth him and it struck hard.

He woke smelling his own blood. But he managed to stand, and looked at the skid mark he'd madein
the canyon'sside. He'd lost afew scalesaswell.

He picked up the broken contraption and made the long, dow, sore climb back up to the construction
gte

“I'mgladyou live” Rayg sad.

“How thoughtful of you,” the Copper responded.

“No, I'mtruly glad. The Firemaidens said that if you were dead, they’ d throw me off the bridge.”
“Tenlengthsago | would havetold them to do it. I’ m too tired now.”

“Didn’t you hear me shout? | wanted to take it off and make sure the leather strap was holding. It's
meant to be permanently fixed with stedl pins”

Rayg worked on hismodel for afew more days, and was extradiligent a the bridge aswell. They went
through afew more practice glides, and the Copper flew back and forth and did turns under the
bridge—with the harnesstied around hislimbs and along, long line leading back to the bridge, just in
case.

But inthe end, he flew. He knew he didn’t fly well; nor could he do any of the fancy maneuvershe'd



seen some of the dragons flying over the Imperial Resort perform for the sheer joy of it, but the ability
made him fed complete, perhgpsfor thefirg timein hislife

And it hurt to know that Haaflorawasn't up to it.

After showing his mate, he demonstrated hiswingsto Nilrasha Her wings had come in some months
ago, but he' d purposely kept away so hewouldn’t have to watch her fly. It didn’t help that Halaflora
described the occasion in excruciating detall, full of praise for how natura and well formed shelooked in
theair.

“Oh, it samiracle, your honor. The Spiritsare rewarding you &t last.”
“You don’t haveto call me your honor, Rasha. Not when we' re done.”

“I likeformdlities. It's so easy to hide behind them. If you offered to take me up, I'd say yes. Y ou know
thet.”

“Takeyou up?

“You know. Mate.”

“Nilrasha, my mateis abovein the palace.”

“Oh, we wouldn’t haveto fly out together, silly. Go out separately, and meet where she couldn’t see.”
The Copper felt bar-struck. “1 meant a dragon should just have hismate.”

“Soweare never to...l thought you just mated with Haafora to make the line happy.”

“Yes, but it doesn’'t make the mating anything lessfor that. She’ sbeen kind to me.”

“And you to her. Too kind. Do you ever—’

“I don’t want to talk about that. Y ou’ ve got the wrong idea about meif you think | could—"

“Could? Do you have another injury I'm unaware of 7’

Herattled hisgriff. “Would, then. No. Not while Haaforalives. I’ ve pledged myself to her, and that’ san
endtoit.”

“But do you till love me, RuGaard?’

He couldn’t answer that. If he did, he'd never be ableto look at Halafora across afeast again. He turned
tall and left the Firemaid's cold, chaste quarters.

Chapter 24

H etold Felissarath and his mate that as soon as the bridge was completed and he could turn his
atentionsto Anaea, they would be freeto leave.

“Theodd thing s, | don’t think we want to go,” Felissarath said. “ The hunting is good, and we have
friends here among the humans and condors. Perhapswe' |l leave the paace to you and set up
somewhereinthe mountains. A little cave. Redlly rough it, like young, wild dragons of the north first



mated.”
His mate looked at him and sheloosed a prrum.

Tak turned to politics, asit often did. Rumor had come up through the Drakwatch that SiBayereth,
SiDrakkon' sfirg clutchwinner, had been killed, not in adud, but in hisbath. Some were saying hewas
assassinated in retribution for some of the killings and forced duelsthat had been taking place with
greater frequency since SiDrakkon turned Tyr.

Others said that he' d bodily insulted some maiden dragonelle and she d taken the traditiond revenge of a
femae wronged and discarded.

The Copper returned to his cushions and his mate, exceptionaly happy to bein Anaeaand out of the
Imperia Resort and its feuds. He dept with his neck across hersin silent appreciation.

S0 eager werethe Felissarathsto bein their new digsthat they started hunting for caves amost
immediately, and turned over dl the day-to-day temple dutiesto him.

Now that he had hiswings he hunted for NiVVom, searching the mountains to the south, but there was no
sign of him. He spent arather cold night in the mountains—the Upper World made him fed exposed and
watched; hedidn’t like it, even when the unpredictable westher was nice—and flew back in the morning.

It wasabrilliant, clear day. The sort of day that wouldn't think about being evil, and instead put off ill
tidings until the next overcast.

He saw adistant dot. It was a dragon, male—and therefore not Nilrasha, nor FelLissarath. It was
light-colored, reflecting the sun, perhapswhite.

He beat hiswings hard toward it. He hoped if it was NiVom he' d recognize him rather than think him an
n, despite the improbability of hisbeing inthe air. The dragon turned alittle, not running away then,
but coming toward him.

They rushed toward each other with frightening speed. The Copper saw that it was alight shade of
bronze, though agood dea smaller than Father, at least Father as he remembered him. The dragon
ganed dtitude at the last moment, as though seeking an advantage, and the Copper veered away, fearing
atailstrike on hisweak wing and upset by something odd about itslines.

The dragon had arider!

The implications so upset the Copper that he dropped toward the palace asfast as he dared—Rayg said
that he couldn’t be certain that the joint wouldn't give way under what he called “extraordinary stress’
but refused to further defineit.

Hiswing held as heleveled off, making for the Saircase cut into the side of the mountain, topped by the
familiar outlines of the dragon paace.

The other dragon—for some reason the term hag-ridden popped into his head, but he couldn’t
remember the origins, perhaps it was some story mother dragonstold their hatchlings to compel them to
behave—followed his course, though it made no attempt to catch up.

He camein for alanding at the wide lower entrance hall, and Fourfang trotted up.

“Get my mate and Nilrasha. Danger!”



Fourfang glanced up and turned around, doing afair attempt at running on al foursto get back insde the
palace.

The Copper backed into the entrance to get solid Anaegan stone between himself and the stranger—there
was that term again, hag-ridden.

The man shouted words down at him, but he couldn’t comprehend their meaning.
“May | land?’ the dragon roared.
“What isit, my lord?’ Halaflora said from the entrance.

“Stay back. If afight begins, use your flame to help me and then run for the Lower World.” He stuck his
head out. Oh, thiswas cowardly! He stepped out.

“Cry parley and land away. Beneath me, now.”

The dragon turned one more circle and landed well, though it rocked the man in hisleather seet alittle.
The hag-rider wrapped the reins around a curved tooth at the front of his seat and hopped off, though he
kept hold of aropelinking him to his leather sest.

The Copper tried not to stare at the elaborate reins linking dragon, head and wing, to therider. There
were copper rings punched through the skin of the dragon to better fix the lines. He wondered if that hurt.

The man glubbed out afew words.

“That'sParl,” Haaflorasaid. “It’ satrade tongue here on the surface.”

“Can you spek it?’

“Only afew words. | know agresting.”

“Thensay it.”

She coughed something out that sounded like the mindless yapping of adog.
The man took off his hemet and said something in return.

“He sbeing palite,” shesaid.

And there the conversation sputtered and died out. The man spoke to his mount, and the dragon said, in
arather thick accent: “We have cometo bring peace.”

“That’sgood. | hope you may aso goin peace.”

The dragon trandated for the hag-rider. The man responded, through his dragon: “We seek dliesina
great war. A war that unites dragon and man againgt their common enemy.”

Hawks and mice uniting against the dogs and cats! The Copper didn’t know what to make of it, but he
wasin the lmperid line and needed to answer well.

“If you are so united,” the Copper said, “why do you need to speak the man’s words? Why do you fly
tied head and wing tip to the man? Answer methat, and don’t bother saying anything to him.”

The bronze looked nonplussed.



“I tell the man that, and he will be angry,” the bronze said.
“All the more reason not to trandateit.”

The hag-rider yapped something.

“That wasa'What?” Haaflorasaid.

The Copper smelled Nilrasha lurking somewhere. He suspected she was dipping around the side of the
palace, next to the sairs.

“Itisagreat war,” the bronze said. “Wewin battles.”

“I'm happy for you, then. I'll welcome any dragon who wishesto comein friendship, parley, and leavein
peace. Leave your men at home, though. It’ s bad mannersto bring armed men into afree dragon’s
home.”

The dragon said something to the man, but it didn’t take long. The Copper suspected much of the
wordplay had been lost. He hoped the meaning remained.

The man showed his teeth and raised his hand to his chin. He gave atwist of hishand, asthough fixing his
faceplate.

“We may return,” the dragon said.
“Yes, | think that wasit,” Haaflora added.

The man climbed back up onto the bronze and took up the reins. He prodded the bronze with his pointy
boots, and the hag-ridden dragon flapped up into the clean blue sky.

“I think I’'m going to be sick,” Nilrashasaid, looking up. “The cresture sriding him like ahorse.”

“If that' sthe great dliance, | think we should have no part of it,” Halaflorasaid. “I’d sooner trust a
dwarf.”

That night the three of them talked the matter over acrossthe feasting floor.

Nilrashatoreinto her med of kern-fattened pig, tearing off lusty bits and swalowing them, while
Halafloraatein her usud dainty style dueto her trouble swalowing.

They presented a pretty contrast, the Copper thought. But he couldn’t consider aesthetics.
“I think we'll havetotdl Tyr SDrakkon. Thisisamatter for him.”

No one objected to the compound name, a serious insult had they been back at the Rock. At least in that
respect, al three were alike.

“I"'m going to send word through the bats. I'm afraid it will get confused, so I’ll follow to answer
questions,” the Copper said.

“What if the rider comes back? Shouldn't you be here?’ Nilrasha asked.

“I’m not even sure I’m the Upholder. The Felissaraths have moved to their lodge cave, but they till
attend dl the Anaean ceremonies, preside over them, infact.”



“I would go for you, your honor. But | cannot leave my post,” Nilrashasaid.

“You could leaveit in my hands,” Haaflorasaid. “1 took the Firemaiden oath. | never did anything with
the other maidens, but does that make the oath lessvaid?’

The Copper felt trapped between duty and need.

“No. | may need to argue, or even challenge. I'll beg the FeLissaraths to return to the palace long enough
for meto return to the Lavadome. | can break tradition and fly to one of the griffaran cutsin the
mountaingde. Thisisimportant enough. | can make thejourney at night and rest in the day and be there
intwo days.”

“Will your wing hold up? Y ou'll befar from help if that man’s contraption fails” Halaflorasaid.
“If thejoint fails after dl thistesting and triad, Rayg will wish I’ d been on the other side of theworld.”

“Y our blood certainly was up tonight,” Halaflora said, asthey settled into their deeping chamber. His
mate had turned severa of the stone globesinto rather comfortable backrests, thanks to cushions stuffed
with bird feathers. “I' ve never seen you likethis. Isthiswhat war islike?’

“No. Nothing like this, and Spirits keep it that way.”

“What way?’

“Far from here”

“You smdl hat. | thought certainly you' d take your jade up tonight.”
Theworld froze for amoment. “Y ou thought what?”

Rheafinished cleaning out her mistress s ears and scurried out of the room. Had the girl put on weight?
Ten other equally trivid thoughts washed through his head, so eager was he to avoid the consequences of
thinking about what his mate had just said.

“I'm sorry. Am | being too direct? All those years with SMevolant as abrother. Some time at night to
relax and refresh, then.”

“She' saFiremaid. She swore an oath. | swore an oath to you, for that matter. She' snot...not my lover.”

“Oh, RuGaard. My lord, | won't be hurt by the truth. | married a dragon, not some perfumed flower.
There snothing wrong with ajade for adragonin your...in your Stuation. Because of my hedth.”

“Have you gone mad?’ He didn't mean it, but the words came out. Anything to stop her from going on.
“Our mating wasn't areal mating, after al. Asmuch asit meant to me.” Shelooked down.

“I had no ideayou felt that way,” he said at last. They each studied opposite corners of theroom for a
moment. What came out next was inspired by kindness, rather than love, but he meant every word of it.
“Darling. Let' s be mated again, then. Or mated for the first time. Whatever you cal it. In tight spots,
during wars and so forth, dragons have been known to mate underground. It’ stactics, you know. Just a
meatter of pogtion.”

Shelooked up at him, blushing.



“Canwe? Redly? Would it be...proper?’
“Proper? Probably not. But it'll be exciting.”

The sunrosein front of the mountainsto the west and lit the night-curtains with its orange glow.
West?In front of the mountains?

The Copper’ s duggish brain took its time apprehending the wrongness of the lighting. He opened another
eye and righted himself, rose, and put his head out of the curtains.

Flames dotted the plateau, but they were nothing compared to the conflagration below the temple. The
city of the kern kingswas a solid mass of fire.

He saw dragonwings slhouetted againgt the flames, and then another set, and another, flyinginaline.
“What isit, my lord?” hismate said.

He pushed the curtains open with histail. “War.”

“RuGaard.” He heard a dragon voice from above, soft yet ingstent.

With a single soft wing-best, Felissarath dighted on the top of the temple, keegping to the shadows. His
mate followed.

“We haveterrible news,” Felissarath said.

“A moment.” He turned to Halaflora. “ Get the thralls and such meats as can be easily carried. Go to the
Firemaid chamber. If they come into the palace, bring the roof down on top of the entrance and head
down into the Lower World. Have Nilrashafight and delay them; you just run. Leave the thrals behind if
you must, but find the Drakwatch and tell them Anaea’ s been attacked by man-ridden dragons.”

“I understand. Thank you for not treating melike...like...”

“I know. They may not come here. They may just be after gold.” He wished he could summon a prrum,
and instead rubbed his snout on hers. “ Go.”

Assheleft by the inner exit he climbed out on his balcony and up. Together the three dragons watched
the flames spread.

“Lessthan ascore, do you think, my love?’ Felissarath’'s mate said.

“They’re causing confusion,” the Copper said, watching atrio of dragonsland. “Burning the city but
landing at the palaces. | think they’re after gold.”

Felissarath spoke: “ They’ re man-ridden, RuGaard. We had a brush with one, but we lost him by going
to ground by theriver.”

“1 know.”

“RuGaard, the Tyr must betold of this, the faster the better. Thank the Air Spirit for that clever thrall.
Take the skyway to the plateau—"

“Yes, Upholder, | know.”



“After thisnight you'll be Upholder, | fear.”
“What do you mean?’

His mate spoke: “We need a prisoner or two. Find out who they are and where they came from.” She
dared into hiseyes.

“The most dangerous game of al, my love? We must be careful. They’ Il be tougher than wild griffaran.”
He turned back to the Copper. “Y ou must make the best speed you can to the Imperia Resort and
come back with everything the Tyr can send. He should come himsdlf, at that.”

“Oh, for DharSii’sold aerid host at thishour,” she said.
“Well try from above, dear. Don't frame againgt the moon—"
“Am | awet-wing?’

The Copper only hdf listened to them talk. He watched another trio of dragons comein, landing on a
triangular temple top. It was hard to see at this distance, but it seemed figures dropped off the dragons as
soon asthey landed. The dragonstook off again dmost immediately.

“Thisisfor my benefit aswell,” Felissarath said. “We may get lucky and snatch one out of the saddle. In
case of trouble, make for the big smoke column and climb. Whatever happens, we shouldn’t lead them
back here. If we're separated, we' |l go to the high pass lookout and meet there. RuGaard, are you ill
here?’

The Copper extended hiswings. “Back in three daysif | can. Four days at most. More means|’m
dead.”

“If you don’t see usagain, lad, remember us every time you take awild bighorn,” FeLissarath’ s mate
sad.

The Copper launched himsdlf into the night.

It took timeto gain dtitude, and he did so on the dark side of the mountain backing up the temple. Curse
the bright moon tonight!

He saw the Felissaraths take off from their palace and whedl around north to keep the attacking dragons
on the moon side. He saw them gain dtitude.

Three shapes dropped out of the sky upon them, faling like hawks.

The FeLissaraths closed up on each other, with the mae dipping alittle below the femae, guarding his
mate svulnerable belly.

Suddenly the old Upholdersflipped over on their backs, practicaly bending their spinesin half. Tailsa
blur, they struck their lead pursuer, one high and one low.

The Copper saw an object fal, turning cartwhed s asit plummeted to the plateau. He suspected—no,
rejoiced—that it was one of the hag-riders. The dragon they struck convulsed inthe air and fell,

limp-winged.

But the two following avoided their quarry-turned-hunters and broke, one high and to the right, one low
and to theleft, aterrible perfection in their evolutions.



The male siwung under his mate again, guarding her, and the low-flying dragon passed under him.
Fel issarath twitched in midair, turned sideways, and began a stiff-winged fall to the surface.

Thefemdeflew to theaid of her mate, diving, but that just gave the one who turned high an opportunity.
It dove on her, claws extended like a hawk after aduck, and raked her across the back.

The Copper saw onewing rise, fluttering.

But she wasn't done yet. She lashed up with her neck, got her teeth in her opponent’ stail, and folded her
wings. With her weight clinging to him, the other dragon couldn’t stay aoft, and the pair beganto fall,
whirling around and around to destruction on the plateau. The femae pulled hersalf up her opponent’ stail
and dug into hisbdly, trading bites as they went down.

So passed the Upholders of Anaea.

The Copper swung around toward the remaining hag-ridden dragon. He was descending to the aid of the
other rider. But he saw another formation of three coming in, late to the fight but arriving before he could.

He couldn’t match the flying of the FeLissaraths, |et aone the guided enemy dragons working in concert.
No flame, dmost blind in one eye, and abad wing. He wouldn’t even get one. He turned east for the
Lavadome.

But in his ascent, watching the aeria dudl, he' d passed out of the shadow of the mountain and into
moonlight. Heredlized it too late.

The three hag-ridden dragons flapped their wingsin unison asthey turned toward him.

Chapter 25

T hey made no gresat effort to catch up to him as he fled east. After closing to two-score dragonlengths,
they seemed content to trail him.

The long flight exhausted him. He passed over unfamiliar country, dry and rocky and dotted with widely
spaced patches of vegetation clinging precarioudy to what he suspected were seasond water supplies.
Therewaslittle Sgn of habitation in thiswaste.

Thanksto hisinjury, he couldn’t manipulate hiswing to take the wind at afavorable angle, and he
suspected he was ex-pending as much effort just to glide between besats as he would climbing. His
srength would fail before dawn.

And on and on glided the pursuit. Didn't they have buildingsto burn and gold to sted? Why didn’t they
close and put an end to him?

Painful beat-glide. Painful beat-glide. Painful beat-glide. On and on through the night.
A black scar broke the moonlit ground ahead.

Could it be the Tooth Cavern? He knew it opened to the sky not far north of the bridge at the Lower
World. He altered his course alittle south.

Fool! Morethefool! The change proved to be atelltale to the pursuing dragons. They besat their wings
harder, closing.

He expended what strength he had | ft trying to stay ahead; <till they closed.



And 4till they fired no weapon, just kept him under observation.

At last the cavern wasin his glide-path. No eegant flying, just asmple turn and descent. He closed his
wingsalittleto hurry it, making for the canyon floor.

The leading two followed. Thethird stayed above, watching the action.

He looked frantically for some sign of the tunnel, the enclosure of the Lower World, but there was none.
Columns of rock could be seen ahead; perhaps they were the beginnings of the teeth.

Reaching the stone columns, he swerved around one, the next painfully bashing hiswing tip when he
miscaculated histurn. Now the lead flier was closer behind, his companion alittle farther back, and the
Copper didn’t dareroll his good eye toward the sky lest he hit the cavern’sside.

There. Darkness ahead. As adragon he could see well enough. He wondered how good the night vision
of theriderswas. Would they let ther fliers choose their own path?

He whipped into darkness, and thefirst pursuer drew even closer.

These rocks he knew. He' d flown around them often enough in his practice flights as Rayg tested the
joint brace.

Thefat one ahead, in fact, had a deceptively wide but shallow route around the east Side, and a narrow
but deep channel to the | eft.

He approached the fat rock as though going around the east, then at the last moment rolled and shot
through the west gap. But instead of continuing down the cavern he stayed in the turn, hoping to meet his
pursuer coming around the other sde—anything but nose-tip to nose-tip.

A flash, athump in hiswing, and they were past each other.

He found himsdlf flying headlong toward the second hag-ridden dragon. Therider put ashimmering piece
of metal to his shoulder and something whirled past his ear, turning tight circles asit cut theair—a
crossbow bolt.

The Copper dove for the surface, and so did his opponent. He rose to turn and the opposing dragon
lashed out with a saa as they passed, opening awound in hisbely.

He turned back south for the bridge.

Now thethird dragon descended, itsrider leaning over and struggling with his weapon. The Copper
made for the tunnel, but the second pursuer banked in front of him. The rider hurled some kind of
gpparatus of chain and stedl balls but missed, thanksto the tight turn his mount was making in the narrow
walls of the canyon.

Ahead the Copper saw the first dragon shooting out of the mouth of the cave, the strapped-on leather
chair hanging askew and reinsloose and flying free in the breeze. He' d dismounted the rider!

Now in the cave he saw the hag-rider sprawled on the floor, unconscious or dead. He flapped into the
canyon, the darkness promising safety, but still one dragon followed.

He didn't have time to wonder what had happened to the third.
The chasm descended sharply and he banked around a bend, and there ahead was the bridge.



Heloosed abelowing war cdl: * Firemaidens, cry havoc!”
He turned for the south side of the bridge and a crossbow bolt punched through hiswing.

Under the bridge and up, he saw two shapes hiding at the openings of the short tunnel through one of the
rocky “teeth” on the new bridge. Asthe dragon trailing him closed they loosed their flame and spread it.

The dragon closed itswings, and the rider crossed shield-elbowed in front of the Copper’sface. They
passed through flame together, the aily, burning mess diding off dragonscale but clinging to therider’'s
exposed surfaces. The dragon flipped over, whether by orders, ingtinct, or accident, dlowing thefireto
fal off.

Until astalagmite clipped off itsrider from thewaist up as negtly asablade.
Now unguided, the dragon turned and fled, passing over the bridge thistime.
A Firemaid spread her wingsto pursue.

“No!” the Copper cdled, landing. “ There' s another waiting out there.”

Alert Firemaidens guarded each end of the under-construction bridge and the tunndl in the center. The
Copper felt confident they could dedl with the remaining rider, even if the dragons assisted. They didn't
seem like wdl-trained tunnel fighters, judging from their performance as soon asthewallsclosed in.

“What' s your name?’ he asked his rescuer.
“Adees, your honor.”

“Adeeq, there' sarider down out there. If he' still dive, bring him back that way. If he'snaot, bring his
body and whatever dropped weaponry you find. I'll fly above, close to the cavern ceiling, and keep
watch. If they come down on you, turn tail and fly like the wind. Perhaps| can surprise them.”

Asit turned out, they retrieved the corpse without incident. Perhaps, having lost two riders, the remaining
one flew back to wherever they came from to report.

He was a squatty sort of man, tanned and dark-haired, very different from the thin, darker, well-formed
men of Anaea. His beard wasdmost asfull asadwarf’s, and he had severd layers of clothing onto
protect him from the cold.

Rayg was most interested in the crosshow quarrels he found in aleather case strapped on theman’s
thigh. They were wooden, with nickd-silver tips, and two thin glass tubes to either side just behind the
arrowhead containing aclear liquid.

“I"'m guessing that’ s poison,” Rayg said.

He carefully emptied the glass tubes on the ground, rinsed out the glass, then put them back in the Sides
of the quarrel. He wrapped his hand in a bit of leather and drove the quarrd into the dirt.

“Fascinating,” he said, extracting the point.
13 YS’?’

“When the head dtrikesit dides down the shaft, just the width of my thumb. But it’ s enough to shatter the



glass, putting both viadsinto the wound.”

The Copper thought back to the fight over Anaea. “| saw Felissarath pass over one. Hedied withina
few seconds. | thought an arrow found one of his hearts, but it could have been one of these.”

“A few seconds, you say? That’ sadeadly toxin, to bring down adragon so fast.”
“Perhgpsit found a heart after all.”

“Y ou should take that into consideration when fighting these dragon-riders. The quarrds are light; |
suppose every hit of weight counts when you' re loading adragon. Unless they were fired from avery
close range, they probably wouldn’t go through scale without alucky shot.”

“‘Close’ and ‘probably’ are not exact enough that | wish to bet my lifeonit. I'm exhausted. | need a
meal. Oh, and find one of my bats. I'll give him anip of blood if it would hurry him down the tunnd in
search of the Drakwatch.”

The Copper sent messenger bats in both directions on the western road looking for Drakwatch patrols,
bearing arequest to hurry to Anaeaand assist the Upholder’ s mate and the Firemaid at the cave mouth.

Upholder’ s mate. His mate. Sickly little Haaflora. So much depended on a cripple and awesakling.
Whatever Spirit had put into dragons' nature the desire to contest every mouthful, with the weskest dying
off, must be having agood, etheredl laugh at thet.

Rayg found one other item on the dragon-rider and brought it to him before one of the Firemaids ateiit. It
was an odd little pendant on athin chain, atiny figure of aman standing with hisarmsand legs
outstretched withinacircle,

“I wonder what that could mean?’
“Man’sfirg destiny,” Rayg said.
“Y ou know that symbol ? Where doesit come from?’

“The barbariansin thefar north. I'm...familiar with them. They’ ve got afew prophets and shamanswho
say lifeislike agreat game between gods of each of the races, and we' re all just pieces dropped into the
world and taken up again when we fal to an opponent’ s piece.”

“That’ sagrim way to think about life.”

“The oneswho wear this believe man is destined to rule the earth—worlds, Upper and Lower, as
dragonsthink of it. Man will eventudly remove dl the blighters, the elves, the dwarves—"

“Dragonstoo?’
“They don't spesk of it much, but | bdieveit’simplicit in their philosophy.”

“Y ou get better with the dragon tongue every day, Rayg. You'rean intelligent fellow. I'm glad you aren’t
wearing one of those.”

“l wasonce,” hesad. “Now I’'mjust hereto finish abridge.”



After getting landmarks from the Firemaid, the Copper scouted the mouth of the cavern asthe sun et the
next day. Hetook ashort, circular flight. There was no sign of his pursuers—or pursuer, rather. It was
hard to think of dragons aslittle more than brute service animas; he till couldn’t quite get hismind
around theidea.

Satisfied, he hurried west at the best speed he could manage. Luckily the wind here blew hard out of the
northeast, adirection he vaguely knew to hold the Inland Ocean.

He managed to take down the smelliest, hairiest herbivore on four legs he' d ever encountered and, using
thetiny gob of flame that was, as ever, dl he could ignite, set fire to some brush to cook its skin off. Even
the smoky scent didn’t help the taste.

He saw the plateau along way off, arriving in the late afternoon. It was an unusua sort of mountain range;
al the peakswere so close to one another in height that from a distance they appeared identical. Only
once you came closer did you see the variety in formations.

The plateau over the Lavadome was smaler, lower, and rounder than that of Anaea. Instead of being
lush and green, it steamed and smoked.

Hefound one of the shaftsthe griffaran used and circled down toward it.
Two griffaran flgpped up to chalenge him, but recognized him, he supposed, by his bad limb.

“Good wind, egg saver!” one said, floating beside him effortlesdy. The mixture of lizard and bird looked
alittleless srange doft, thanksto its colorful wings.

“I’'m on urgent business. | must use one of your shafts, and | can’t be delayed. One of you, fly ahead and
tell the Tyr | must seehimassoon as| land.”

“Follow, then.”

The griffaran had to wait severa timesfor him to catch up. He made the rather terrifying drop through the
shaft—plummeting with wings folded into ashadowy gap was abit of exhilaration he could do
without—but it wasn’t afar fal, and his eyes adjusted ingtantly to the tall cavern of the water ring.

He paused for water and to catch his breeth, then went aoft again for the last, mercifully short leg to the
Imperid Resort.

He made for the top of Black Rock and the griffaran swooped in front of him.
“Yark! No. No landings on Gardens. Through kitchens now fastest.”

Next, he supposed, SiDrakkon would forbid flying in the Lavadome, or bathing in theriver. The orange
streams of lava, once S0 bright and beautiful againg the otherworldly crystaline surface of the dome,
seemed to have picked up on SiDrakkon’ s dour moods and now |ooked gloomy to him. Or maybe his
eyeshadn’t fully converted over to tunnel-sight yet.

He madefor the red glow and smoke of the kitchens, and landed next to a pile of dead swine.
Thralls scattered.

He hurried past boiling vats and frying platters, smelling the sweet of the nearly naked kitchen workers.
He knew the rest of theway to the Tyr’sdoor.

NoSohoth, meeting him on the stairs, started babbling about Skotl and Wyrr, of course. “ There sbeen a



duel on damogt every hill. The mating between SuUpshauant and Deresa—broke, now, and the Skotl
blame the Wyrr, and the Wyrr blame the Skotl side. Hardly amoon goes by wherewedon't lose a
dragon. Now there’ saWyrr Drakwatch and a Skotl, and they spend their whole time brawling with each
other. CuTarin hill and the north side have threatened to burn each other’ s herds—"

“Thisiswar news, man.”

“War? The empireis cracking. After cracks, pieces crumble off. Then collapse. If the Kayai Uphold
declares independence—"

“Flames burn in Anaea as we spesk.”

“Then you must speak to the Tyr. Except he’ sin his Gardens. He won't emerge until this evening, when
thelight fals”

“I know my way to the Gardens.”

Though he knew the way, awide-bodied Skotl, fully twice hisweight, blocked the tunnel up to the
courtyard and the gardens.

“Tyr levd,” the smal mountain of scale grunted.
“Please, Skatl, let him pass,” NoSohoth said. “1t’ swar news.”
“I have my order,” the Skotl said.

Not smart enough to remember more than one, NoSohoth mind-spoke to him. The Copper thought it a
rareintimacy.

“I'm mated to the Sster of hismate. He can seeme.”

The Skotl’ s eyes narrowed as he tried to work out the family dynamics.
“Y ou see Imfamnia, then,” the Skotl said.

“Oh, very well.”

NoSohoth led him, the Copper nudging him aong whenever hetried to stop and talk politics. They found
Imfamniain Tighlia s old quarters. She' d mounted colored quartz and sheer fabricsin her balconiesand
gdleries, bathing the room in a hideous watery color trying to be green.

“Tighlialiveswith the Anklenesnow,” NoSohoth said. “ Shefdl into arage and started burning the silks
and smashing Imfamnia sglasswork with her tail.”

They found Imfamniawith SMevolant. A thral was painting her griff, and another dave was mixing
colorsfor the onewith the brush.

“No, dull as passwater,” SMevolant said as she lowered her griff and turned her head thisway and that.
“Would you consider having gemstones embedded?’

“But then my griff wouldn't close up properly.”
“That may become the new fashion, then. Remember, as queen of the Lavadome you set the style.”

Tyr' smate was awaystitle enough for Tighlia, NoSohoth thought.



“Mate-sster,” the Copper said, breaking in on the decorating. “1 must seethe Tyr at once.”
“NoSohoth, | thought there were orders about guests without invitations,” SiMevolant said.

The Copper came forward, the quartz-filtered light making the whole interview dreamlike. “ Anaeahas
been attacked. By men flying on dragons.”

“BEwwww. That must look afright,” SMevolant said. “ Skin tones”

Mother had warned him that he would have to overcome. But there were few foes asimplacable as
Supidity.

“Quiet, love)” Imfamniasaid. “You'll find my matein his Gardens” She walked over to curtainsdividing
this chamber from another, opened them, and then stuck her head outside and said afew words.

“Not you, NoSohoth,” she said as the Copper moved toward the gardens. * Family only.”

The Copper passed out under two silver-clawed griffaran perched high to keep watch over the Tyr's
privacy. He saw SiDrakkon in one of the warm poals.

One of his human femaes washed him behind the crest by sitting astride him, ablanket-szed piece of soft
leather polishing Tyr SiDrakkon's scale, grinding her body back and forth. Therest of hishuman females
bathed, or lounged, or ate, or anointed one another with oils taken from silver vids.

A muscular blighter brought forward ahuge, polished turtleshell of wine. He grunted as he set it down.

“Idiot!” SiDrakkon roared. He knocked the vessdl over. “ Silver! | won't drink out of anything that isn't
slver”

The blighter scurried away in the direction of the banquet entrance.
“The purity of slver! | require purity!”

The Copper approached and bowed. A few of the women covered themselves and cleared the way
between the dragons.

SDrakkon glared a him. “ Everything around meis tainted and corrupt!”

The Copper didn’t know whether it would be more dangerous to agree or disagree. One of the griffaran
fluffed up hisfeathers and shifted his stance, leaning forward alittle.

“Why am | being disturbed, RuGaard?’

“Bad news from Anaea. WEe ve been attacked. Dragons, hag-ridden by men. I’ ve seen it with my own
eyes. They control them somehow.”

Blighters extracted big river stonesfrom his bath and disappeared as three more emerged and dropped
the oven-hot stonesin. “Y ou can stop that now,” SiDrakkon said to the blighters. “I'm climbing out.”

He lowered his head so the females could dry hisears and griff. “I’ ve heard these odd fables before,
RuGaard. Men riding dragons come and take away young mae dragons and insert logsinto their—”

“No, they came with flame. They dueled and killed the FeLissaraths.”
“My Upholder? Murdered?’



“They fdl in battle. The riders use poisoned quarrelsfired from crossbows.”

“War, eh?’ He climbed out of the steaming pool, and water cascaded off hisscalesinto thetiles. It ranin
channds down toward the lower Gardens. “War may shake the Lavadome out of the madnessthat
seemsto have crept in. I'll call for dragons and appoint a grand commander for the Drakwatch. Revive
thetitle of aerid host commander. Perhaps ||l assume the responsibilities mysdlf.”

Whatever hisfaults, SiDrakkon could at least act decisvely when it cameto war.
“Will you come yoursdlf, Tyr?’ the Copper asked.

“No. Anaeamay be afeint. The griffaran have reported strange dragons above the Lavadome, but they
awaysfleenorth at sunrise. If | wanted to attack the Lavadome, I’ d strike the most distant Uphold too,
and draw our forces asfar from the main blow as possible.”

He shifted alittle to |et the women dry hisunderside, but he did it mechanicdly, grinding histeeth ashe
thought.

“You'll be host commander, RuGaard. Y ou’ ve seen me at war and know what to do. Strike fast and
grike hard, and keep striking until the war isover.”

“I'veleft my mate back in Anaea. | must return at once.”

“Of course. Y ou can take my persond flying guard with you; the Skotl bodyguard can remain.
AuBdagraveisin charge of the flying guard. Y ou remember him from the Drakwaich. | believe you
served together. That'll give you animmediate force.”

“Thank you, Tyr.”

“Oh. | heard about this bat messenger service of yours. Let’ stak again whenthisisover. I'veanidea
that we could expand it.”

“They don’'t do it for love of us, Sir, but the taste of our blood.”

“Wadll, there are afew fat dragons here that could do with alittle bleeding. Get back to your mate,
Upholder, and keep meinformed. Try to find out more about this enemy.”

Chapter 26

H erested for afew hoursin aspare nook Imfamniaoffered him. With the numbers of the Imperid line
dropping, and the increased space closing off much of the top level of the Imperial Resort, there were
rooms and cushionsto spare.

She even offered him abowlful of gold. “For family only,” she said, asthough the gold could tell the
difference. “Have as much asyou like; my mate eets only slver these days.”

He ate but afew coins, not wanting to haveto fly with a chest’ sworth of heavy metasin hisbelly.

After checking with SiDrakkon one last time, to seeif any additiond orders or circumstances arose—"“I'll
try to send as many asthirty dragons,” Tyr SiDrakkon promised—he departed with AuBaagrave and
the other two dragons.

They were good fliers, lean and wide-winged, and he held them back the whole way. He wondered how
many dragonswould really be sent. Using NiVom'sold formula, perhgps six or seven might makeit dl



the way to the Uphold.

They approached the plateau at night. The Copper, his hearts pounding, crossed the mountain line and
looked firgt to the Upholder’ s palace temple.

It looked intact.
“Havetwo dragonsfly high. Justin case,” he called to AuBaagrave usng mind-speech. “Y ou follow.”

The words must not have come through clearly, because AuBa agrave took another dragon and gained
dtitude. Well, mind-speech wasn't a perfect form of communication among dragons who hadn’t been

long together.

If anything, the plateau was darker than usud at night. The hearth fires sometimes glowing out of
windows didn’t givethe city itsusua ghostly glow. But there would be time to survey the damagein

daylight.

The paace temple had been scorched about the roof, and one of the stone globes had been knocked off
the roofing. Another was missing entirely, and judging from the cracksin thelong set of sairsit had been
sent bouncing down to the fields and woods benegth.

“Hdafloral Nilrashal” he caled as he landed, ready to tear into any dragon but his mate or guardian
Fremad.

Fourfang waved from behind a stone.
“All deep be—"

“We rein thelower chambers, asyou asked, my love,” Haafloracaled, surprisingly loudly for her small
frame.

Helooked at hisescort. “Tell AuBaagravethat I’ d like one dragon to stay aoft, keeping watch. The
othersmay rest, and I'll send food if there’ sany to be had. Don’t go down into the valley to scavenge;
the humansthere are frightened enough.”

The Copper descended to the mouth of the Lower World. Two members of the Drakwatch stood guard
at the tunnel, now partly blocked with piled stone and timbers. Nilrasha dept atop the blockage, but she
winked at him with an eye and fluttered a griff.

“Asu-ra, that kern king, was up here,” Halaflorasaid. “He cried. He wanted to know why the dragons
had loosed such fury on them.”

“Youtold himit wasn't our doing, | hope.”

“| said there are good and evil dragons, just like there are good and evil weather gods. | think he
understood.”

“That' s abetter reply than | could have produced, with haf the valey floor aflame.”

“They were &fter gold. They didn’t even stel any women or children, which | thought warriors dways
did.”

“What happened here?’

“They knocked down some statues and set fireto afew curtains. | believe they wanted to show their



contempt for us more than to try to kill us. They never so much as ventured inside, though the upper level
isentirely open, asyou know.”

“Don’'t forget the mess on the steps,” Nilrasha croaked.

“What happened on the steps?’

“They used it asatoilet pit,” Halaflorasaid. “ Just alittle water and scrubbing. Hardly worth mentioning.”
“Areyouwell, dear?’ he asked hismate.

“Better than ever, my lord. Y ou know, | think dl this stimulation agrees with me. | dmost fed asthough |
could fly, if | found a high enough ledge and caught agood updraft.”

“Let’sput the Uphold back in order before dropping you off any cliffs, shal we?’ hesad.
“How werethingswith Tyr SiDrakkon?’

“War dways seemsto put him in better spirits. He sent three dragons with me and promised more, and a
grand commander of the Drakwatch.”

“Grand commander? | didn’'t know there were as many in the Drakwatch as that anymore. So few of the
drakes from the better families volunteer. Y ou must tel me al the news of my ssters and brother.”

“Let’ssave politicsand family newsuntil I’ ve esten.”
“I’ve been saving afat caf the kern king offered just for you. Would you carefor the liver, Nilrasha?’
The Firemaid yawned. “Very kind of you, lady. Yes, | could do with some dinner.”

“Fourfang,” the Copper said, “see about feeding the dragons who came with me. Where' sRhea? I’'m
caked with grit.”

“Wonderful news, my lord. She and that clever man of yours are mated! She' sgoing to issue, or
whatever they cdl it!”

“Whelp?’ Nilrashaasked.

“I think it' sgive birth,” the Copper said. “ All the more reason for adinner. We should send her some
stewed brains and the tongue. I’ ve heard that' s good for brooding.”

“Oh, I'm saving thosefor me, my love.”

“You don't think—"

“Wemay have hatchlings. 1s't it wonderful

“That could be dangerousfor you. Y our mother told me—"

“Oh, forget my mother. She' sawayslooking a the dark side of things. I ll wager she’ sback inthe
Lavadome now, foretelling alossin the war against these riders and lamenting the weaknesses of dragons
these days. Our causeisjust, so we are sure to triumph, are we not, my lord?’

Perhapsthat iswhy Tighliamated us, the Copper thought. We both have what she called the smpleton’s
faith.



Dinner passed in amore jovia mood than the Copper would have expected with destruction al around.
Thanksto the guard overhead and outside, they ventured to the upper level and ate upon the feasting
floor. Nilrashamade jokes, and Halaflora ate with unusuad enthusiasm.

Or perhaps her expectations wereforcing her appetite.

“A griffaran comes!” the watchdragon aoft outside bellowed. “He makes the sgna-wing of bearing
important news for the Upholder, from the Tyr himsdf.”

“A message? But you just got here,” Hadaflorasaid. “Whatever could it mean?”’
“I’ d better seeto that,” the Copper said, rising and taking the exit that would bring him to the stairs.

The griffaran dighted on one of the globes-atop-squares flanking the long staircase down the
mountainside.

“Yark! Upholder RuGaard?’
“Yes,” the Copper said. Fourfang trotted up with atorch.

“Written message. Sent yesterday.” The bird detached a tube from some sort of hook initstail feethers
and passed it to him.

“Y ou must have flown straight here without a break. Have you eaten? Fourfang, go down to the pool and
seeif thereare any fish there”

“Read messagefirdt,” the griffaran said. “ Then duty done.”

The tube was one of NoSohoth's message tubes, certainly. Heflicked off the sealing wax with a.claw-tip
and extracted the paper insde.

TYRDEAD. PEACE DECREED. TYR SSIMEVOLANT RULES. RETURN AT ONCE.

The Copper blinked, unable to believe his eyes. Each pair of words was harder to believe than the last.
Bwaaaazaak!
He garted. That was ablighter darm horn!

It blew again, sounding from the dining chamber. His hearts froze for a second; then he soread open his
wings and flew up to the balcony on the upper level. He crashed through the tattered, burned remains of
the evening curtains and saw Halaflora, stretched out and twitching on the floor.

Blood ran from acorner of her mouth. A white-faced Rheastood in the corner, gasping for air, the horn
hanging loose in her hand. Over his mate Nilrasha stood, the claws of one sii bloody, scratched about her

eyes.

“Away from her!” heroared, feding hisfire bladder well. He tripped on hisbad sii and sprawled next to
hismate, but he didn’t care. He rolled her undersize head toward him, but Halaflora s eyes were white



and sghtless.

“She' sdead, my lord,” Nilrashasaid, breathing hard. “ There’ s nothing you can do for her.”

The Copper shook his mate, struck her face, turned her upside down, and shook her until scalesfell off
and skittered across the spotless feasting floor. Finaly he dropped her limp corpse.

“What did you do?" he asked Nilrasha.
“Do?" she choked.
“Shwok’ d?”’

“Am | not speaking clearly enough, you lisping lizard? Y es, shetore off abig piece of thigh—I think it
had abonein it—and lifted her head and gobbled it right down, smiling and happy as can be. It stuck. |
tried to get at it with my i, but | couldn’t reach it without tearing her head off.”

“How did you get wounded?’

“ She panicked. She wasflailing thisway and that instead of |etting me help her, and she scratched me.”
“It'snot like her to take such abig—"

“She’ sbeen ddirious these last few days. She thought she was brooding, stupid thing.”

“Get out of here!”

“But, Ru—I"m sorry about the lisping thing. Y ou do it when you get excited. | shouldn't have said
anything.”

“Just go.”

AuBaagrave and the other dragons arrived, looking for enemies, afight, anything—but they just found
the Upholder, lying againgt his mate. Nilrasha dipped out.

“Leave medone!” the Copper said. “I’'m staying with her until she cools! All of you, get out. No, not
you, Rhea. Clear away thismess.”

The dragons departed, and Rhea bent to pick up the spilled platter of spitted calf.

“Rhea. Please speak to me. For oncein your life, don’t be afraid and speak. Did you see this? What
happened here?’

The pale girl—no, woman; she had aswelling at her midsection and the feeding sacs had
enlarged— ooked at him with terrified eyes. Then she fainted.

He buried Halaflora on the mountainside with agood view of the paace, the vale, and their deeping
chamber. Then hewent to see Nilrashaand found her idling in her bathing pool.

“If I find that you had asii inthis, I'll kill you,” the Copper said.

“Y ou're upset, your honor. | know what you think. Put it out of your mind. She choked. It was aterrible



accident.”
“Y ou're such acareful huntress.”

“Wouldn't | havekilled her long ago? | had opportunities every other day. | could have doneit easly
when we where hiding together, listening to those cursed dragons smashing the upper leve. A quick
pounce and—snap! Shewas so dight, you could practically poke a claw through her. What did the
griffaran messenger want?’

The Copper couldn’t decide whether she was being cdlous or just her usud practical self. Shewasa
born warrior who left the dead behind and kept her regrets, if any, private. But maybe her ingtincts were
such that when she had an enemy, she' d pounce. Grabbing aloin and shoving it down arival’ sthroat
would be too roundabout away of doing it. And if she wanted an accidenta death, she would have just
tossed Halafl ora down that endless flight of steep steps asthey took in the view, and then claimed she

dlipped.

“Wehaveanew Tyr. SMevolant. I’'m to return to the Lavadome. | suspect hisfirst edict will be that
everyone paint themsalves blue or add stripes.”

“Si-SiMevolant? What happened to SiDrakkon?’
“He' sdead. When | saw him last, he looked hedlthy enough.”
“Is SIMevolant smart enough to execute an nation?’

Would akiller be so ready to use that word? the Copper thought. His mind was turning quick enough
circles, and hetried to put Halaflora out of hismind. “He may have just been pretending to be afool so
no one would suspect him. How did thetitle of Tyr fal on those golden haunches, | wonder?”

“Who will you leave in command here?’

“ According to the message, there’ sto be no war. Which sounds like SiMevolant. HE sjust stupid
enough to believe that it takes two to make awar.”

“Chdlenge him if you get the chance,” Nilrashasaid. “Y ou can defeat him. He sbig and thick-scaled, but
he doesn’'t know the firgt thing abouit fighting.”

“I’ve never had much luck with duels. | dways seem to come off theworse,” the Copper said.
“Stll angry withme?’ she asked.
“Only if you killed my mate”

“Do you forget what you said? We can't be mated while she lives. She no longer lives. After a decent
mourning period we can have our happiness. She would have died over your eggs. | can give you many.”

The Copper snorted. “Thisis not the time for that kind of talk.”

“I judt...l just want to know that you don’'t hate me. What must | do to make you believe | tried to save
her? Stuff ahorse down my throat and choke mysaf?’

“Y ou' re too tough to choke on ahorse. | must deep. I’ ve got along flight tomorrow.”

“I| wonder what SMevolant has planned for you?’



“Tyr SMevolant,” the Copper corrected.

“Not for long, | think. Hewon't last his name-year.” She displayed her teeth and rattled her griff.

Heleft AuBdagrave at the Uphold, with ingtructions to defend the temple and inform the kern kings that
he wasin mourning over the death of his mate and would perform no functions, ceremonia or otherwise,
until further notice.

Then hetook to the sky. Thoughts of Halafloratook al thejoy out of flying; now it wasjust adull,
exhausting routine. He broke hisjourney at the Tooth Cavern bridge to speak to Rayg and the
Fremadensand Firemaid.

“Supposedly there | be no war,” the Copper said. “But | want you watchful here nonetheless. I'm sure
these hag-ridden dragons know of the existence of this bridge and this portd into the Lower World. They
may useit to reach the Lavadome.”

The dragons nodded their agreement. Then the Copper pulled Rayg aside, to the little bench where he
kept hisplansand designs.

“I understand you’ re to be congratulated,” the Copper said.
“For what? Congtruction on the bridge has stopped ever since that fight in the cavern.”
“Rhea. You're mated, | hear.”

Rayg looked across at him, sucking on hisfleshy cheeks. “I didn’t know you paid attention to that kind of
thing.”

“I do. How would you like Rhea freed with you?’
“Nothing more, your honor. Y ou would do that?’

“I just need you to turn your brain to onefina project.”
His shoulders dropped. “What' s that?’

“Y ou worked for the dwarves, | understand?’

“Yes, well, it was sort of an gpprenticeship.”

“They understand armor, I’'mtold. | want you to design somekind of armoring for the underside of a
dragon. Enough to keep out one of those poisoned crossbow quarrels. It’ s got to be light, though. No
layersof chanmail.”

“It would helpiif | had one of their crosshowsfor atest firing.”

“A few may have been lost thanksto those riders the Felissaraths downed. I’ [| have Nilrasha hunt for
them.” He reminded himsdf to send amessenger bat as soon as he finished with Rayg.

“Leather would be best, then,” Rayg said, eyesrolling in thought. “ Perhapsif it were stiffened and
reinforced with wire. Or wood flanges.”

“Onemorerequest. It' sgot to look like aregular dragon’sunderskin, at least from adistance.”



Asthere was no emergency, the Copper returned to the Lavadome by the more tiresome—and
cramped—south passage. The entrance was well hidden by athick, multicanopied forest, and he' d never
seen it from the air, only from the ground in his orientation hikesin the Drakwatch. So he had to cast
around alittle before he found the right waterfdl that led toiit.

Hefound Angaliaand another maid guarding the door.

“I comea Tyr SMevolant’ srequest, Angdia, but | cry joy a seeing you again,” he said, figures of
speech being just that. “How do you like your change of scenery?”’

“Warmer, your honor, but ill terrible. The air isso heavy and moidt. | fed it cregping into my lungs. I'll
be dead of afever in ayear; mark my words.”

“It would take atall tablet to mark al your words, Angalia,” her companion observed.

He had no difficulty learning about the death of SiDrakkon on the way to Black Rock. It was dl anyone
talked of, from the youngest drake to the oldest dragon-dame playing with some widower’ s hatchlings.
He' d been found done in his garden bath, dead of some sort of seizure.

“Alone?’ the Copper asked.

He' d named SiMevolant as his heir some time ago, it seemed, though the news had escaped the Copper
in hisfar-off Uphold. Everyonetook it to be akind of joke.

It was NoSohoth who explained it to him, as he ran himsdlf ragged arranging for an audience SMevolant
had commanded for hisline and the principa dragons of the six hills.

“I believe he thought of it asa sort of safeguard against assassination,” NoSohoth said. “With the
Lavadometheway itis, afo—a persondity like SMevolant atop Black Rock would guarantee chaos
and destruction. He figured we d dl be invoking the spirits every dawn and dusk, praying for his hedth.”

“I'm told he was found in his bath, alone.”

“Yes, by hismate and SMevolant.”

“Alone. In the garden bath. How likdly isthat?”

“If SMevolant said it happened, that’ s how it happened.”
“I'll chalengehim on that.”

NoSohoth placed asi on his. “Don’'t. He' s been unusualy wise about things since he rose to the rank of
Tyr. Let' swait and see. Things may work out. | expect he’ s going to announce amating to Imfamniaat
thisaudience”

“So soon?’

“These last years have been rather awhirlwind, haven't they? No one s had a chance to right their wings
and glidefor abit.”

“I’'mworried about those hag-ridden dragons returning.”
“They’ll be handled. With diplomecy.”



“I had amouthful of their diplomacy over Anaea. It tastes like desth and ash.”

“I’ve no moretime. There' re details for a grand banquet to be arranged; the gardens are to be opened
up again to the dragons of the Imperid Resort....”

He hurried off down the tunndl, rounding up thralsto do hisbidding.

The commanded audience was held just before a scheduled banquet of rumored magnificence, which
showed some craftiness on SiMevolant’ s part. He d speak to them in brief, and then dismissthem to go
gorge themsalves a length. No one could accuse the golden dragon of not knowing the most pleasant
way to go about business.

Imfamnia, painted al in black—except for the sparkling jewels embedded into her griff—watched the
dragons assemble from her bare widow’ s perch.

The Copper noticed that there were no griffaran above, and wondered. Either SMevolant was
extraordinarily brave or exceedingly foolish; both Tyrs he had known had found the implicit threet of a
griffaran bodyguard useful.

The wooden arches above seemed cold and empty without their colorful feathers.

The audience chamber didn’t look particularily full; perhaps somein the higher-ranking familiesfeared
reprisals. To fill the room NoSohoth began to shove in dragons of lesser lines. When asolid mass of
dragonflesh stood before the Tyr’ s shelf, Tighliaforemost and eyeslocked hatefully on her mate-sister,
Imfamnianodded.

“They'red| assembled now, Tyr SMevolant,” Imfamniacaled toward the curtains.

The curtains parted, drawn by thralls as though through sorcery, and SiMevolant emerged, moving
forward on asort of traveling perch that rolled both smoothly and dmost silently, itswheels obscured by
heavy fabrics, draped and corded. He had polished his scale to abright sheen and purpled hiseyelids
and whited his claws, but other than that he looked like afine, hedlthy, gold dragon. The Copper couldn’t
say what he was expecting—jpeacock feathers and snakeskins perhaps—but if anything, this
mate-brother looked. . .kingly.

SiMevolant bowed, let his head rove across the audience, and let out with the loudest prrum the Copper
had ever heard.

“I want to begin anew,” SiMevolant said. “I’ ve been distressed beyond words these last few years. Skotl
set againgt Wyrr set againgt Anklene. Everyone may keep their current positions, but in thefuture I’'m
going to do my best to fill ranks based on merit, with the assistance of wise counsd.

“And | hateal thisduding. Isthat really away for dragonsto settle differences? Can't welearn anew
way that doesn’t involve shedding blood? | don't have asolution, but | welcomeidess. | beg the
assistance of wise counsd.”

“Furthermore, | hate dl this skulking around undergound. Dragons are the most glorious of al the Spirits
cregtions. It’ stime we started acting it instead of taking such painsto hide our existence.”

“Bloody fool!” Ibidio hissed. The Copper hardly noticed that she'd dipped up next to him, shoving her
way through adeputy of Firemaids.



“Also, I'vethought it best to dismissthe griffaran guard, asyou can see.”

“Dismissed the griffaran?’ NeStirrath asked, histangled hornsrising from the crowd. “Our stoutest
dlies?

“And biggest appetites,” SMevolant said. “1’ ve spoken to wise counsdl, and, measure for measure, they
consume twice what adragon does. It’s never been the greatest of friendships; there salmost no social
interaction. We guard their nests and they guard our skies. The whole thing’ s based on some mossy old
hatchling story of agriffaran egg and a dragon egg washed away in a storm, saved and hatched together
by awise old eagle. We re paying for it al these yearslater, inlessfor dl of usto eat.”

A few dragons raised their heads as though to object, but SMevolant stared them down, his eyesfull of
power and certitude. The last time the Copper had seen eyes like that, they were attached to King Gan.
It was as though SiMevolant could day a dragon by thought aone.

“Let’shear how SiDrakkon died,” the Copper said, not sure where the voice was coming from.
“Bedlent,” Ibidio whispered. “Thisisn't thetime.”
The surrounding dragons shrank away from the Copper as though he carried anew kind of parasite.

“I don’t mind the question,” SMevolant said. “Not onelittle bit. He had some sort of seizurein his bath.
His mate found him first; | arrived soon after. No one could say what caused it, or how long it took, but
he did have a ghastly expression on hisface. Accidents do happen, RuGaard. By the way, how ismy
dear sster? But back to our late, beloved Tyr. Perhapsit was an assassination; he had enemies enough,
and there were no witnesses. Which reminds me—you' |l enjoy the plumpest, most succulent, tastiest
manflesh you' ve had in years at tonight’ s banquet.”

“Look at you dl! Lionsled by afrothing hyenal” Tighliasaid, stepping forward and rounding on the
audience.

“Now, Granddam,” SiMevolant said. “I thought | sent you some wine to keep you quiet. Why don't you
go home and drink it?’

Sheignored him, spitting agob of flame at the audience. “The civil war killed off the good dragons.

What' s|eft? Brazen cowards, vain philosophers, mating deviants, and back-scratching scalemates adding
to one another’ s hoards. It’ s the litter and detritus collecting in the shadows and cornersthat bred this,
this...farce. Thisfool will get you dl killed. Maybeit' sfor the best. We ve earned our extinction.”

“She' slike one of those windup things the dwarves make. Same speech every time her tail istwisted,”
SMevolant sad quietly to Imfamnia, who giggled.

“Areyou done, Tighlia?’ Imfamniaasked.

“Yes. Weadl are,” she said. She began to stalk out of the room, stumping out her own fire. She stopped
and sent asharp glance a Ibidio, who let out a startled gasp; then she moved on. The crowd parted for
her, bending back liketall grass before a strong breeze.

“Good,” SMevolant said. “I want to introduce some wise counsdl who will guarantee our dignity and
Security for generations to come. Mmmmmm? | present our new ally, recently sent here from the Alliance
of the Golden Circle”

A tall hominid in black scale armor stepped from behind the curtains and strode forward so he stood next
to SMevolant. He had gray hair flecked here and there with black, and adightly darker beard hanging



from ascarred face.
The Copper recognized the armor, the weapons, the face.
The Dragonblade stood before the audience.

Chapter 27
T ighliaturned again, knocking over two members of the Drakwatch.

“How dareyou! How dareyou!” Every scale stood straight up on her skin, her wings haf-opened as
they shook with fury; her griff rattled, and dime poured out each side of her mouth.

“On the shelf where my mate stood,” she continued, hardly able to get the words out. “Y ou bring a
human arrayed for war? A spear and adrawn sword, atop the Black Rock? No man may dare stand on
such hallowed stone!” “Not any human, Tighlia,” the Copper said. “Hekillsdragonsfor aliving.”

The Dragonblade tipped his spear forward just alittle. Some of the audience squeezed out of the
audience room; others shoved their way forward.

“| expected to be chdlenged,” the Dragonblade said. “ That it comes from an aged female surprises me.”
“She’ sunder the impression she' s till apersonage of consequence,” SiMevolant said.

“Are you going to come down, man, or will | haveto soil my mate’ s memory by spilling your blood
where he used to stand?’

“I’'venowish to kill. I made my peace with dragons years ago. But awise man convinced me your kind
can be saved, if properly led and channeled. | don’t want to begin my governorship here with blood.”

“Governorship!” Tighliaroared, shaking the timbersal the way to the roof, and jumped.

She jumped well for adragon her size, and against an ordinary man, even awarrior, she would have
turned him into pulp and black blood against the obsidian stone of the Rock.

The Dragonblade set his spear and sheimpaled herself upon it. He rolled out from under her, on hisfeet
with sword out as easly asafalling cat righted itsalf. The sword flashed up once, and liquid fire spilled
acrossthe Tyr' s shdlf, a second time down and the Copper saw the gruesome white of the bones of her

sine.

Tighliacollapsed, al of her going limp at once—save for her tall and twitching saa, which jerked and
shuddered as though trying to fight on.

SiMevolant looked down at her. “What' sthat, Granddam?...Well, firg, | don’t believein curses,
second...Oh, dear, you're gone. | must learn to make my points more quickly.”

“I wish she had stayed at home and enjoyed her wine,” Imfamniasaid.

Liquid fireran off the Tyr’ s shelf. To the Copper, the events on the Tyr’ s shelf seemed a horizon distant,
yet etched in vivid detail. His head whirled.

“Sand. At once—now,” Imfamniacaled, lifting a curtain out of the way with her tal to keep it from
caching fire.

“Arethere any more challenges?’ the Dragonblade asked. A draketried to step forward, but NeStirrath



pressed his heavy di on the youth' stail.

The Dragonblade retrieved a decorative, jewel-encrusted goblet from the Tyr’ sdisplay of trophiesand
kndlt besde Tighlia Hefilled his cup with the blood leaking out of her neck and drank, smacking hislips
afterward.

“Our futureisin dliances, not war,” SiMevolant said to the shocked assembly. “ United with these men,
no power in the two worlds may threaten us. Let al who doubt this truth remember the fate of Tighlia
Now begins a golden era, begun by a golden dragon. Light the beacons, NoSohoth.”

“Hurrah!” shouted the Dragonblade. “ The union forever!”

Ibidio dipped up next to the Copper. “I must speak to you,” she whispered, then switched to
mind-speech. If you il live tomorrow, go to the hill of the Anklenes. Onceinside, ask for the senior
doorwarden. Tell him this “Immortal Memory.”

The Copper was il too shocked to do anything but nod. The swirl of memories, of fears, of regrets, of
pain brought by the Dragonblade’ s daying of Tighlia, had left him clouded.

“Immortal Memory,” hethought back to her. If | ill live?

In the lore of the Lavadome, the hours were afterward known as the Night of the Desperate Degths.

To those who knew only vaguely of eventswithin the Imperia Resort, thefirst Sgn of them waswhen
two beacons were it atop the Rock, burning abright blue as though by magic—the Copper knew very
well it was dwarvish chemicals, but what sort of mix the humanswho lit the beacons used, he never could
remember, despite al the pleadings and urgings of the Anklenes.

And with that, hag-ridden dragons flew into the Lavadomein two long lines,

Perhaps a score of dragons, knowing the war gossip that had been spreading ever since the Copper’s
arriva with the news of Anaeg, realized what the invason portended and took to the air to meet it.

No dragon who fought that night lived.

Black Rock was emptied of dl dragons save for the Imperia line, who remained in the Imperiad Resort in
anebulous role between leaders and hostages. The dlies occupied the best caves and the best galleries,
savefor thetop level and the Gardens, where SMevolant, his widowed-and-mated Imfamnia, and the
governor-genera remained.

And the ubiquitous NoSohoth.

Atop the rock, asthe hag-ridden dragons performed military evolutions, showing their skill, the most
dispirited banquet in Lavadome history was held. The food—exquisite and tender. The
wine—unparaleed by anything that had come before, thanks to exotic captured vintages brought in by
the Andam, the Men of the Golden Circle.

It was a brave young drake who took thefirst bite. The rest of the company watched anxioudy for sgns
of poisoning as they nibbled on bits of greenstuff, onions, and ores.

The Copper, never afan of banquets and unable to enjoy the flesh of so many limbs and sidesthat
looked like Rhea, sat in the garden and tried to think.



Onething the display of force and flying skill did offer him: achance to count their numbers. Three-score
dragons and riders, and another haf-score of dragons on lines attached to the others, bearing baggage or
supplies

A few wings over forty, using the ten-count numbering system of the dwarves Rayg had been teaching
him.

He did his best to overhear some of the conversation between SiMevolant and the Dragonblade.
Evidently somekind of long-planned war had begun. They flew from afastnessin the north, and had just

seized asort of floating city on the Inland Ocean. Holding the Lavadome would give them athird hold for
rest and organization in the south.

The Dragonblade filled SMevolant’ s ears with praise about hisforesight as adragon and the heights his
leadership would dlow the Drakinesto reach.

The Copper dmost wanted to warn SiMevolant of the fine words that marched in front of betrayals, but
when one gathered such snakes to one' s bosom, one had to learn about being bitten.

He dunk off into the greenery and became violently sick.

The next day he did as Ibidio requested and went to the Anklene hill. He asked for the head doorwarden
and gave him the signal phrase. The warden took him down a short ramp and stuck an odd meta spike
into acrevice under acast of ablighter’ sface, and the wall clicked.

He showed the Copper where to push, and soon he found himsalf in an underground chamber designed
for dragon-sized creatures, with low ledges around the walls, fine sand on the floors, and awater cistern
fed by adrip in the roof. There was dso atiled sanitary room with aguitter.

Rethothannawas dready there, waiting with Ibidio.

“I don’'t understand,” the Copper said. “Isthisaconspiracy? If we packed this room with dragons atop
one another, there wouldn't be enough to fight the hag-riddens.”

“Wdl said, RuGaard,” Ibidio said. “ That' sjust what they are.”

Rethothanna drew a claw across the sand, making afurrow. “This group was started. .. Perhaps you
should tell him, Ibidio.”

“After the desth of my mate,” Ibidio said sternly, “I suspected an nation. He came back from the
warsinjured, yes, but he was a strong dragon who aways recovered quickly, from even greater injuries
than those | saw that last time. Then hiswounds suddenly quit heding, became infected, and he died.
Even the Anklenes said they’ d seen nothing like it.”

“No more than seven dragons ever belonged to thisgroup,” Rethothanna said. “ One from each hill, and
Ibidio from the Imperid Resort. We had Skotl, Wyrr, and Anklene members. All with onething in
common: love of my mate.”

“And now you have an outcast of no particular line,” the Copper said. “ Even my name was once
another’s”

Otherstrickled in, a what seemed like long intervas. Findly NeStirrath arrived.



“Why, RuGaard too! Y ou never seemed the conspirator type,” NeStirrath said.

“We have two new memberstonight,” Ibidio said, with seven other dragons sitting around the edges of
the room. “ And we mourn theloss of UIBannesh in thefighting yesterday. A brave dragon. He will be
missed.”

“It’ s dangerous meeting so soon after yesterday,” a Skotl dame said. “1’m sure I’m being watched.”

“I will be quick. I have important news. Before she died yesterday, Tighliaand | exchanged our first
mind-speech in...wdl, snce my matedied. Y es, we used to argue or joke with our minds frequently, for
our mates were kin and closer than usua for adragon and his clutchwinner grown, but after AgGriffopse
died—"

“Immorta be hismemory,” the others said in unison, save for the Copper, who just mumbled tojoinin,
not knowing the group’ s habits.

Now I’min league with the memory of adragon I’ ve never even met.

“But togoon,” Ibidio continued. “RuGaard, thiswill be ashock to you. Tighliamind-spoke and told me
that just before he died, the Tyr—Tyr FeHazathant, my mate s father—said that he was gppointing you
heir and future Tyr. If you wanted the rank. That’ swhat his words meant, the day he died. ‘ Ask
RuGaard to be Tyr.” I’'m so used to looking for plots and hidden signsin everyday talk | couldn’t puzzle
out itssmple meaning. What do you say to that?’

All the dragonswere looking a him.
“What does it matter?’ he asked.

“What doesit matter?” Ibidio laughed. “If we ever gain back the Lavadome, | think you'll find it matters
very much.”

“If weareto doit, we must strike quickly,” NeStirrath said. “ Strike before they get organized, and
before al here become used to submission to men the way these accursed foreign dragons are.”

“I have asmall force on the Western Road,” the Copper said.

Otherslisted afew dragonswho could be relied on. NeStirrath could bring together his best Drakwatch.
But asthey counted in their heads they knew it would not be enough. Not againgt the training and
wespons that had been displayed last night.

“The men aone, we might be ableto handle,” Rethothanna said. “ They’ re not much without their
dragons.”

“The dragons aren’t much better without men,” the Copper said. “I’ ve seen them. They're not like us.
They can't think for themsalves very quickly; they either do whét they' retrained to do—"

“Perhaps we could convince them to revolt,” Ibidio said.

“Fat dragons stuffing themselves with Anaean gold?” adragon from the Wyrr hill asked. “Y ou might as
well ask ahorseto fight itsrider. I’m not sure they could even grasp the concept.”

“Let usmeet again tomorrow,” Ibidio said. “Early, around the morning medl. I'll try toget inand get a
fed for the hag-riddens. What' s the matter, RuGaard, not fedling kingly?”

“I"'m being hunted by an old nightmare.”



The others nodded understanding, but the last thing he wanted was for them to understand.

The Copper walked back to the Imperia Resort—it didn’t seem like aresort anymore, just arather dark
and forbidding rock—with NeStirrath. They talked of unimportant matters, old memories of training with
the Drakwatch.

He even returned to hisold cave. There hadn’'t been amember of the Imperia line Snce him servingin
the Drakwatch, and he even caught the faint smell of bats—wait.

A bat still lived, up in ashadowy corner. Something about the ears reminded him of an old acquaintance.
“Y ou wouldn’t be related to old Uthaned, would you?’

“I am Uthaned,” the bat said. It stretched. “Y ou’ ve grown considerably, m'lord.”

“It can’'t be. Mamedi and Thernadad’ s nephew? Batsdon't live—"

“They do when they’ ve been fed dragonblood. | even talk to Big Ear, Spike Hair, and Wide Nose, as
you cdled them, now and again when they vist.”

The Copper was relieved to be so pleasantly distracted. “But why are you still here, Uthaned?’

“The eating is good. These young drakes, they deep hard after their days hiking, and they dream better,
down alittle blood. They makeit up quick enough. And that old one with al the horns and the Ssumps
where hiswings should be...well, he sometimes has adraft of wineto help him deep, and with abit of a
nip he degps sounder ill. | liketo think I'm doing a service—ANh, soft. None have returned yet tonight. |
don’t suppose N’ lord might spare...?’

The Copper was thinking back to his own days with the bats. Sometimesthey’ d left him so listless, and in
the morningsif helifted hishead high, hewent dizzy....

Hefroze. It waslike theidea had aglowing auraaround it, like the moon’shaloinamist. Hedidn't
know exactly what the ideawould look like onceit took shape, but he knew its rough outlines.

“Arethere any other bats till about?’

“Ancther of my cousins dill lives near the kitchens, whereit’ swarm. Then there’ sason of mine, and his
family. Oh, and of course—"

“I need more, many more. Can you go to your relatives and then send them out on the western road?
Someone must know wherethat is.”

“Yes, batsgo to and fro dl thetime. That message system.”

“Forget it. At least for now. | need every bat you can scrape up, big and smal. But they’ ve got to be
smart, sedthy, sneaky.”

“That' sagood ded of flying onmy part, m’lord.” Uthaned smoothed down hishair and straightened his
ears. “A bat setting off on such aflight needsafull belly, and at my agethe wing joints pain me.”

“Of course,” the Copper said. “Y ou can practice on me. I'll show you what to do.”



The Copper waked in the Gardens, thinking. Some of the dragon riders, new to the rock, explored it as
well, curious about the underground garden with its strange, spiked, low-light plants, or admiring the view
of the lava streams against the dome.

He saw aglimmer of gold, and turned.

“Oh, RuGaard. No, don't sulk away. Y our Tyr cals.”

The Copper turned and approached SiMevolant. He bowed.
“What does my Tyr require of his Upholder?’ the Copper asked.

“Just achat. Y ou looked so queer when the governer-general walked out, | thought you were going to
kedl over like SDrakkon. Y our face |looked just like his. Shocked.”

“I thought you arrived only after he died.”

“I meant to say after he was dead, of course. Anyway, speaking of deaths, superb job on my sister. The
more| think about it, the more brilliant it is.”

“What do you mean?’
“The choking. I’'ve heard dl about it. | have my own sources and messengers, don't forget.”
“It was an accident.”

“Of courseitwas. And if it wasn't, you' ve got your jade set up to take the blame. Y ou’ ve got witnesses
from two different species and three lines of dragons that can attest that you were nowhere near.”

“Shewas my mate. Shewas your sister. How can you speak like that about her?’

“Because shewas my sster. Sickly from the moment she came out of the egg and | sat on her whilel
dined on my late brother.”

“I"'mtired. | must beg your—"

SiMevolant flicked around the Copper and blocked his path. “Hold. Since you' ve shown such an
gotitudefor this, I'vegot aligt. A tiny lig, the briefest of ligts; it'll take you no time at al to work your
way down. Thefirst isyour old teacher, NeStirrath.”

“I'vegot alist for you. Traitor. Cretin. Disgrace to—"

“Oh, please. Look, I’ ve got avery clever weapon that will help you.” He reached behind his griff and
passed the Copper adlver tube, very much like the ones SiDrakkon had kept hisailsin. “It' sadwarvish
thing with ablade and aspring and asmadl vid of toxin drawn from—"

The Copper snatched it out of his hand before the tiny point projecting out of the end could be pointed in
hisdirection.

Helooked at the device. A little lever, a—what was the word?—trigger, was set into the Sde.
He pointed it at SMevolant.

“Ah-ah-ah-ah,” the new Tyr warned. “ Am | stupid enough to hand you an envenomed wesgpon, or am |
so clever I’ ve given you a harmless point to test your loyaty, hmmmmm? Or, asa sort of ajoke, havel



given you onethat in fact fires backward out of the thin metal on the bottom? And why am | even putting
such doubtsin your head? It' srather likelooking at your imagein awavy pool, so many different
possibilitiesin motion. Which do you think | am? Brilliant or animbecile?’

“I think you're mad.” He sent the tube spinning off the top of the Rock.
“Y ou had your chance,” SMevolant said.

“We both did,” the Copper said. “Let’s see how we compare in surviving the consequences.”

The next day the Immortal Memory group met, though it took twice aslong for them to gather, and the
Copper outlined his plan. NeStirrath improved on it, and adragon from the Skotl hill promised to go up
the western road and try to hurry things aong.

“I’ve been to the stable caves,” 1bidio said. “ Off of the old spirit-caler’ sholes. Yes, | said stables. |
can't think of what elseto cal them, dragons packed so close. They’ rewdll guarded, yes, and the men
stay near. But there are vast galleries so severa can take off at once, if need be.”

“I might be able to get the men away for afew hours,” the Copper said. “When the time comes.”

“The sooner the time comes, the better,” Rethothanna said. “ A man and adrake crier came through the
milkdrinker’ shill today, looking for dragons to volunteer to be ridden, promising gold, food, acaveinthe
Imperid Resort, everything. With food stocks faling the way they are and dragons going without meet,
soon half the dragons here will have nothing to look forward to but the saddle and atrough at the end of
theday.”

Chapter 28

R ethothanna got her wish. Lessthan ascore of days|later, the Imperid line and the leaders of the hill
selected the hour for the battle. Of course, not everything could be readied on time. The bats were ill
gathering, and every day the Copper was making atrip to theriver to explain to them what to do. But
each day’ sddlay increased their risk, for more and more dragons found themsel ves watched, and the
Immortal Memory group could no longer meet except in twos or threesfor afew brief words.

The Copper had spies of hisown. The bats, out of hunger or curiosity, went so far asto do practice runs,
trickling into Black Rock in search of nourishment.

There was alast-moment change in the Immortal Memory’ s calculaions. A haf-score more dragons had
arrived, carrying several people each on them and more possessions. Some of the mates and babes of
the Andam had arrived.

So the Copper stood, flanked by Rethothanna and NeStirrath, listening to SMevolant speak. He was
explaining to the high-ranking dragons that soon each of them would have ahuman “assgtant” to help
alocate food and cave space, ore rations, and exercise flights. Even grooming standards would be
discussed, if there were hedth-threatening habits that needed to be broken.

The Dragonblade lounged on agolden chair, brought up and fixed on the Tyr’ sshelf. A rich fur lay
beforeit, and another hung off the back. He also wore afur cloak closed with dragonscae.

Imfamniawas not in the audience. She was ingpecting a case of luxuries brought in on dragonback.

“I do not say you must follow the advice of the human assstant,” SMevolant said. “But they arewise,



and | fed matterswill go easier if we heed them.”
“I say enough,” a Skotl cdled.
“| say too much!” aWyrr added.

The Copper braced himsdlf and took a breath. Thiswas worse than spreading his wings to jump, trusting
to abit of wood and lesther and stedl pin. “I say we have no Tyr. Just adog too well trained to need a
collar.”

“That’ sapoor sort of insult, RuGaard.” SMevolant yawned. “1 hope you didn’t labor hard over it. You
wasted your time.”

“I challenge you to adud, with the charge of treason against the Imperid line,” the Copper said.
“You can't challengeaTyr,” SMevolant said. “Therank istoo exalted.”

“I may. There are somewho believe | am therightful Tyr. Tyr FeHazathant named me as his successor
after NiVom fled and before he died.”

“I witnessed it!” Ibidio caled.
“I wastold in secret aswell,” said NeStirrath. Which was alie, but alie he gladly offered to tell.

“Hetold methe same” Rethothannasaid. “ Thereis even asecret testament in the archives.” Another lig,
but one she had made true with a bit of parchment and aforged scale-sedl.

“That' sthree,” NoSohoth said quietly.
“So, yes, | do chdlengeyou,” RuGaard said. “If you refuse, al will know you to be acoward.”

“Yes, yes, yes, heroes taste death but once and dl that. But the coward gets along timeto enjoy all
those deaths, bitter asthe cup may be, and heroes die young. Still, you annoy me, RuGaard. | think |
should liketo kill you. | accept your challenge and name the Dragonblade as my duelist.”

That startled the man out of bored daydreaming. He reached for his sword hilt.
“You get to kill athree-legged dragon,” SMevolant said.

“When | came down here, | wastold I’d be acting as an adviser,” the Dragonblade said. 1’ ve had
enough fightsinmy life. I'm old, my bonesare eesily chilled, and a hairy-rumped well digger would find
this blasted rock uncomfortably cool.”

“Thedternativeisfighting between the Andam and the dragons again,” SiMevolant hissed.

“Sobeit. I'll kill the beast for you. What's one more to my tally? Ach, you' re making me regret my
chickens and coops.”

“The degpest hour of the night, then,” the Copper said. “When the new day rings.”

Black Rock’ sdudling pit lay on itslowest level. An amphitheater had been dug out benegth a point of
rock, and there was room for six-score or more dragons, though the air got closed-in and stuffy when it
wasthat full.



Fewer than a score of dragons attended this duel. RuGaard was well liked (or at least not hated outright,
as Tighlialiked to put it), so most of the audience was of the Andam. They would have preferred,
perhaps, to see two dragonsfight, but entertainments were few enough.

SiMevolant wasthere, of course, in his ridiculous bumblebee-painted scheme.

After alight dinner, the Copper took alast walk around the Rock. He wondered how many dragons—or
men—noticed the batsflitting about. Every now and then one landed on his head to whisper in his ear.

Findly, it wastime. He descended to the dueling pit with limbsthat dragged reluctantly.
I’ve never had any luck with duds. From my first one out of the egg.

The Copper made along, reluctant show of having himself groomed before the match, trying to make the
contest last aslong as possible. If he went onto the sand before the attack, in dl likelihood he would be
killed. The Dragonblade occupied histime sharpening his sword and testing his footing in the sand of the
dudling pit. He picked up abronze dragonsca e shield—how odd, the coloring was much like

Father’ s—and banged his sword hilt againgt it.

“Comeon! It'slate, beast, and I'll have this over with.”
I’ve never had any luck with duds.
The Copper dropped into the pit and lowered his griff.

The Dragonblade put on a helmet featuring two wings risng up and meeting above his head, dropped his
spiked face mask, and jumped into the pit. He took six paces forward so he couldn’t be trapped against
thewall. Then hewaited, shield held ready and sword held loosdly in one hand.

NoSohoth invoked the spirits, asking them to determine whose cause was just, and to offer strength to
the combatant in the right—but took histime doing so, and had to go back and repeat severd lines.

The dragon-riders began to shout and make venting noises with their lips and tongues.

At last NoSohoth finished the invocation. But then heimprovised: “I give you one last chanceto
reconcile. Y ou have both proved your bravery by stepping into the pit, knowing that only onewill climb
out agan....”

Where arethey?

Neither offered to forget the quarrel. NoSohoth had difficulty making out the Dragonblade sreply, and
finaly asked him to step over and repesat hiswords, without the face mask in the way.

With that done NoSohoth droned on and on about the glorious traditions of single combat and how these
two opponents set an example of courage to be learned from by eyesyoung and old....

Never before had the Copper been so grateful for NoSohoth’ s ponderous speechifying.

“Enough, NoSohoth,” SiMevolant cried. “ Or I'll have a saddle made for the Dragonblade out of your
hide. Begin!” he shouted, lest NoSohoth suffer another attack of deafness.

The Dragonblade dropped into a crouch. He whirled his sword, and it whistled an evil tune asit cut the
ar.

The Copper shifted stance and hiswings opened alittle and flapped, inginctively readying themsdves.



“Now | know you. Y ou'rethelittle crippled traitor! Stupid of me!”

“Not finishing me when you had the chance?’ the Copper asked.

“Thinking such asyou might put up afight.”

Nothing to do but go forward. The Copper, for thefirst timein hislife, made ashow of limping.

The Dragonblade danced forward, deflected a bite with his shield, and cut the Copper in the shoulder.
He moved asif he were made of air itself, azephyr of dashing sted and stinking man-bresth.

The Copper turned, swinging his giff and broken tail, and beat hiswings, kicking up awhirlwind of dust.

The men in the stands roared in displeasure, though whether they thought this was cheeting, or just
objected to not being able to see the action, the Copper couldn’t say.

The Dragonblade was ready for the sand. Blocking it with his shield, he came forward and opened a cut
inthe Copper’ svulnerable belly.

He stoying with me. He sgoing to let me die by scores of small cutsrather than afatal blow.

Dribbles of blood made strange spird traces in the sand beneath the Copper as he sidestepped,
protecting his wounded underside. The man diced apiece of skin from the Copper’ s haunch the size of
his shield. Naked muscle gleamed red.

“I need anew shield-leather anyway,” he said.
The Copper’ sfire bladder pulsed with his pain, and he vomited up its contents.

This, too, the Dragonblade was ready for. He crouched behind his shield and the thin liquid just
Splattered hisshield, him, and the sand around. Theliquid dripped off hisshidld likerain off awidejungle
|eef.

“Not even any fire? Let’send it; thisisno contest at dl,” the Dragonblade said. He dashed the Copper’s
good leg, and the Copper collapsed face-first into the sand.

A man’ svoice shouted from the entrance. The Copper didn’t understand the words, but the
dragon-riders jumped to their feet and fought one another to the exit.

The dragons were coming at last!

He raised his head to see the audience in flight, and the Dragonbl ade kicked him behind the jaw. He saw
gars and hiswhole neck went numb. He fought to regain control of hishead and neck as painful,
prickling dectricity danced up and down his spine.

The Dragonblade planted himsdlf in front of his snout, just out of reach. He pointed thetip of his sword at
the Copper’seye.

If you died fighting, were you gtill vanquished?

A trickle of aily-smelling liquid dribbled out of the Dragonblade s scae greaves, spotting the sand. The
Copper traced its source with his eye. It came from beneath the armor.

“Mercy,” the Copper whispered, as Jizara had. Perhaps the Dragonblade had changed. Perhapsthistime
he' d grant mercy to avanquished foe.



The man just snorted and adjusted the aim of his sword tip. “Not to such asyou. Last words?’

The Copper refused to waste hisfind breath in acurse. With what wind he had |eft he forced a gob out
of hismouth.

A flaming torf. Ritiful. Hardly bigger than alump of cod.

A flaming torf that struck the Dragonblade on the boot.

A flaming torf that struck the Dragonblade on the boot and set hiswhole leg aflame.
Which set hishipsonfire.

Which crawled up historso and yes, even flickered out the ditsin hisface mask.
He died rather more noisily than Mother.

A blur of gold and SMevolant landed heavily in the sand. He stormed toward the Copper, shining like
the sun itsalf cometo earth. “What have you done? Don't you understand? Our age is over! We must
aly with men, or our flamewill be extinguished forever.”

“Not yet,” the Copper gasped.
SiMevolant raised histail. Along with the strange black stripes, asilver barb had been added to the end.

It dripped.

Open jaws and claws bounded out of the darkness. Nilrasha seized SiMevolant’ stail in her jaws and
yanked, tearing athird of it off. She threw the dismembered tail away, and it rolled and twitched in the
sand.

SiMevolant forgot about the injured Copper—someone had done that before, to hisregret, the Copper
vaguely remembered with atickle of pride—and turned on Nilrasha, rising and spreading hiswings a
little, showing this backbiting femae how big hetruly was

Thefool. He should have kept to his cowardly ways. Don't fight if you know nothing about fighting. He
didn’t even lower himsdif to protect hisbelly.

The Copper lashed out with a saa and opened SiMevolant wide and deep.

Thewould-be Tyr looked down &t the coils spilling from his belly, writhing like ahorde of unleashed
snakes.

And then Nilrashafdl on him, pushing his neck to the sand, opening windpipe and blood vessdls, and
SiMevolant let out agurgling protest ashe died.

“Nilrasha, you' ve comeagain.”
“I never thought | could fly sofast,” she said, dropping beside him. “Y ou're not badly hurt. Just cut up.”
“Y ou must go up. Help the others.”

“I’ve no armor. Rayg had time and materids to make only three of the underside leathers. AuBaagrave
and his dragons are wearing them.”

“The plan could fail. We re degp beneath the Rock. Y ou should leave, so you have room to run.”



“Invictory or defeat, I’m determined to die at your side, my love.” She looked up. “Here! You! Bat. Get
over here. I'vework for you.”

Uthaned himsdlf, agray mouse who could fit in the Copper’ s nogtril, fluttered above hisear.

“Theblood isin pools on the dragon-barrack floor, m’lord,” Uthaned said. “ The dragonsrisejust high
enough tokill their menintheir fal.”

The Copper always regretted not being able to seeit.

As Rethothannardated it to him later, like al well-fought battles, it was over before it was begun. The
bats had opened veins on most of the dragon-rider mounts, numbing and cutting, numbing and cutting,
and letting the blood run into the washing gutters.

In another cave it might not have worked—some attendant might have noticed the blood pooling on the
floor—but not in the shining confines of the Rock. The black surface concealed the damage done until it
wastoo late.

So when the dlarm was sounded and the men ran to their mounts, the woozy beasts dipped and bumped.
Those who even besat their wings hard enough to rise soon passed out, crumpled, and fell to earth. There
was aterribletoll in broken necks and backs on the dragons, but the dragon-riders had it even worse.

Of course, ahedlthy patrol was up over the Rock, as aways, and it took many lives before the
hag-riders were plucked out of their saddles and their maddened, confused mounts crippled. Even
AuBalagrave, one of the few dragonswith his belly armored against crossbow balts, fell with a poisoned
arrowhead in his jaw. But other dragons battered and swatted the flying hag-riddens, or plucked the men
off while they were reloading their weapons.

There was hitter tunnd fighting against the Andam, but the Drakwatch distinguished itself. Old NeStirrath
fell at their head when awounded human plunged a poisoned blade into him. Of dl the names of the
fdlen from that day, hisglory lasted the longest.

The Imperid line had been reduced once again. Now only ahandful remained.

Imfamniafled. Some said she had chains of gold clutched in each claw. Others said she was heavy with
SMevolant’seggs. Or SiDrakkon's. Or adozen other rumored lovers, earning her thetitle “ Jade
Queen” inthe Anklene Histories. None could say where she went.

A smadl group of men and dragons barricaded themselves deep in the rock with areserve of food and
water. They refused al attempts at parley until the Copper tottered to their tunnel, supported by Nilrasha
He dragged with him awoman clutching asqualling babe.

He showed the pair to the men at the other end of the tunndl and issued the only offer he could to giveto
the poison-men, for it was the only onetheir savage, haf-formed brains could appreciate:

He summoned his best voice. “ Surrender and give your livesover to us, or we'll kill each of you, your
wives, and spit your babes for roasting. The choiceisyours, men: fair treetment asthrals, or death.”

Two committed suicide in despair. Therest sensibly chose thralldom.

And it was only while limping out of the Imperiad Resort, with dragonsand thralsdike caling him “ Tyr
RuGaard” and Nilrasha® Queen Ora,” that he redized what he had become.

Epilogue



A n Anklene, with the assistance of two evish thrdls, stitched him up. Hisgood sii soon functioned again,
though the scarred hide on his haunch never grew a proper set of scale again, just a sort of scabby
covering likeaturtle sshdll.

He had to make agreat many decisions from the Tyr’s shelf, but he grew used to much of the labor
required of aTyr, to the point where he looked forward to the challenges, such asrebuilding the dliance
with the griffaran. He even made a sort of art of delegating authority. Thered trick was matching the right
sort of brains and brawn to each task.

“Raygisaclever man. Intheworld | intend to build, clever men will do very well. Aslong asthey
understand their placein the Spirits' grand design,” he said to Rhea as she scrubbed him one morning.
He had to confessthat he liked the smell of bath-water with adippery womaninit. But dl thingsin
moderation.

“Y ou might want to communicate that to him,” Nilrasha said as she performed her own ablutions.

Rayg had been kept busy studying the dragon-riders weapons and equipment in the hope of making
improvements. Now and then he complained that he should be freed by now, but the Copper dways
reminded him that the bridge was not yet built.

“Redease mefromthistriviaand I'll finishit in thirty days” he grumbled. But he’d grumble morein theore
mines, seeing to improvementsin the hydraulics, the Copper reminded him.

Bath done and breskfast down, the Copper hooked his mate at the wing and walked her to the balcony
overlooking the now-public Imperiad Gardens. And yes, he had areview to do, then ashort speech to
giveto the newest generation of Drakwatch and Firemaidens.

With his beautiful mate pacing behind, the Copper walked through the quarters of histiny aerid hog, ill
new and untested as awet hatchling, but they were learning.

Instead of reins, the warriors fought chained to their saddles. For their own safety, of course. But it lso
established who guided whom.

He limped down along line of dragons, with afew dragonelles sprinkled in, the red bands of the
Firemaid oath around their necks. Each set of wingsfaced arider, freethrals al—afine-sounding status,
aslong asonedidn't think about it too much. Dragon and rider stared into each other’ seyesover a
lance sdistance. Their armor was variegated, their wegpons according to taste, but at least they dl
matched in their red cloaks. Not dl the men were former dragon-riders; some were thrallswho showed
great loyaty and promise and skill at arms. And not al the dragons had once been hag-ridden. Those
dragonswho' d been victoriousin combat had the Tyr’ slaudi painted on their wingsin inexpensive but
long-lagting tones. The dragon-riders had the equivaent, called “tattooing” or some other odd-sounding
Parl expression, on their arms and at the outer edges of their eyes and temples.

Maturing hatchlings—clutchwinners, for the most part, including AuBa agrave s own champion—stood
between and behind the dragons and men they attended. Hatchlings bore food and carried wash water
for the men, fetched boots and flying cloaks when called for. The human boys and girls polished scae,

cleaned teeth with bristle brushes, and adjusted saddle pads with their nimble little fingers. The Copper
hoped that in time afirmer aliance could be bred.

In time, as he often told Rayg, whenever he presented them with atender caf, advising that the liver goto
the swelling Rhea,

Imfamniawould have thought them poor work and too dreary-toned for words. So would SMevolant,



though he would have been arch about it. SiDrakkon would have approved, for the markings were
grim+looking enough.

“Let’smakeit loud enough so the Tyr RuGaard hearsit thistime!” HeBdllereth, the aerid host
commander, roared.

“Thisismy rider,” the ranks boomed in unison. “Heis unique, anindividua, and deserving of my
respect.”

The men recited the same speech as the dragons, switching rider for dragon.
“Without my rider, | am nothing. Without me, my rider isnothing. If | fall, hedies. If hefdls, | will seeto

it he rests on the empire’ sground. My blood is his nourishment. His sweet ismine. So beit until deeth or
our Tyr releasesus.”

Of course, the men had to change the wording of thelast, too.

The Copper passed through the Black Rock, limping past bronzed skulls and captured banners hung
from cut dragon reins. Thrals, drakes and drakka, dragons and dragonelles, and even awatchbat here
and there bowed—or crossed their wings, in the case of the bats—to him.

There was no more laughter at his awkwardness. A Skotl or two, and the odd Wyrr holdout or Anklene
radicdl, glared a him hatly.

They can hate as hard asthey like, aslong asthey fear.

Helooked in on the workshop, and the thrall’ s meal room. Rayg and Rheaand their growing brood
stood with the ret, though their textiles and footwear were of much higher qudlity.

He paused, and put his head closeto hismate's.

“There s so much il to be done. | believe before long we will long for those quiet evenings around the
feast floor in Anaea.”

“WEe rein charge of the Lavadome now. We can do what wewant,” Nilrashasaid, smiling. A little piece
of him deep insde turned cold. He could still admire her lines, her cool courage, and her tenacity at
getting what she wanted. And above dl, be grateful for what she had done for him. But she was no
Tighlia

But a that moment, he would rather have had frall little Halaflora. Hal aflora understood the burdens of

rank and station. When his mood turned dark like this, part of him believed Nilrasha hungered for bows
and scrapes as Imfamnia had once wanted expensive baubles.

Then they went back up to thetop level, or “their level,” as Nilrasha styled it. She nuzzled her head under
his as he stepped out onto the platform overlooking the Gardens. What little was | eft of the Imperid line
looked up at him. Lesser dragons lined the garden walls, drakes and drakka perched atop broken
columns and darkvine arches.

A pair of hatchlings batted adragon-rider’ srotting severed head back and forth with their tails and had
sport snapping at the flies seeking the putrescent flesh.

The Drakwatch and Firemaidens |ooked up.

Timefor the wordsa Tyr had to say now and then, to remind everyone that life was more than banquets



and hunts and mating ceremonies and discreet little intimecies.

“Our speciesisat the beginning of agreat awvakening. The blighters had their Age of Whedls. Then the

other hominids began the Age of Iron with adaughter of our kind. Never forget the betraya and fal of

Siverhigh, or thefate that we in the Lavadome so narrowly escaped. The malice of hominids knows no
charity or reason.

“They must be subdued and tamed. Or they will do the sameto us, as the Dragonblade once tried. How
many other Dragon-blades are there beyond our borders?

“Join me and look to our future. We need only master oursalves, and we can master the world! Today,
here, atop this ancient stone, surrounded by the caves and egg shelves and trophies of our birthright, we
dragons have inaugurated anew age. L et our enemiestremble, for now beginsthe Age of Firel”

Drakine Glossary

FOUA: A product of the fire bladder. When mixed with the liquid fats stored within and then exposed to
oxygen, it ignitesinto oily flame.

GRIFF: The armored fans descending from the forehead and jaw that cover adragon’ s senditive ear
holes and throat pulse pointsin battle.

GRIFFTCHK: Aningant, animmeasurably short amount of time.
LAUDI: Brave and glorious deedsin adragon’ slife that makeit into the lifesong.
PRRUM: The low thrumming sound a dragon makeswhenit is pleased or particularly content.

SAA: Therear legs of adragon. Thethreerear true-toes are ableto grip, but the fighting spur islittle
more than decoration.

SlI: Thefront legs of adragon. The claws are shorter, and the fighting spur on therear leg is closer to the
other digits, and opposable. The digits are more elegantly formed for manipulation.

TORF: A smdl gob from the fire bladder, used to provide afew moments of illumination.

Draconic Per sonae
(ALL MALESARE NAMED USING MATURE DRAGON FORM)

AGGRIFFOPSE—Tyr FeHazathant’ s only male clutchwinner, mated to Ibidio, died years before the
Copper’sarriva at the Lavadome.

ANGALIA—Fremadin Anaea
AUBALAGRAYVE—member of the Drakwatch.



AURON—the clutchwinner at the Copper’ s hatching.
ESTHEA—NeStirrath’s dead mate.
FEHAZATHANT—Tyr at the time of the Copper’ sarriva in the Lavadome.
FELISSARATH—Upholder of Anaea.
HALAFLORA—sckly daughter of AgGriffopseand Ibidio.
HEBELLERETH—SKotl clan dudist dragon.
IBIDIO—AQGriffopse’ smate.

IMFAMNIA—daughter of AgGriffopse and Ibidio.
JZARA—the Copper’ sweaker sister.
KRTHONIUS—member of the Drakwatch.
NESTIRRATH—chief trainer of the Drakwatch.
NILRASHA—Firemaiden.

NITHONIUS—Upholder of Bant.

NIVOM—member of the Drakwatch.
NOSOHOTH—mgjordomo of the Imperia line.
NOTANNADON—dudlist.

RETHOTHANNA—AnNKlene historian.

SIDRAKKON—Tighlid s brother by mating to Tyr FeHazathant.

SIMEVOLANT (golden drake)—AgGriffopse and Ibidio’ s surviving clutchwinner.

TIGHLIA—Tyr FeHazathant’ s mate.
TYR—titlefor theruler of the Lavadome, usudly used inlieu of aname.

WISTALA—the Copper’ s stronger Sster.
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