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Prologue

Once upon a time, the world of Draconia
was a place of bitter conflict. The wars lasted for over two
hundred years until the Crown of Harmony was forged by a family who
understood magic better than anyone else. Under the influence of
the crown and the diplomacy of the family who made it, the dragons
of Draconia lived in peace for eighteen centuries.

Such times of wonder cannot
last, however, and the family of harmony changed over the
centuries. It came to pass that one of their number sought to gain
absolute power and corrupted the crown. It became a weapon of
control and the family used it to increase their personal power,
ignoring the peace they had held in such high regard. And it seemed
that they would succeed, taking control of Draconia and every
dragon on it.

The other royal families refused
to bow before them, however. They came together to defeat their
oppressors. The Nightsky family made spells to resist the magic of
the crown. The Scarlin family amassed a huge army to march on the
stronghold of the great family turned dark. The walls of the
stronghold were torn down, and the family was brought low,
slaughtered to the last dragon. And the Crown of Harmony was lost,
as so many great artefacts have gone missing throughout Draconian
history.

Vowing that the loss of the
crown would not see a return of the conflict which had caused such
harm in ages past, the remaining royals came together in the city
of Concord. They made treaties, bound them into law, and said that
they would never fight among themselves ever again. And, for a
thousand years, the treaties have held and disputes have been
settled in the Palace of Concordance instead of on the field of
battle.

And, of course, all the dragons
lived happily ever after.

Or so the story goes…


Part One: What We Do for
Love

Concord City, Concordance,
9th Day of Snowfall, 1000.

The Celestina School of Magic sat under
a dark sky, thick cloud masking the sun with occasional light rain
adding to the general gloom. Despite that, Krystal Ward was in a
good mood as she walked from the refectory kitchens to Nightsky
Hall where she lived. The cooks were not really supposed to give
the students food outside of term, but they had been a little
generous with the girls staying on the top floor of Nightsky: the
girls who had saved the school the month before.

In fact, Krystal and her friends
had saved the entire city from a horde of possessed schoolgirls,
but there had not been too much said about the matter. That was
fine by Krystal, who preferred to stay out of official notice. The
best news she had received recently had been that no one involved
in the incident remembered much about it. Specifically, none of
them remembered seeing Krystal’s royal dracoform, which she was
very determined to keep a secret.

The other cheerful thing about
the school today was that the place was coming back to life with
the return of its students for the spring term. The first of them
had started to move back into halls the day before, more were
moving in now, but the majority would, of course, leave it to the
last minute. Jesse and Xanthe, for example, were not expected back
in Concord City until tomorrow, Yellowday. Krystal was expecting
Trudy to move back in later that afternoon, though she had been
visiting on and off all through the holiday, staying overnight on
several occasions. Krystal had plans to hide in the room she shared
with Trudy for more or less all of Yellowday, emerging after the
chaos subsided.

Right now, there were girls
moving in, but not in huge numbers, and Krystal had no trouble
getting up the stairs with her bag of bread, butter, and cheese
from the kitchen. The top floor was, as usual, quiet. Charlotte was
almost certainly out flying. Felicia was probably going over her
notes from the previous term since she had been less than happy
with her performance in the end-of-term exams. Krystal was not
expecting to see the door of Xanthe’s room open, so she stopped and
looked in, expecting to see the young, yellow dragon even if Xanthe
was not due until tomorrow…

‘Xan, I thought you were coming
back to– Oh!’ Krystal stopped at the sight of the room’s occupant,
who was definitely not Xanthe.

From her colouring, this was a
red dragon: her skin held a reddish tan, her hair was a rich, dark
red, and her eyes were red flecked with yellow which gave an
impression of fire. She was a hand shorter than Krystal, at a
guess, but more heavily built. Muscle showed on her legs and torso;
her arms were hidden by the red leather jacket she was wearing, but
Krystal could guess that there was muscle there too. Her face was
rounded, though her hairstyle tended to narrow the appearance of
her skull: the sides of her head were shaved to a thin fuzz of red,
but a band of hair ran back over the top of her skull until it
joined up with a fountain of long, slightly messy hair fixed into a
high ponytail. Her choice of clothes seemed as odd as her
hairstyle: the jacket sat over a one-piece garment with high hips
and a low neckline which showed off firm breasts, and there was a
short black leather skirt wrapped around her hips and high-heeled
peep-toe ankle boots in red. She was definitely not
Xanthe.

The red looked up at Krystal and
flashed a smile. ‘Sorry, not her. I’m Ramona. Ramona Rose. New
transfer from Scarlin Cantervale. They put me in here with, uh,
Xanthe Wild. Is she nice?’

Ramona spoke fast. Krystal
blinked a couple of times, trying to gather in all the information.
‘You transferred in in the middle of the year?’ Krystal finally
said.

‘Uh, yeah. There was… Well, it
was decided I’d benefit from coming here. I want to get my
meta-magic skills up a little and this place is supposed to be
the best as far as magic schools for girls is
concerned.’

Krystal gave a wry grin. ‘It’s
the only as far as magic schools for girls is concerned. But
it is very good. I’m taking the magic corpus classes, so is
Felicia. Oh! How rude of me. Sorry. I’m Krystal Ward.’ She stepped
forward carefully to avoid the boxes Ramona currently had
cluttering the floor and held out her hand.

Ramona had quite a fierce grip.
Reds were noted for their strength, though greys were actually
stronger on average, but Krystal got the feeling that most of
Ramona’s finger-crushing handshake was down to enthusiasm. ‘You,
uh, didn’t say whether Xanthe Wild was nice?’ Ramona said.

‘Oh, she is…’

‘But?’

‘But, um, she’s from Tangleroots
and she’s used to her own space. I’m… not entirely sure how she’s
going to take having a roommate. Uh, you might want to take the bed
nearest the door. I think she was using the other one.’

‘Okay,’ Ramona said, nodding and
pursing her lips in consideration. ‘Well, I get along with most
people. And if she needs space, well, I’m sure I can be getting
along with someone else for a while to give her some.’

‘Good attitude. I’m sure it’ll
be okay. Have you been in the city long?’

‘Just got here, more or
less.’

‘Well, my roommate, Trudy, will
be moving back in later. She’s a local so she can help you get
acclimatised. We’re in fifty-nine, end of the corridor.’

‘Right.’ Ramona’s eyes lit up,
if eyes that were already alive with the impression of flames could
light up more. ‘Oh, hey, if she’s got stuff to carry up the stairs,
give me a yell. I’m a red, you know? Plenty of muscle for lifting
things.’

Krystal smiled. ‘She won’t have
much and Trudy’s a grey so she’s got plenty of muscle herself, but
you can come meet her when she arrives.’

Now Ramona’s eyes widened.
‘She’s grey and she’s studying here?’

‘Uh-huh. Trudy’s not your
average grey dragon…’

~~~

Trudy was perfectly happy to let Ramona
carry a bag up the stairs for her, if a little surprised when the
red turned up in the hall’s lobby with Krystal.

‘I’m strong, but not stupid,’
Trudy said as they climbed the stairs. ‘You’re from Scarlin
Cantervale? That’s one of the cities in Greenland, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Ramona replied. ‘Scarlin
Cantervale is west of Concordance, and south, obviously.’ Her tone
took on a slightly chanting tone as though reciting something from
school. ‘The seven cities of Scarlin, jewels of the Greenland
coast, and Scarlin Cantervale shines brightest. Go, Cantervale
Cowboys!’ She blushed a little and grinned. ‘Uh, all the other
cities think they’re the brightest too.’

‘I assume the Cantervale Cowboys
are a sports team of some sort?’ Krystal asked.

‘Uh-huh. You don’t have
scrumball here?’

‘I probably wouldn’t know if we
did. Not a big sports fan, really.’

‘There are a couple of teams in
a few places,’ Trudy said. ‘None in Concord City and we’ve no
league.’

‘Oh well, there goes my
cheerleading career,’ Ramona said wistfully. ‘Not that I really
had a cheerleading career. Not after the pyramid
incident.’

‘The, uh, pyramid incident?’
Krystal asked.

‘Yeah… Well, see, we perform in
scales and when I’m in scales, I’m stronger, but I get… clumsy. So
there I was, central support on a five-high pyramid and doing fine
until my foot slipped out from under me and, well…’

‘You were the central support in
a pile of girls?’

‘Pretty much. One broken arm,
three sprained ankles, a lot of bruises. Oh, and Nadine Goldmane
said I was enjoying having her sit on my face far too much,
which I did not! She nearly broke my nose!’

‘I can imagine,’ Krystal said
over Trudy’s giggles. ‘Cheerleading, huh? Does that explain the
skimpy… whatever that is you’re wearing under the jacket? I’ve
never seen anything quite like it.’ Well, she had, sort of, but
Charlotte had been wearing it as nightclothes in a vague attempt to
seduce her.

‘All the fashion in the Scarlin
cities,’ Ramona replied. ‘Which is good because I love them.
Summers get hot down there and I… tend to dress for summer a lot of
the time. Not that it’s especially cold here.’ Her eyes lit up
again as she thought of something. ‘Hey, does it snow here? I’ve
never seen snow.’

‘Sorry,’ Trudy replied. ‘Unless
the Weather Bureau gets something really wrong, it doesn’t
snow here either. We get some in the highlands, out to the west,
but not here.’

They had reached the top floor
by now and Ramona carried on with Krystal and Trudy to the end of
the corridor. ‘Oh. Oh well. Maybe I could go out that way one year.
I expect I’ll be here for a while.’

‘Quite a move,’ Trudy said.
‘Especially now. The South Sea isn’t quite as bad as the North Sea
in winter, but you picked a bad time to move north.’

‘Yeah,’ Ramona replied with the
kind of quick, clipped tone that suggested she did not really want
to discuss the matter.

‘Well, uh, we’re a friendly
bunch up here in the backend of nowhere, so you shouldn’t have much
trouble settling in.’ Trudy glanced at Krystal as the latter opened
their door. ‘Are we having a misfits meeting tomorrow night?’

‘Hadn’t thought about it,’
Krystal replied. ‘I guess we can get together. We’ll need food
tomorrow night. We can go out to the patty place together.’

‘Sorry,’ Ramona said, ‘the
“misfits?”’

‘It’s what Charley started
calling us,’ Krystal told her. ‘We’re the girls who don’t quite fit
into the other cliques. I’m an orphan, Trudy’s the only grey in
school, Charley would really rather be flying, Jesse and Xanthe
kind of like their alone time, and Felicia… Well, Flis had some
problems last term. We started getting together on Yellowday
evenings to go over our weekend assignments. It’s informally called
the misfits club.’

‘And if you come, we’ll have
every colour,’ Trudy added. She flicked a quick glance at Krystal.
‘Uh, except for royal, of course. The only royal on school grounds
is Celestina.’

Ramona raised an eyebrow as she
straightened up from putting Trudy’s bag down. ‘You call the
school’s founder by her first name?’

‘Oh, well, we kind of did
something last term and she said… Well, she said we could, in
private. She’s nice. And believe me when I say that I never
thought I’d say that about a royal.’

‘I believe you. I’m not too fond
of royals either. I mean, some of them are okay and some of them
are… not.’

‘Yeah,’ Trudy said, nodding. ‘I
used to think they were all useless, selfish bull pizzles, but
there are one or two good ones about and Celestina seems to be one
of them.’

‘I’ve only met Dean Scintilla
Rainshadow. She seemed nice. Maybe a little overworked.’

‘She’s not fond of
administration,’ Krystal said. ‘At this time of year, I’d imagine
most of what she does is paperwork.’

‘She was doing a lot of
that,’ Ramona agreed. ‘Uh, I’ll let you get settled in, Trudy.
Don’t want to overstay my welcome. I, uh, tend to do that, by the
way. I’m a people dragon. Just kick me out if I’m hanging around
too much.’

‘Well, you’re not, but
okay.’

Ramona flashed them a grin and
then headed out, closing the door behind her.

‘She seems nice,’ Trudy said,
opening a bag to begin unpacking. ‘Little nervy, but with Jesse
around, we should be used to nervy.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Krystal replied,
sitting down on her bed to watch.

‘You know, I think you’d look
great in one of those suits she was wearing. Especially in… Well,
you know, with the longer legs.’

‘I suppose I could look in some
of the shops in Westlook. Maybe they have Greenland fashions in.
Not that I’ll have much chance to wear it with the longer
legs.’

Trudy flashed a grin. ‘You could
wear it for me.’

Krystal smiled back. ‘For you,
Trudy, I’ll wear anything you like.’

~~~

Trudy’s silver claws dug into the scales
on Krystal’s scalp and shoulder almost hard enough to break skin.
Trudy’s moans were loud enough to be heard in the next room, so it
was a good thing that there was no one in it yet. Trudy did not
really care who heard, but they usually did their best to hide what
they were up to and the walls were not thick. Now, with no one
nearby, Trudy let herself give full expression to the effect
Krystal’s tongue was having on her body. It was electric. It was a
hot, wild energy filling Trudy to the point of bursting. It was
magic.

Trudy let out a shriek and then
clamped her mouth shut because, even in the throes of orgasm, that
had seemed loud. White light burned behind her eyes. Her back
arched. She clutched at her lover as though, somehow, she might
float away unless she hung on. Then there was darkness and the slow
realisation that she could not see because her eyes were shut.
Trudy opened her eyes to find Krystal’s rainbow irises looking at
her as Krystal settled down beside her.

‘I’ve missed this,’ Trudy
said.

Krystal giggled and brushed her
long, rainbow-streaked hair away from her face. ‘You were here last
Royalday and we did pretty much the same thing.’ In her dracoform,
Krystal’s voice was lower than usual and carried a purr in it that
seemed to go straight to the primitive parts of Trudy’s brain.

‘But in the morning, I went back
to Greystone Ward. Tomorrow morning, I won’t. And the morning after
I’ll still be waking up next to you.’

Krystal smiled and kissed
Trudy’s neck, and Trudy let out a little gasp of pleasure. ‘Do you
remember the day after we first went to bed together?’ Krystal
asked.

‘I remember getting drunk to
pluck up the courage to do it.’

‘Uh-huh. And then you said that
we had fun and no one got hurt, like it was just… I don’t know,
like we were friends, playing. Nothing special.’

‘I suppose I did.’

‘What’s changed?’

‘I…’ Trudy paused, thinking. ‘I
spent the winter break wishing I was here instead of at home. I
don’t know when it happened, but I think it became more than just
friends playing. No. I think it started when I couldn’t sleep
because you weren’t there, back when you went to Spinyard.’

‘Yeah… What does it feel like?
I… missed you too and I’m trying to work out what it means.’

‘What it means?’ Trudy’s
eyebrows rose. Krystal had a habit of being analytical, but this
seemed like she was taking it too far.

‘Yes, because I’ve got no idea
what being in love feels like, a-and I’m trying to work out whether
I am.’

‘Oh.’ Trudy almost giggled, but
that seemed like the wrong thing to do. ‘You’re asking the wrong
person. I’ve never been in love with someone either.’

‘Oh.’ There was a pause while
Krystal considered this. ‘Well, I know I tried to keep you away
from the ball because I saw you in danger there and the thought of
losing you was… I couldn’t have taken that.’

‘Ah, but you might feel the same
about a very good friend. I don’t think that’s the kind of love
we’re talking about. We’d need more evidence.’

‘Yes… Yes, you’re right. That
probably would be the case if– Wait a minute, I know that tone. You
are playing with me, Trudy Black!’

Trudy giggled. ‘Does it matter?
Do you think you’re in love with me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I don’t see why we need to
worry over the details. I think I’m in love with you too. Let’s
just assume we’re both right and then we don’t need to think about
it any more. We can just, um, be it.’

‘Okay, so maybe I’ve had
several nights on my own to worry over it and maybe I’ve
been trying to work it out too hard. I think your solution seems
like a reasonable course of action.’

‘Good. Can we get back to doing
shameless hussy stuff now?’

It was Krystal’s turn to giggle.
‘You want to go again? I thought we might cuddle a bit and then
sleep.’

‘Tired?’ Trudy asked. ‘Don’t you
worry. You just lie there and let me take care of everything.’ She
shifted, lifting up and sliding between Krystal’s legs before she
began to slide down, leaving butterfly kisses in her wake.

10th Day of Snowfall.

With a little checking and estimation,
it was fairly easy to determine roughly when Xanthe and Jesse would
be arriving at the school, and Krystal, Trudy, and Felicia were
waiting in Xanthe’s room when it happened. In truth, Felicia was
waiting for Jesse, but they were all fairly sure that the green
dragon would come to Xanthe’s room first if the door was open.

They were right, and Felicia
knew her lover well enough to wait before reintroducing herself.
The petite girl with her mass of brown hair dropped a bag in the
corridor and made a beeline for the window.

‘Is that…’ Ramona asked. The red
was sitting on her bed, knees drawn up, watching as she was
entirely ignored by the newcomer.

‘That’s Jesse,’ Krystal said.
‘Just let her get on with it for a second.’

Jesse bent at the hips and
peered at the young plant in its pot on the windowsill. She
sniffed, stroked a leaf, pressed a finger lightly to the soil, and
then she nodded and favoured Krystal with a smile. ‘Perfect,’ she
said.

Krystal let out a breath she had
not realised she was holding. ‘I think the others are all good
too.’

‘I’m sure they are.’ Then, with
so little warning that it caught Felicia by surprise, Jesse turned
and wrapped the taller indigo in a hug. ‘I missed you. You’ve been
okay over the holiday? Midwinter Night wasn’t bad, was it?’

Looking rather pleased, Felicia
returned the hug, lifting Jesse until her toes barely met the
carpet. ‘I missed you too, darling. I’ve been… fine. Krystal and
Charley have kept me going. And Charley sat out Midwinter Night
with me. I suppose you spent most of the time in the forest?’

‘Of course.’

‘Okay,’ said a voice from the
doorway. ‘Mass meeting in my room. What’s the occasion?’ Xanthe
stood in the doorway, an expression of puzzlement on her rounded
face with its amber eyes. As usual, her hair was pulled back into a
ponytail, and she had one bang almost hiding her left eye. As a
concession to the colder weather, she was wearing worn, ripped
jeans cut off below the knee instead of shorts, and she was
carrying a denim jacket, but her top was thin, beige, and had
string-straps, not that she had a lot of bust to contain under
it.

‘Uh,’ Trudy said.

‘We thought we’d come over and
welcome you back,’ Krystal said.

‘B-because there’s a n-new girl
here,’ Jesse stammered without taking her face away from Felicia’s
shoulder. ‘S-so, I’m g-guessing you’ve got a r-roommate.’
Interestingly, the stammer had returned once Jesse actually had to
acknowledge there was someone in the room she did not know.

Xanthe’s eyes locked onto
Ramona, narrowing as they did so.

‘Xan,’ Krystal said, ‘this is
Ramona Rose, from Scarlin Cantervale. Ramona, this is Xanthe
Wild.’

‘Hi,’ Ramona said, giving Xanthe
a nervous smile.

‘Hello,’ Xanthe said back. Her
eyes were still narrowed. ‘So, you’re in here with me?’

‘Uh, yes. Krys and Trudy, and
everyone else, told me you needed your personal space, but I’m sure
we can, uh, make this work. Somehow.’

‘We’ll have to see.’

‘Yeah… Uh, do you need any help
with bags or boxes? I’m a red, so…’

‘Both of us have a couple of
things downstairs,’ Xanthe replied.

‘Right,’ Trudy said. ‘Come on,
Mona, we’ll go sort out the baggage and let everyone get
settled.’

Ramona raised an eyebrow. ‘No
one’s ever called me that.’ She got to her feet and started for the
door, Xanthe stepping out into the corridor to let her and Trudy
past. ‘I think I might like it.’

‘Well, Ramona’s a bit of a
mouthful,’ Trudy said as they walked away.

Xanthe allowed Jesse and Felicia
out to go to Jesse’s room, and then she stepped back into the room
and put her bag down on her bed. ‘I’m not going to like
her.’ It sounded more like a plan than a statement of fact.

‘Go easy on her, Xan,’ Krystal
said. ‘She transferred up here from Scarlin Cantervale in the
middle of winter to join up mid-year, and she’s not exactly been
forthcoming about why. I think something happened to her. Something
she doesn’t want to talk about. I know it’s not ideal, but I think
she’s a misfit, like us.’

‘No one else in the school is
like us,’ Xanthe snapped. ‘No one else went through what we went
through last term. Glinda and the ball… No one knows what that was
like except for us. You haven’t told her about… you, have you?’

‘Of course not, but I think
Ramona’s been through something. Maybe you could just
try to get on with her. I know it’s not ideal, but Dean
Scintilla Rainshadow wouldn’t have let them put her in with you if
she didn’t think you could cope.’

‘I guess we’ll find out whether
I can,’ Xanthe grumbled.

‘And you’ll try?’

‘I guess I don’t have much
choice.’

~~~

‘The seas can get pretty rough this time
of year,’ Charlotte said as the seven girls sat down around one of
the tables at Patty Royal. Everyone had a patty wrapped in paper
they were opening up, except for Charlotte, who had two.

‘Yeah…’ Ramona replied. ‘I spent
the first three days in my cabin hugging a bucket. I felt
miserable.’ Not seeming to be miserable at all right now, she sank
her fangs into her bun.

‘I’ve never been on a sea
voyage,’ Krystal said.

‘I doubt any of us have,
darling,’ Felicia said, eyeing her patty with some distaste before
shrugging and biting into it.

‘I’d recommend leaving it for
the summer months,’ Ramona said.

Charlotte shook her head.
‘Spring and autumn. Summer can be good, but you get some
pretty nasty storms in summer when the water heats up. The Weather
Bureau keeps them away from land where possible, but they can’t
dissipate them entirely. It’s just too much energy to push
somewhere else.’

‘You’re doing weather magic,
Charley?’

‘That’s what I’m here for.’
Charley bit a chunk out of her patty and chewed for a couple of
seconds before adding, ‘This term, I actually get to study air
corpus.’

‘More chewing, less spitting,’
Felicia suggested. ‘I must say, these are nicer than the ones I’ve
had before.’

‘That’s because you didn’t know
where to get them,’ Trudy replied. ‘You know restaurants with posh
names, but I know patty joints.’

‘Yes, well, I’m quite sure I’ll
become more intimate with such forms of cuisine quite soon. Perhaps
you could direct me to the better establishments?’

Trudy flashed the indigo a grin.
‘I can probably keep you away from the worse ones anyway. You’re
not exactly poor, Flis. I’m sure you won’t be digging food out of
rubbish bins any time soon.’

‘No… No, Mama has ensured that I
can survive well enough, but I need to watch my budget now.’

‘Uh, is this a bad topic?’
Ramona asked. ‘What happened?’

‘It is something of a
sore subject, but I’d rather you heard it from me than the rumour
mill. There was a scandal involving my mother. A… sexual scandal,
which all the gossip columns reported with glee, of course. Papa
was forced to resign his position at the palace and he divorced my
mother, though the latter appears to be a choice he found easier to
make I’m sad to say. Mama has joined the Sisters of Perpetual
Harmony in Appleyard, but she ensured that I have money in trust to
continue my education. Papa is… less than pleased about that. He
will be leaving to move to Umbral Crown, where my brother lives, as
soon as our house has been sold.’

‘Oh, that’s terrible.’

Felicia smiled. ‘We all have our
burdens, darling. The school has been very accommodating regarding
my living arrangements and, frankly, I believe I’ve come out of it
better than I could’ve hoped.’

‘It helps that you helped save
the school last term,’ Trudy pointed out.

‘There is that…’

Ramona gave Trudy a confused
grin and the grey shrugged. ‘There was this whole thing with a mad
ancestral spirit possessing one of the girls and trying to get
everyone else possessed with the spirits of dead magi so
they could destroy the city.’

‘Uh, right,’ Ramona said.

‘So, we kind of disrupted the
ritual and stopped it. That’s why Celestina lets us use her first
name.’

‘We had a kind of eventful
term,’ Charlotte said, nodding.

‘But this one is going to
be quiet,’ Krystal said. ‘No more necromancers, or possessions, or
scandals, or…’

‘Exams,’ Xanthe said. ‘No more
exams until the end of next year. Which I’d drink to if they served
alcohol in these places.’

‘Oh, I’d happily drink to that
anyway,’ Krystal said.

‘Says the girl who came top in
her class,’ Trudy said, grinning. ‘Both her classes.’

‘You did?’ Ramona said.

‘I guess I did, yes,’ Krystal
replied. ‘I got lucky with the questions.’

‘She’s being modest,’ Trudy
stated flatly. ‘She’s a magical prodigy or something. I’d imagine
what you learned in Scarlin Cantervale won’t meet up quite right
with the classes here, and Krys is just the girl to fill in the
holes.’

‘Misfits club,’ Charlotte said.
‘We’ll be starting it again next Yellowday, right?’

‘Just don’t expect much help
with the air corpus,’ Krystal said. ‘I know light and meta-magic. I
haven’t studied any of the other specialities.’

‘Yeah…’ Trudy said, smirking.
‘That’s true, but you’re better with fire corpus than I am, and
I’ve studied a little fire corpus. You’re better at most practical
magic than we are, even when you’re just working from theory.’ She
looked across at Ramona. ‘She’s a genius.’

‘I am not a genius!’

‘Sorry, darling, but you are,’
Felicia said. ‘I’ve seen you work through mind corpus spells as
well as I can.’

‘Your p-plant magic is almost as
good as mine,’ Jesse put in.

Blushing furiously, Krystal
picked up her paper cup of soda and sucked on the straw. ‘Stop it.
You’re making me sound like–’

‘A genius?’ Trudy suggested.

‘A prodigy of amazing
proportions?’ Charlotte supplied.

‘Someone really useful to
know,’ Ramona said, grinning. ‘I, uh, know that Xan doesn’t
really want a roommate and all, but I get the feeling I
lucked out meeting you six. All of you, but especially the magical
prodigy genius girl.’

11th Day of Snowfall.

‘The docks,’ Trudy said, waving an arm
at the general area of town they were in, ‘but you’ve probably
already seen these.’

‘No,’ Ramona said, looking
around with interest. The docks were the oldest part of Concord
City and fairly industrial in nature. At this time of year, they
were less busy since few fishing boats braved the southern seas
during Snowfall. ‘Uh, I mean, yes, but I didn’t really get to see
much of them when I got here.’

‘I guess you wanted to be under
a real roof fairly quickly.’

‘Uh-huh. And there were some
people waiting for me. Friends of the family.’

‘Useful,’ Trudy said. ‘What does
your family do?’

Ramona did not immediately
answer and Trudy looked around at whatever she was looking at, but
there just seemed to be people there, travellers or dockworkers.
Then Ramona shook her head and gave Trudy a smile. ‘Uh, they’re
farmers. Cattle, mostly. What about yours?’

Trudy gave a shrug. ‘Family of
greys, Mona, we do whatever we can. Dad has a pretty steady job at
one of the tanneries. Not in the disgustingly smelly part.
He packs finished skins, handles outbound shipments. It doesn’t pay
much, but it pays.’

‘Oh. We employ a few greys on
the farm. Heavy lifting and, uh… Do you think it’s kind of chilly
down here? I think it’s kind of chilly.’ Ramona pulled her jacket
around her as though cold.

‘The breeze is a little cool. Of
course, if you didn’t insist on wearing a skirt in this
weather…’

‘I like skirts.’

Trudy grinned. ‘Okay, we’ll head
through to the palace wall and then go around to Westlook. I told
Krys I’d take you through to Cragscales’ place and that’s the way
to go.’

‘Cragscales’ place?’

‘Your best stop for magical
paraphernalia and books. Especially books, if you go on a
Silverday, because Krys works there then and she knows the place
like the back of her hand. Which is good, believe me.’

‘I, uh, can’t wait to see the
place.’

~~~

Cragscales’ Magic Supplies was a
nondescript building on Silverlight Street, in need of some new
paint on its exterior walls and barely noticeable among the
street’s more normal establishments, which were strip clubs,
brothels, lingerie shops, and other places that sold other things
to assist in whatever acts one might wish to engage in behind
closed doors.

Ramona was both surprised and
relieved to discover that ‘magic supplies’ was not some form of
euphemism, and that what was sold inside did seem capable of
meeting the needs of any professional magus. Trudy decided to leave
her to browse, saying that they would meet on the top floor, and
then Trudy went looking for Krystal.

‘How’d the tour go?’ Krystal
asked when Trudy located her in the maze of stacks on the top
floor.

‘Well, fine, I guess,’ Trudy
replied.

‘You guess?’

‘There’s something up with that
girl, Krys. She kept stopping and looking at people. She
didn’t seem to know them, but it was like she was trying to work
out whether she did. I caught her doing it once and she was pale as
a sheet.’

Krystal raised an eyebrow. ‘Our
sheets need changing.’

‘Yeah, well, she’s got a tan.
She was scared. Then she seemed to shake it off, and she was all
happy thoughts and can we get a sausage-in-a-bun. I did warn her
about the street vendors, by the way.’

‘Well, it’s weird, I grant you.
We should head out to the stairs. If she tries hunting for us in
here, we may have to use a seeker spell to find her.’

They arrived at the staircase
down to find Ramona talking to Cragscales. Or, to be precise,
Cragscales was talking and Ramona was standing there like a
frightened rabbit as the old man pointed out the shelves of student
texts. She brightened noticeably when she saw Krystal and Trudy
appearing from the rows of shelves, but did not move until they got
closer.

‘Ramona’s a little beyond most
of the books in this section, Cragscales,’ Krystal said when she
was close enough. Ramona took a small step toward her two
friends.

‘She is?’ Cragscales said. ‘You
should have said, young lady. You know these two?’

‘Uh, yes,’ Ramona said.

‘She’s rooming with Xanthe,’
Trudy supplied. ‘We’ll take care of her.’

‘Excellent.’ And the old dragon
wandered off down the stairs, but he flashed a slightly quizzical
look at Krystal as he went.

‘He’s nice once you get to know
him,’ Trudy went on. ‘Well, nice might not be quite right.’

‘I think he’s nice,’
Krystal said.

‘He pays you to wander around a
bookshop.’

‘That… might have something to
do with it. Come on, Mona, I’ll show you where to find the
interesting stuff.’

‘Interesting?’ Ramona asked.

‘Well, pertinent to your
courses.’

‘Ah, right. You’re right about
the books in this part. They’re a little basic for the stuff I was
learning at home.’

~~~

On the way back out, after looking over
the section on magic corpus spells, Ramona stopped suddenly and
looked up at the shelves on her left. Krystal almost did not
notice, having to turn back from the end of the row, directing
Trudy back as she turned.

Ramona was peering at a section
Krystal knew was there but had never really examined in much
detail. These were books on illusion and stage magic, and a few
texts on using magic for entertainment. Visual illusions fell under
the light corpus and Krystal had tried a few simple tricks in her
time, but you needed to combine those with the air corpus to give
an auditory component, and earth was needed for something solid, or
you could add mind magic to trick someone into believing they felt
something or to give purely mental illusions. Getting that kind of
thing right was something Krystal had never felt she really needed
to bother with.

‘This is what I really want to
learn,’ Ramona said. ‘I love entertaining people. I want to
learn illusions and stage magic. I want to learn how to amplify
sounds for music concerts.’ She grinned. ‘I want to learn how to
pull a rabbit out of a hat.’

‘Well, why don’t you?’ Krystal
asked. ‘Draconia can always use more magi to entertain people.’

‘My family are farmers and red
dragons are warriors. I know how to throw fire around, and I can
get away with the meta-magic because it’s useful for charms and
stuff. I’m supposed to learn how to cure animals or support
troops.’

‘Soldiers don’t like to laugh?’
Trudy asked, raising her eyebrows. ‘Anyway, your family is on
Greenland and you’re here. You can learn what you want. I bet Krys
could come up with a way of justifying any of the corpuses
as either farming or troop support.’

Krystal frowned. ‘I’m not sure
about any corpus. Though, if you want to pull a rabbit out
of a hat, learning animal magic seems like a good idea.’

‘And my family does run a lot of
cattle,’ Ramona said.

‘Fire is good for pyrotechnics.
Light does illusions, but it’s also good for light bursts. I keep a
simple flash spell bound into a cantrip so I can just blind someone
if they try to mug me or something.’

‘That’s how you did
that?’ Trudy asked. Then she glanced at Ramona and gave a little
facial shrug. ‘We ran into some boys in a club one night and they
didn’t want to take no for an answer. Krys blinded them for a few
seconds so we could leave while they floundered around. I never did
ask how she pulled the spell off so fast.’

Ramona had gone a little pale.
‘I know how it can be with boys not wanting to accept a rejection.
Maybe I’ll come back here and pick up a couple of books, when I’ve
settled in. I think I’ll head back to the school now though.’

‘We can head back,’ Trudy said.
‘I want to reread my notes on last term’s theory lectures
anyway.’

‘Did you decide on your
elective?’ Krystal asked.

‘Uh-huh. I’m taking the extra
theory class.’

‘Oh. You’re doing pure theory
all term again? Not that having a really solid knowledge of basic
theory is a bad thing.’

Trudy nodded. ‘I am. Because I
couldn’t decide on a corpus I wanted to study, and because it
should mean I’ve caught up with the advanced theory
syllabus. That means, next year when we come back after the summer,
I’ll be taking the same theory classes as you.’

‘That’s so romantic!’
Ramona enthused.

‘It’s a solid basis in magical
theory and I approve,’ Krystal said, blushing.

‘Oh. Yes. But it’s still
romantic.’

~~~

Krystal was on the way out of the shop
at the end of the day when Cragscales waved her over to the till
where he was reckoning up. ‘Anything up, Cragscales? You, uh, don’t
want me to learn the tills, do you?’

‘No,’ Cragscales said, flashing
her a smile. ‘No, you’re more valuable up on the top floor dealing
with lost customers. I wanted to talk to you about your friend.
Ramona, was it?’

‘Ramona, yes. Ramona Rose.’

‘Interesting girl.’

Krystal raised an eyebrow.
‘She’s… Well, there’s something a little odd about her. She came up
from Scarlin Cantervale, mid-winter, to join the school here in the
middle of the year. As far as I can tell, she’s up to it. She had a
tutor at home, a pretty good one as far as I can tell.’

‘And she moved here, suddenly. A
little strange, it would seem, but it’s the fact that she’s… afraid
of men which I wanted to mention.’

‘Afraid of men? That might
explain a few things.’

Cragscales gave a small shrug.
‘Afraid may be too strong a word. Wary. Perhaps a little
paranoid.’

‘That’s… interesting.’

‘I said she was.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Krystal said. ‘Well,
we’ll be keeping an eye on her anyway, so that’s something to watch
for, I guess.’

13th Day of Snowfall.

There was no real opportunity to look
into Ramona’s various problems before classes started on Indigoday,
but she was sitting beside Krystal, along with Jesse and Felicia,
in the first lecture of the semester. That meant that Krystal got
the opportunity to watch when Ramona saw the lecturer.

Theodore Marin stalked into the
theatre in his usual dark robes, thick books under one arm and a
long staff in his other hand. He was a handsome man, saturnine and
somewhat severe with a lot of angles to his features. Most of the
student body had a mild crush on the man, some more than others.
Down at the front, Charity Darkmoon and her cohorts were almost
swooning. Though, now Krystal was paying attention, she noticed
that Charity seemed less enamoured than she had at the start of the
year. And beside her, Krystal saw Ramona shrink a little, cringing.
It was barely noticeable, unless you were watching for something,
but it was there. Cragscales was right about Ramona: she was a
little freaked by men.

‘Good morning, ladies,’ Marin
said, peering around at his audience. ‘In case you’ve forgotten, I
am Theodore Marin. This is General Magical Theory one four. Anyone
who should not be taking that class should leave now.’ He paused,
but no one got up to leave. ‘Very well. We will be continuing on
from last term’s lectures, so…’ Picking up chalk from the lectern,
he turned to the board behind him. ‘Let us begin as we have a lot
to get through.’

Ramona glanced to either side of
her as Krystal and Felicia both muttered ‘we have a lot to get
through’ in time with the lecturer.

‘He says it every time,’ Felicia
said quietly.

‘And he’s always right,’ Krystal
added.

~~~

There was another slightly odd factor at
play on campus this term, and the subject came up at lunch.

‘Have you noticed people acting
kind of different around us?’ Charlotte asked. She was looking
around at the other students in the refectory and frowning a
little.

‘They… seem to be sitting closer
than usual,’ Trudy said.

‘They s-sat closer to us in the
lecture theatre too,’ Jesse added.

‘And, thinking about it,’
Felicia said, ‘the other girls on our floor have been saying hello
to me the last few days.’

‘Uh, is that odd?’ Ramona asked,
frowning.

‘We’re the misfits, darling.
Last term, even the other girls on our corridor tended to steer
clear when they could.’

‘Well, someone did suggest we
were necromancers,’ Charlotte said, smirking.

‘I said I was sorry,’ Felicia
moaned.

‘You never actually did,’ Trudy
corrected.

‘I didn’t? Oh. Well, I am. So
there. Anyway, Charity kept it going and spread Mama’s
indiscretions around to anyone who would listen. We were all
outcasts last term and now…’

‘I guess they may not actually
remember us saving their tails,’ Xanthe said, ‘but they all
know we did. Maybe they don’t like us, but they don’t
dislike us either.’

‘It sounds like a win to me,’
Krystal said. ‘I’ll take it. Charity doesn’t seem to have suffered
social death for her part in things.’

‘Well, she wasn’t actually
responsible for what happened,’ Jesse said. ‘Not d-directly
responsible.’

Krystal gave a shrug. ‘Not for
what happened at the ball, but she couldn’t have got that corrupted
without willingly accepting the spirit of Lorenzo Darkmoon so she
could do better in class. It wasn’t forced on her and her shortcut
almost cost the lives of every dragon in the school. I think she
deserves a little worse than she’s getting. I’m amazed her cronies
are still following her.’

‘Some people need a leader,
darling,’ Felicia replied. ‘The ancestors know I did my best to
find the girls who did. I just made the mistake of picking one who
was a worse bitch than I was. Well, that’ll teach me about
getting into politics.’

15th Day of Snowfall.

There was no sign of Charity in the
afternoon lab session on Blueday. Felicia allowed herself a small
gloat about that. Charity was busy in one of the smaller labs
somewhere, working the only ritual she was allowed to undertake at
the moment, one which would attempt to cleanse her spirit of the
corruption caused by using a spirit to assist her the term
before.

‘The spell isn’t that
difficult,’ Krystal said as they got to work on their assignments.
‘Of course, even if she still had the spirit, it wouldn’t help her
to get rid of the distortion, and the distortion makes it hard to
cast spells without the spirit…’

‘She could be weeks
trying to get it right,’ Felicia said, smirking a little
maliciously.

‘Basically, yes.’

‘Well, she brought it upon
herself, whatever else may have happened.’

‘I’m more concerned about these
fire conjurations,’ Jesse said, examining the list of spells the
practical called for. ‘I don’t know the fire corpus.’

Now that Ramona had joined them,
she was partnering with Krystal rather than there being an informal
trio of Krystal, Jesse, and Felicia. ‘None of these should be
too hard,’ Ramona said, looking down the same list.

‘You’ve studied the fire
corpus,’ Krystal pointed out. She peered at the list for a second
and then shrugged. ‘But there’s nothing here that’s really
difficult, I don’t think.’

‘You threw a fireball at a
z-zombie,’ Jesse said.

‘Yes, but I was shown that
pattern by a magus. I’ll have to work these ones out from first
principles, just like you.’

‘Wait,’ Ramona said. ‘You threw
a fireball at a zombie?’

‘Um, yes. Charley’s friend
Glinda went missing one weekend and we tracked her down in this old
house in Eastlook.’

‘And she’d been killed and
turned into a z-zombie,’ Jesse said. ‘And Krys burned it before it
could eat us.’

‘It needed to be done,’ Krystal
said flatly. ‘I suggest we get on with these exercises. I’m sure
you can work this out, Jesse, but you can always ask one of us to
check your patterns.’

‘We will,’ Felicia replied,
smiling. ‘I’m stubborn, not stupid.’

~~~

Krystal stood by with a fire
extinguisher while Ramona twisted a column of flame into a helix,
grinning as she did so. The control spell had been fairly easy to
formulate, for both of them, and the pair were working steadily
through the exercises. There were a few more students who seemed to
be keeping up with their pace, but the majority were plodding
along. Jesse and Felicia were not close to doing the control spell
yet.

‘Silly things like this are what
I like doing with fire magic,’ Ramona said. Turning her hand
in a largely unnecessary gesture, she split the column in two and
formed a double helix. ‘Tricks to entertain. I’d rather I never had
to throw a weaponised spell.’ The twin helices began to spin
slowly.

‘I hadn’t actually expected to
need to use one,’ Krystal replied. ‘Sometimes things happen.’

‘That is excellent, Ramona
Rose.’ The voice was male and it came from behind them, and it
caused Ramona to cringe and almost drop the flame columns. As it
was, the spinning stopped and the flames seemed to shrink in,
cringing with their mistress. Marin, the owner of the voice, seemed
not to notice. ‘Have you attempted this part yet, Krystal
Ward?’

Krystal lifted her extinguisher.
‘I’m spotting for Ramona, Theodore Marin. We’ll swap shortly. Uh,
my notes on the pattern are on the bench there if you want to check
them.’

Marin nodded but did not
approach Krystal’s notebook. ‘Considering your prior experience
with fire magic and your exam results, I did not expect you to have
difficulty with these exercises. Continue.’ And he stalked off to
terrorise Felicia and Jesse.

‘Does he sneak up like that a
lot?’ Ramona asked.

‘He does tend to, yes. Are you
okay?’

‘Fine. Just a shock. I’ll put
this out and you can go. I want to see whether you can make cooler
patterns than me.’

Krystal shook her head.
‘Unlikely. That double helix was probably about as complex as you
can get with this pattern. You’d need to add–’

‘Another element to allow for
discontinuities, yeah.’ Ramona glanced at the list of exercises.
‘Well, maybe if we have time at the end…’

Krystal grinned at the rather
eager expression on the red dragon’s face, but then she was
surprised by another voice from behind her. ‘Uh, Krystal Ward?’
This one was far more hesitant than Marin and female. Krystal
turned to find a pair of girls standing there, each clutching a
notebook over their chest as though for protection. ‘Um, could you
possibly check our symbology?’ The speaker was a yellow dragon,
judging from the dark-blonde hair and the amber eyes. Her friend
was a red. ‘We’ve both tried it and we’ve got different
patterns…’

Marin had moved on from Jesse
and Felicia now, and both of them were looking toward Krystal and
the two newcomers with raised eyebrows. Krystal glanced their way,
trying to keep her own surprise off her face. ‘Uh, sure. You know,
just because they’re different, doesn’t mean one or both are wrong.
There’s often more than one way to write a spell.’

~~~

‘They weren’t the only ones,’ Krystal
said over dinner. ‘We had…’ She glanced at Ramona.

‘Six pairs, I think,’ Ramona
supplied.

‘Yes, six of them came over to
ask me to check something. They’ve definitely changed their tune
since last term.’

‘Just so long as they don’t find
out about the misfits club,’ Charlotte said. ‘It’s hard enough
fitting us all into your room as it is.’

‘I think we have space for Mona
though,’ Xanthe said. ‘One more should be fine.’

‘Yeah. I’ll give you that, but
another couple and we’re going to have to look into getting a
classroom or something.’

‘We would have to become
official,’ Felicia put in. ‘And I think we’d have to change the
name because we wouldn’t all be misfits.’

‘Right, so no more members. We’
– Charlotte raised her head, pointing her nose upward – ‘are an
elite group.’

‘You just don’t want to share
our principal resource,’ Trudy said. ‘Who is mine, by the
way, so don’t go getting any ideas.’

‘Possessive much, darling?’
Felicia asked, smiling.

‘Just reminding certain
parties,’ Trudy replied, waving the comment away.

‘Oh, Mistress Trudy Black, she
be right possessive,’ Krystal said, assuming the docks accent that
invariably resulted in Trudy blushing. ‘Why she does chain me up in
the coal cellar every night an’ she does beat me with the switch if
I so much as looks at another girl!’

Ramona let out a snort of
laughter and almost spat her food over the table. Trudy did,
indeed, blush, but she still managed to pull her back straight and
respond. ‘And what have I told you about that accent, young
lady?’

Krystal affected a contrite
expression. ‘Good girls talk proper, Mistress Trudy Black.’

‘Ahem?’

Switching to a higher-pitched,
more eloquent tone with a terrible nasal whine, Krystal said,
‘Young ladies of proper breeding speak correctly at all times.’

Ramona was, by now, bent over
the table in fairly quiet but enthusiastic laughter. ‘Do you two
practise that double act or is it just natural talent?’

‘I’ve had practice,’ Trudy told
her. ‘With Krys, it’s all natural talent. That and a nun that used
to be on the stage. But Krys has embarrassed me enough doing that
that I can actually respond with more than “stop that” and “so help
me, I will spank you.” Uh, and that last one just makes it
all more embarrassing.’

‘I know we think it’s
hilarious,’ Charlotte said.

Ramona shook her head, still
grinning. ‘You knew a nun who used to be an actress, Krys?’

‘Nuns come from all walks of
life,’ Krystal replied. ‘There were a couple from Greystone and
Downtown here in Concord City. Some very posh indigos.’

‘One more of those now,’ Felicia
commented.

‘Farmers, miners, or from
families that did that. Sister Gloriosa Gleaming was a prostitute
in one of the Scarlin port cities. Though she used to call herself
an ex-doxy. There were all sorts and I’m not bad at mimicking
accents.’

‘And mannerisms,’ Trudy
said.

‘You should take that double act
on the stage,’ Ramona said.

‘Oh, sure. I know exactly the
sort of stages that’d take that kind of act, and I’m not appearing
on one of them unless I end up really down on my luck.’

There were grins and giggles,
and then eating for a second. ‘So, you’re not saying you
wouldn’t go on stage with that act then?’ Ramona asked,
putting on an innocent smile.

‘Someone give me something I can
throw at her,’ Trudy said over the sound of giggles.

17th Day of Snowfall.

It was getting a little crowded in
Krystal and Trudy’s room with seven girls in it, but Jesse had
brought through some of the cushions she kept for sitting on and,
with those to add comfort, it was not too bad.

‘So, what happens next?’ Ramona
asked. ‘Xan said I should get some snacks in, so I did.’ She
indicated the pile of packets and paper bags in the middle of the
floor.

‘That should be enough for me,’
Charlotte said. ‘What are the rest of you eating?’

‘Share,’ Xanthe said flatly.
‘Uh, now we get on with whatever assignments we have. The theory
should be okay. I think Sareena Slate is just checking that we
remember what she told us last term. I’ve got this body corpus
problem to work through, but I think I can manage.’

‘And I’ve got an air problem,’
Charlotte said, waving her notebook. ‘It’s a sound amplification
thing, but I think I can work it out okay.’

Trudy had positioned herself on
the floor rather than her bed. She lifted her notebook and tapped
the cover. ‘I might need a little help from the smart girls. I’ve
got Theodore Marin in my Further Magical Theory class and he set
something about thaumolytic energy conversion that I’m sure
you three did last term.’

‘You know the rules,’ Krystal
said. ‘You try yourself before you come to us.’

‘I know. Just saying.’ Trudy
grimaced. ‘You’re right about Theodore Marin. He isn’t as good a
teacher as Sareena Slate. He may know more about the subject, but
she’s better at getting it across.’

Krystal nodded. ‘I’m hoping he
doesn’t teach the senior classes, because he’s going to start
having trouble if he does.’ She flicked open her notebook and
looked at what she had written down to work on. ‘He says to read
through the chapter on spatial displacement, “paying particular
attention to the dissipation of potential energy which must be
considered on large geographical movements.” I’m sure Thoughts
on the Nature of Magic has a better treatment of that kind of
thing. I’ll take a quick look while you guys get started.’

‘What dissipation of potential
energy?’ Ramona asked, frowning and reaching for her copy of
Elements of Magical Theory.

‘Oh!’ Charlotte exclaimed. ‘I
know this one. It’s basically a difference in potential energy
thing. If you start high and go low, for example, you take an
object with high potential energy and turn it instantly into
something with low potential energy. If you don’t remember to do
something about the difference, you end up with a hotter something.
In extreme cases, you get an exploding something. If you go up
instead of down, you end up with an ice block. And you can end up
with similar problems if you move long distances latitudinally, uh,
but I’m not quite so sure why.’

‘The equator spins faster than
the poles,’ Krystal said. ‘It’s kinetic energy more than potential,
but it’s the same sort of thing. Except that if you’re in, say,
Concord City, and you change it to being in, say, Umbral Crown and
you forget the change in kinetic energy, when it gets there it’ll
still be moving with the same velocity, which probably means it’s
going to slam into the nearest wall at several hundred miles an
hour.’

‘No more thing,’ Ramona
said.

‘No more wall either, in all
probability, but there’s a really good treatment of the thaumolytic
requirements in here, if I can find it. I swear, if Mallory
Nightsky was giving us lectures, we’d be begging to have
Theodore Marin take over. Mallory Nightsky was a genius, but he
reads like he had a mind like a labyrinth. It’s as if he doesn’t
really want anyone to figure out what he’s saying.’

‘Okay, well, you summarise that
for us, and we’ll read the easy version.’

Krystal giggled. ‘Thanks. You’ve
no idea how much I love summarising opaque writing.’

18th Day of Snowfall.

Charlotte poked her head around the
door of Krystal and Trudy’s room. ‘Girls’ night out, girls?’

Perhaps the answer should not
have surprised her given that Krystal was lying on her bed with a
towel draped over her face, but Charlotte’s brain often operated a
split second behind her mouth. ‘Uh, not really,’ Krystal said, her
voice a little muffled.

Trudy gave Charlotte a weary
sort of smile. ‘She had a bit of a tough day at the shop.’

‘Seems like the entire first
year suddenly discovered that Cragscales’ sells books,’ Krystal
mumbled. ‘None of them knew what they were looking for. Ancestors
grant me the boon that they all came today, because if the same
happens next week, I’m going to murder someone.’

‘It’s the place to do it.’

‘Yeah, I could hide bodies in
the stacks and no one would find them for years.’

‘So, that’s a no to clubbing and
drinking?’ Charlotte asked. ‘I’ve got Mona and Xan on the team, and
Flis, of course–’

‘And if Flis is going, so is
Jesse,’ Krystal said. ‘If you want to go along, Trudy, I won’t stop
you. The thought of hanging around tipsy men in some club is just
filling me with dread.’

‘I’m good,’ Trudy said. ‘I’m
going to take care of my poor, exhausted friend.’

‘Oh, well, that’s still five
of–’ Charlotte began.

‘Uh, Charley?’ Ramona’s voice
came from the corridor outside.

‘Hey, Mona,’ Charlotte replied,
turning. ‘Krys is beat, so they’re staying here, but–’

‘Yeah, uh, I was just coming to
tell you… Xan’s ready, but I’ve got a headache coming on. I’m not
sure a loud club is going to help…’

‘Oh. Okay, well… That’s still
four of us, I guess…’

~~~

An hour later, Krystal was still lying
on her bed, but there were six people in the room with her and she
had roused enough to take the towel off her face. The four
remaining misfits had gone out, failed to decide on somewhere to
go, and had bought snacks and an illicit bottle of wine at a late
shop to bring back to the hall. Drinking in the rooms was one of
those things which was not really allowed, but you could get away
with it so long as no one found out about it.

‘Today was surreal,’ Krystal
said. ‘Did a notice go up or something? I mean, I’ve seen a few of
the girls from the school in there. Most of them ignored me unless
they were desperate. Today they were swarming the place. Cragscales
was gleeful, until he remembered he’d have to call to get
resupplies. He hates talking to textbook suppliers.’

‘Anything specific being sold a
lot?’ Trudy asked.

‘Elements was sold out by
the end of the day. What’ve they been using until now? We sold a
lot of Numbers for the Magically Inclined.’

‘That’s a good one,’ Jesse said.
‘Someone else should get a copy because that’ll be coming up more
and more in the lower class.’

‘I’ll get one,’ Trudy said.
‘I’ve got the budget left for a couple of books and since I’m
pushing to get myself caught up with Krys, I’ll need the
maths.’

‘That sounds like it might be
good for me too,’ Ramona said.

‘If you both want a copy, I’ll
see about reserving a couple, unless Cragscales has restocked by
next week,’ Krystal said. ‘A few people asked about Thoughts on
the Nature of Magic. There are a couple of copies in stock, but
I warned them it was pretty dense stuff. You know, mine is an old,
second-hand copy one of the nuns found, but I’d swear the modern
printings are even more impenetrable. It’s like they lost something
when they reworked the typesetting. Anyway, we sold one copy to an
indigo who insisted that she could handle it.’

‘Who?’ Felicia asked.

‘Uh, Priscilla Tallesine.’

‘Ah, yes, she’s got talent, but
not much in the way of brainpower to go with it. It’s just like her
to think she could handle something like that. She’s almost as
stubborn as I am.’

‘I don’t think she’s ever said a
word to me before today. Today she was practically fawning over
me.’

‘I told you,’ Trudy said. ‘I
warned you this would happen.’

‘Huh?’

‘You getting top in your exams.
I told you you’d end up being popular.’

‘They were the same in the lab,’
Felicia pointed out. ‘Trudy’s right, you’re popular. I wouldn’t
worry too much, however. I’m sure they just want you for your
brains.’

‘Don’t we all?’ Charlotte asked,
grinning.

‘Nope,’ Trudy replied. ‘With me,
it’s all physical. I just want her for her body.’

‘Oh, thanks, Trudy,’ Krystal
said. ‘Though you do realise that the brain is kind of
integral to the body.’

‘Yeah, well, if I’ve got
to have the brain along too, I guess I can cope.’

19th Day of Snowfall.

Krystal lay in Trudy’s arms feeling
warm, contented, and sated. Royalday mornings were something
special now that she worked on Silverdays. Trudy seemed to feel the
same way since she had woken Krystal with soft caresses which had
grown far more urgent and insistent once Krystal had stirred from
her sleep.

‘Last night was a little weird,’
Trudy said into the warm silence.

‘How?’ Krystal asked. ‘We didn’t
want to go out so we ended up hanging around in here. It seemed
kind of organic to me. A natural progression.’

‘Yeah, but Xanthe told me that
Ramona was pretty keen to go out. I mean, you saw how she was
dressed.’

‘Ramona always dresses like
she’s going to a club, unless she’s in uniform. She likes to
entertain. I think she’s a bit of a party dragon.’

‘Uh-huh, so how come she
suddenly decided not to go? I mean suddenly. Xanthe said she
was enthusiastic when she walked out of their room, and then she
came to our room and she had a headache coming on. You notice any
signs of a headache once we were settled in here?’

Krystal frowned. ‘No, not
really.’

‘So, Cragscales said she was
nervous of men and, when I thought about it, you said something
about not wanting to face a crowd of boys. She could have heard
that on the way down the corridor.’

‘She could… There’s definitely
something up with that girl. I wish she’d tell us what it is, but
we can’t force it out of her.’

‘No, but we can keep an eye on
her. She’s hurting over something. Anyway, we should get up or
we’ll miss breakfast.’

Krystal tightened her grip on
her lover and snuggled in. ‘Five more minutes. We can stay here for
five more minutes. I like cuddling up to you.’

Sighing, Trudy kissed Krystal’s
forehead. ‘I like it too. Five more minutes won’t hurt, but if we
miss breakfast, you’re buying when we have to go out of the
school.’

‘I can live with that.’

20th Day of Snowfall.

In the lobby of Nightsky Hall, there
was an area devoted to pigeonholes for each room where mail was
delivered. The little box reserved for room fifty-nine had seen
very little use. In fact, the one thing which had appeared in it
during the last term was a note to Krystal saying that her
membership of the school’s book club had been rescinded.

Still, Krystal made a habit of
checking the box every evening after lectures. It was a futile
habit, but she kept at it. When she saw another note in the box,
Krystal did wonder why she kept looking. Nothing good had
ever come of notes in the pigeonhole before. But it was there and,
when she pulled it out, she saw her name on the folded-over paper.
It looked a lot like the same notepaper the book club had used the
first time too. What could they possibly want now?

~~~

‘We all got them,’ Charlotte said.
‘Well, the three of us who got kicked out of clubs last term did.’
The misfits were gathered, as usual, for the evening meal in the
refectory and Krystal had mentioned her note.

Krystal looked at Jesse, who
nodded. ‘The gardening club say they’ve reconsidered my
membership.’

‘Huh.’ Krystal shook her head.
‘Well, they’re asking if I’ll attend next week’s meeting in the
library to confirm everything, but it’s on Silverday. Making money
for books is more important than a club about books. I’m not
entirely sure I want to join a club that kicked me out over some
rumours anyway.’

Charlotte nodded. ‘They’ve asked
me to come in for another try-out this week. They’re making out
that a spot opened and they’re calling back the dragons who didn’t
make the cut last time. I’ve half a mind to do it, ace it, and then
tell them to go stuff themselves.’

‘The main reason you came here
is the aerobatics team,’ Krystal pointed out.

‘And they turned out to be a
bunch of stick-ups. I can fly any time I want… almost. I don’t need
them to tell me how I’m doing.’

‘I think I’ll see what kind of
plot they can give me,’ Jesse said. ‘If I get in now, I can
probably still do something good with it before spring and I
do love working outdoors.’

‘And your room is starting to
look a little like your Tangleroots,’ Felicia said. ‘Perhaps
some of the plants in there could be moved into your new
plot.’

‘I would need to treat them.
Moving from a warm room to cold earth would hurt them if I don’t
work a little magic, but there are some there I’d planned to have
outside, yes.’

‘That enormous creeper that I
think is trying to eat me?’

Jesse giggled. ‘He just wants to
be friendly. If I have a wall he can climb up, then he’ll go out,
yes.’

‘Good. If it just wants to be
friendly, I’m not sure I want to know how friendly it wants
to be. And I’d point out that using a male pronoun for it does
not make me more comfortable.’

Jesse giggled again. ‘Of course
he’s male. Why, those creepers have been known to, um, penetrate
concrete rafts to get to light.’

‘Well, he’s not going to
penetrate me!’ Felicia stated, and then she cringed when her
friends burst into laughter and several faces nearby turned to look
at her. ‘Maybe I said that a little too loud…’

22nd Day of Snowfall.

Ramona was considerably less
well-versed in water magic than she was in fire magic. Then again,
she was hardly the only one. There were a few blue dragons around
who were rather pleased with their progress, and there was Krystal
working quickly from her knowledge of magical theory, but most
people were having a little trouble getting the water conjurations
to work. As for the control spells…

Krystal glanced around as
Felicia let out a squeak of protest and Jesse failed entirely to
stop herself from falling into a fit of giggles. The front of
Felicia’s shirt was soaked through, her skirt was dripping, and
there was a puddle on the floor at her feet. Occasionally, magic
could decide to play some rather silly tricks when you did not
quite formulate a spell right. Mallory Nightsky, the writer of
Thoughts on the Nature of Magic, had written something like
‘magic can have a perverse sense of humour since its working is the
working of the mind of the magus.’ As far as Krystal could figure,
that meant that your subconscious could mess with your magic, if
you were not careful about what you were doing.

‘Sorry, Flis,’ Jesse managed
after a few of seconds. ‘I guess that got away from me.’

‘Never mind, darling,’ Felicia
replied in a slightly strained tone. ‘I’ve always looked good in
wet linen.’

‘You do,’ Jesse replied, adding
a little throaty growl which Krystal was betting she hoped no one
else would hear, ‘but it’s a good thing they told us to bring
towels.’ She picked up a fluffy white school towel and handed it to
Felicia.

‘Yes.’ Felicia began patting at
her clothes and then gave up and just wrapped the towel around her
chest. ‘I did wonder about that. The spell will fade in a few
minutes anyway. My turn. Let us hope my version does not decide
that you need a drenching.’

So, Jesse’s spell had failed and
dumped the conjured water over Felicia, and the indigo had
looked fairly good with her shirt glued to her skin. Was Jesse’s
subconscious working tricks on her control spell? Krystal turned to
watch as Ramona attempted the same conjuration and control effect,
and hoped that the red harboured no secret desires to see any of
her friends in wet linen.

Water fountained into the bowl
they had waiting for it, swirling around the container. When there
was enough to almost fill the bowl, the swirling sped up and the
centre point began to rise until a spout of unsupported liquid was
standing in the bowl, slightly wider at the top than the bottom. It
was wobbling a little, but holding its shape, and Ramona
grinned.

‘No one’s getting soaked here, I
think,’ Ramona said.

‘Good,’ Krystal replied. ‘I
think my shirt is thinner than Flis’s. Maybe you should let it back
down into the bowl. We don’t want to tempt fate, do we?’

The spout of water wobbled a
little more enthusiastically and Ramona nodded. ‘I think that’s a
very wise thought.’ And the water began to slow, flowing back down
to fill the bowl again.

‘Very good, Ramona Rose.’
Marin’s voice, as usual, came from behind them. Ramona jerked,
almost jumping, and the last bit of the column dropped into the
bowl, splashing water over the sides. ‘Except for that last part,’
Marin added, ‘but at least you won’t need a towel. You’ve completed
the exercise already, Krystal Ward?’

‘Yes, Theodore Marin,’ Krystal
replied. She picked up her notepad and handed it to him.

Marin glanced at the formulation
she had used, barely a glance as though he already knew what he
would see, and handed it back. ‘Precise and effective. I would have
used the same symbology. Carry on.’ He turned and stepped away
toward Felicia and Jesse. ‘Felicia Goldring… A small accident?’

Krystal looked at Ramona. The
red was standing, more or less hunched over the bench as though
examining her notepad, but her head was tilted such that she could
not see down the benches to where Marin was standing. Krystal
stepped closer. ‘Mona? Are you okay?’

‘Fine,’ Ramona replied quickly.
Then her brow furrowed and she glanced quickly at Krystal. ‘I’m
fine. Really. It’s just… He reminds me of… of someone I knew in
Scarlin Cantervale.’

‘Oh. Not a good memory, I take
it? This other dragon was an indigo?’

Ramona shook her head. ‘No…
Theodore Marin doesn’t look like… like him. It’s the way he
moves, speaks. It’s nothing. I’m fine. Really I am.’

Krystal looked at her friend for
a long second. ‘Okay, well, let’s go on to the next task then.’

‘Sure. Let’s do that.’

Krystal turned back to her notes
to formulate the next casting, but her mind was only half on the
problem. Something bad had happened to Ramona Rose to make
her travel across a stormy sea to escape it and she had not left it
entirely behind. Somehow, Krystal had the feeling that finding out
what had happened was important. It was just a matter of persuading
Ramona to tell her.

24th Day of Snowfall.

‘No, seriously,’ Krystal said over the
giggling. ‘Your subconscious mind can affect the way the spell
comes out if you aren’t careful with the shaping.’ She leafed
through her copy of Thoughts on the Nature of Magic in an
attempt to find the passage. ‘I’ll find it in here in a minute.’
The subject of the lab ‘accidents’ had come up at the misfits club
meeting and Krystal had decided that everyone needed to have
Mallory Nightsky’s views explained to them.

‘So, Jesse secretly wanted to
see Flis in a wet linen shirt, so that’s what happened?’ Charlotte
asked, after steadying her breathing.

‘Yes.’

‘I wouldn’t say it was a
secret desire,’ Jesse said. That just caused Felicia’s
cheeks to turn redder than they were already.

‘Here it is,’ Krystal said,
pointing at a page. ‘“Magic can appear to have as perverse and
twisted a sense of humour as that of any dragon, for the nature of
magic is to work the will of the magus upon the real world, via the
imagined.” Uh, he means the astral plane there. We shape magic on
the astral plane and direct it onto our world. “Thus must the magus
take great care in their shaping, lest the unconscious will take
precedence over the conscious will.”’

‘Have you noticed how she gets
this weird sort of voice on when she quotes from that book?’ Trudy
asked. ‘Kind of old-time with a hint of lecturing
schoolmistress.’

‘I do not!’

‘You do, darling,’ Felicia told
Krystal. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s endearing. I’m not sure
the theory holds entirely true. I’m sure my desire to soak Jesse
was greater. She doesn’t wear a bra.’

‘Probably why it didn’t happen,’
Krystal countered. ‘Your desire to see it was balanced by your
desire to avoid embarrassing Jesse.’ Felicia did not look entirely
convinced. ‘Thankfully, Mona harbours no desire to see me in a wet
shirt…’

‘It might’ve been amusing,’
Ramona said, smirking.

‘Mona just gets freaked out
whenever Theodore Marin gets within a few feet of her,’ Krystal
added.

Ramona opened her mouth, eyes
widening, and then stopped, pulling her knees up and wrapping her
arms around them. ‘I… don’t. Not exactly. He sneaks up on us and I
get jumpy when he does that.’

‘You said he reminded you of
someone from Scarlin Cantervale. I know you don’t really want to
talk about it, Mona, but maybe we can help. Somehow.’

‘You can’t.’ Ramona frowned and
seemed to reconsider. ‘Or you are already. Having you guys to hang
out with helps. It does.’

‘But?’ Charlotte asked.

‘But…’ Ramona shook her head.
‘I’m not supposed to talk about it. They said I shouldn’t tell
anyone that doesn’t already know. I shouldn’t…’

Trudy’s eyes narrowed.
‘Who said you shouldn’t tell anyone?’

‘The…’ Lowering her head, Ramona
frowned. ‘This really can’t leave this room.’

‘We’re amazingly good at keeping
secrets when we have to,’ Trudy said in a deadpan voice.
‘Seriously, the stuff we haven’t told you would make your hair
stand on end.’

‘Even the bits you’ve shaved,’
Xanthe agreed.

With a sigh, Ramona raised her
head again. ‘I kind of doubt that, but… It all started at last
year’s spring festival. It was the first year I could stay for the
end. For the… You know?’

‘Last year was my first,’ Xanthe
said.

‘My birthday was just before
it,’ Jesse said. ‘I was old enough, but I couldn’t get up the
courage to go.’

‘Not at all my kind of event,’
Felicia said.

‘And the nuns don’t exactly
encourage that kind of behaviour,’ Krystal added, ‘but let’s allow
Mona to continue.’

‘Well, there was a man there and
he seemed to be interested in me. I’d seen him a few times while I
was wandering around the stalls and such. On the last night… Well,
you know how it works. Dragons were pairing up like usual, and
there he was, leading me off to somewhere quiet where we…’

‘Engaged in proper fertility
rites,’ Xanthe said. ‘As dragons have done for millennia before
you.’

Ramona nodded. ‘Yeah. Pretty
much all night, and in the morning, I gathered up my clothes and
left, just like dragons have done for millennia. I mean, that’s the
whole deal, right? The week after the first Royalday of Newling,
there are the fairs and the various games, and then there’s the
final night, and then it’s over and no one says anything about what
happened after the final sunset.’

‘That’s how it’s supposed to
work, yes,’ Xanthe agreed.

‘I assume your partner was not
so forgetful?’ Felicia asked.

‘No,’ Ramona said. ‘He came
calling a week later, on Silverday, and professed his love for me.
Well, he was older than me. A lot older. He’s got his true dragon
form and it’s going to be well over a century before I’ll have
mine. We can’t be married before then, but he didn’t seem to
care about that. I explained that and he said his family
wouldn’t approve. He didn’t care about that either. All he cared
about was me.’

‘Romantic,’ Felicia said in a
flat tone. ‘You haven’t mentioned who your charming prince is? Why
wouldn’t his family have approved?’

‘Oh. His name is Darawen
Scarlin. He’s the youngest son of Davennar Scarlin, the Duke of
Scarlin Cantervale.’

‘Oh… shit.’ Everyone looked at
Felicia and her cheeks coloured. ‘What? I don’t use words like that
frequently, but I believe the circumstances call for an expletive.
Even the youngest son of a duke would never be allowed to
marry below his station. I’m sure his mother is already arranging a
marriage in one of the other cities to–’

‘I don’t think so,’ Ramona
interrupted. ‘Darawen did not take rejection too well. Actually, he
didn’t accept it at all. I started seeing him around town. No one
believed me, but I saw him. No one else saw him, you see. I
found out later that he’d been trained in stealth and
shadowing people. He’s not much of a Scarlin, you see. Most of them
are born warriors. Red dragons, but better. Born leaders like most
royals, but leaders in war.’

‘I wouldn’t describe most
royals as better than any other dragon,’ Trudy muttered.

‘Darawen’s not a good
Scarlin,’ Ramona went on, apparently oblivious. ‘He’s kind of weak,
doesn’t stick to his studies. He can fight, but he’s not much
better than a common soldier. He’s got the talent for magic, but
he’s never learned to use it. Too boring. So, they trained him in…
espionage, I guess, but he’s not too good at that. There’s
something wrong with him. You look in his eyes when he’s smiling
and they’re just kind of dead. He doesn’t seem to really understand
other people. He decided he loved me and he just couldn’t… He
couldn’t understand that I didn’t love him back. It’s like it
didn’t fit into his view of the world so he followed me around,
learned about me, who my friends were, where I went, what I did.
And then, on the first Royalday in Midwinter, he pounced.’

Ramona paused, picking up the
glass of water beside her and taking a gulp. ‘He kept me prisoner
for three days, in a house he owned under a fake name in the city.’
She looked up. ‘He didn’t touch me, not once. But he watched me
constantly and slept beside me.’

‘You never tried to escape?’
Trudy asked.

‘He gave me no chance. I was
chained to the bed at night, always watched during the day. He said
he would take me away and we’d live somewhere where his family
would never find us. But he wouldn’t force me to do anything
against my will, except for leaving. If I left, he said, the
Scarlins would take me away, so I had to stay. Well, the Scarlins
were better at hunting him down than he thought, but he was right,
in a way. They found us and, between them and my parents, they
decided that the best course of action was to send me here, away
from him. My parents didn’t want the scandal associated with the…
incident. It wasn’t the first time he’s done this. The Scarlins in
the city have been keeping his obsessions quiet for years. If he
doesn’t see me and can’t find me…’

‘He’ll find someone else to
fixate on,’ Felicia said, frowning.

‘That’s hardly a solution,’
Trudy said. ‘So, you’re safe, but some other girl ends up kidnapped
by a royal madman.’

‘I’m not exactly pleased about
it either,’ Ramona said, ‘and it hasn’t really helped me either. I
see him around every corner. I just can’t trust any men.
Some are worse than others. Theodore Marin… He just looks at me the
way Darawen did. Or, that’s what it feels like. There’s something a
bit…’

‘Creepy?’ Jesse suggested.

‘That’s as good a word as any,
yes.’

‘Well, you have us now,’ Krystal
said. ‘We’re not your family, and we’re not the Scarlins, and we’ll
look out for you.’

Ramona managed a weak smile.
‘Thanks.’

‘And just to be on the safe
side, I want you to put a lock of your hair in an envelope and
leave it with me.’

‘Just try not to be turned into
a zombie if we have to use it to find you,’ Xanthe said. ‘I’d
rather not do that again.’

27th Day of Snowfall.

‘Happy birthday, Flis,’ Krystal said as
they sat down to breakfast.

‘Why, thank you, darling,’
Felicia replied with a smile.

‘It’s your birthday?’ Ramona
asked. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Thank you, Mona, it is. And
it’s Xan’s on Royalday so we’re having a joint celebration on
Silverday.’

‘Oh, that’ll be–’ Ramona’s face
fell as she considered going out. ‘I’m sure you’ll have a great
time.’

‘Don’t worry, Mona,’ Trudy said,
‘I’ve got you covered. I’ve got the perfect place for us to
go where you can have fun and avoid worrying over every male in
sight.’

‘You have?’ Ramona and
Felicia chorused. Ramona looked brighter. Felicia looked suddenly
worried.

Trudy grinned. ‘I have. We’re
going to that same restaurant again first, right?’

‘Of course,’ Felicia said.
‘Julietta would never hear of me celebrating my birthday anywhere
else.’

‘Right, and I think we can count
on her to put us somewhere that Mona won’t be uncomfortable. Then
we can move on to somewhere where boys won’t be an issue and have a
good night.’

‘Where?’

Trudy just grinned. ‘Trust me,
we’ll have fun.’

5th Day of Springgate.

Jesse walked through the gate into the
school’s gardens with a spring in her step which matched the month.
Spring was not, yet, in the air, but she was happy because she was
about to get a patch of the gardens to tend and, with a bit of luck
and some hard work, she felt confident that she could have
something beautiful growing there before the end of term. It was a
bright day, the sun warm when you stood directly in its light, but
not yet burning. It was a perfect day for gardening.

There was also the rather
attractive form of Thaddeus Harlow, the school’s groundskeeper,
waiting for her beside the statue of Celestina Nightsky, and that
was something pleasing to look at. He was a big man, over six feet
in height, a good five inches taller than Jesse was, so she had to
look up at him as she closed the distance. Dark-green hair hung to
his shoulders from a parting on the left. He was dressed in a
T-shirt that clung to his muscled frame and rather baggy jeans,
belted tight around a narrow waist. He had the tanned skin of a man
who spent much of his outdoors, rugged features, though his mouth
had a sensuous quality to it and his nose was quite narrow.

Jesse noticed his lips curl into
a smile when he saw her, and failed to notice that he had had to
drag his eyes up from the low front of her T-shirt.

‘You’re back,’ Thaddeus said.
‘You got your politics sorted out then?’

‘Ap-parently,’ Jesse said,
returning his smile with one of her own, timid ones. ‘Saving the
s-school m-may have had s-something to do with it. They t-told me
t-to see you about a p-plot.’

The gardener swallowed, quite
hard. ‘Yes, well, since I’ve only you to assign a plot to, I can
take you to it. I’m afraid the one I have for you is… a bit of a
challenge.’

‘Oh, I’m from T-Tangleroots. I
like a challenge.’

‘Tangleroots? Well, you’ll be
used to tough weeds. Come on.’

Thaddeus led the way through the
gardens toward the far end. The walled area was laid out in a
variety of styles as you walked through it. Tall hedges screened
some sections where the transition was too jarring. Between the
hedges were beds of roses, many with strong, musky scents which
were already filtering into the air in the sun. There were less
formal beds of various flowering plants, and there were also beds
which seemed to have been given over to cultivars of wild flowers.
Jesse recognised several of the more colourful varieties from
Tangleroots. They walked down the central path, however, which kept
them away from the beds the students were tending under the walls,
and they kept going right through to the end and then turned left
along a wall with nothing growing against it until they reached the
top corner.

‘This is your patch,’ Thaddeus
said, sounding a little apologetic. ‘This corner and along the
north wall here to that tree.’

Jesse looked along the length of
overgrown earth to the spot where a fireleaf tree was growing and
yet to open any of its distinctive red buds. There had, it seemed,
been climbers trained up the walls, but those had mostly broken
free and were making a bid for control of the gravel path as well
as the soil. They had strangled most of the other plants in the
bed, but there were some still holding their own. Several types of
grass were forcing their way through the brambles. A particularly
tough variety of daisy was filling in gaps where it could. Jesse
could not immediately identify some of the other plants, which were
just random, nondescript leaves at the moment.

Pursing her lips, Jesse stepped
closer to the bed and flickers of green light began to dance around
her as she shifted into her dracoform. ‘It is going to be a
challenge,’ she said, focusing on the plant life. Her brown hair
shimmered into green, her nails elongated into emerald claws, and
her skin hardened into green-sheened scales so that when she bent
over to pull at some of the brambles, any thorns would not prick
her fingers.

‘Sorry about that,’ Thaddeus
said in an oddly strangled voice.

Jesse remained where she was,
bent over at her hips with her worn, denim shorts riding up her
behind. The effect she was having on the gardener went right over
her head, just as most such reactions did. ‘It’s fine,’ she said.
‘I’ll figure out what’s here today, maybe start pulling out the
obvious weeds. Then I can come back next week and really have a go
at it.’

‘Great.’ Thaddeus dragged his
attention away from Jesse’s behind. ‘I’ll leave you to it. If you,
uh, need anything, I’ll be around.’

Jesse turned her head and
focused on the gardener, giving him a bright-eyed smile. ‘Thank
you, Thaddeus Harlow. I will find you if I need you.’

Thaddeus thought, ‘Oh ancestors!
Please don’t say it like that, girl.’ But what he said was, ‘You
can call me Thad.’

‘Then I’m Jesse,’ Jesse told him
before returning her attention to the plants.

‘Right,’ Thaddeus said, turning
away and wondering when the sun had got so hot.

~~~

As Trudy led them from the restaurant,
where they had eaten well and drunk just a little too much, toward
Downtown rather than into Westlook, Felicia frowned and asked, ‘Are
you taking us to where I think you’re taking us, Trudy?’

‘That depends,’ Trudy replied,
flashing the indigo a grin. ‘If you think I’m taking us to Sirens,
then yes.’

‘Sirens?’ Charlotte asked.

‘It’s actually a rather clever
idea,’ Felicia replied, ‘though I never expected to set foot in the
place. It’s a bar, or a club, catering to… girls.’

‘Just girls?’ Ramona asked.

‘Just girls,’ Trudy said.
‘Especially girls who like other girls. You might get chatted up,
but it won’t be by a man.’ She turned down what looked like an
alley between two fairly old buildings and the others followed
behind, wondering where on Draconia they were being led to.

Halfway down the alley, a flight
of stairs led down to a door into the cellar of one of the
stone-built buildings. There was nothing much outside it to
indicate its function and there was something a little illicit
about walking up to a featureless door in an alley. Trudy knocked
on the door anyway and a spear of light illuminated her face as a
spyhole was opened up. A second later, the door was opened and
Trudy walked in, followed by the rest of the group.

They entered a small lobby
staffed by two female red dragons who both looked as though they
could bench-press a fully laden wagon. The girls were examined by
the two bouncers, but nothing was said. They just pointed the way
through a second door, which did have a sign on it announcing the
name of the place in gold letters, and the girls followed Trudy
into the club itself.

There was nothing particularly
special about Sirens. It was a bar located in the cellar of a
building. The walls had been plastered and painted in fairly
neutral pastels, pinks and blues predominating. There was a bar of
dark, glossy wood with a woman behind it awaiting orders. A few
patrons sat on stools at the bar, the rest occupied round tables on
the floor. There was a fairly small space for dancing in front of a
low stage, and there was a band playing on the stage. They were
playing something light, that you could talk over easily, but there
was one couple slow-dancing to it on the floor. It could have been
almost any club in Concord City, except that everyone in it was
female.

Ramona sighed. ‘This I can work
with,’ she said.

‘Thought you might be able to,’
Trudy replied. ‘Who’s getting the first round in?’

‘I will,’ Ramona replied. ‘I
think I should, given that you’ve found what may be the only place
in Concord City I’m entirely comfortable with.’

Trudy grinned. ‘Glad you like
it. I’ll have a white wine.’

~~~

Homosexuality was one of those things
that fell between the cracks of dragon society. There were no laws
against it. For those below marriageable age, no one really worried
over your choice of bed partner and, in some circles, a little
experimentation was even considered a good thing since it broadened
one’s experience.

Things got a little more serious
once a dragon attained their true dragon form and could marry and
reproduce. Devout draconists considered same-sex relationships
between older dragons to be an insult to the ancestors: it risked
ending a family line. That attitude had filtered out into less
devout circles, if in diluted form, so those who found themselves
unable to ‘change their attitude’ tended to be ostracised,
especially in higher social circles. And places like Sirens were
frowned upon, in general, because they gave older dragons a place
to indulge themselves out of society’s sight.

‘Hence the weird location,’
Trudy said. ‘I mean, this is Concord City, which tends to be a
little more permissive than some places, but even here you’re
supposed to be discreet about your choice of kink.’ The girls had
taken a table not too far from the stage, but near one of the
walls, where they could chat and probably not get too much
attention. The subject of the club and why it was where it was had
come up.

Felicia nodded. ‘More or less
everyone knows it’s here,’ she said. ‘Everyone female anyway.
Everyone knows and everyone refrains from mentioning it. I don’t
think I know anyone who’s ever been here, uh, until now, but
then again, the other unspoken rule is that if you do know
someone who comes here, you never mention that either.’

‘I feel a little bit of a fraud
coming here,’ Xanthe said.

Trudy shrugged. ‘People do bring
friends here. It’s known to be a safe place for girls wanting a
quiet night on the town, but they try to avoid having too many
straight women in. We should be fine. I mean, we have two couples
in the party, and Charley’s been known to dabble.’

‘I haven’t,’ Ramona said, ‘but
given my current issue with men, I’m either going for celibacy or
trying the other route.’

‘Hey, don’t knock it ’til you’ve
tried it.’

‘I’m not knocking anything.
Sadly. I wouldn’t mind a bit of knocking, to be honest.’ Ramona
paused and looked at her drink. ‘I may have had too much of
this.’

‘Or not enough,’ Charlotte
suggested. ‘I’ll get the next round in.’

~~~

The band did not have a singer, so the
girls all turned when a new tune started and a voice rang out
through the room. A tall blue dragon was standing at a microphone
stand, front of stage, singing something Krystal did not recognise,
but others in the group seemed to. From the way the singer was
dressed, in slightly skimpy clubwear, it seemed clear that she was
a customer rather than a professional singer.

‘She’s not bad,’ Trudy
commented, turning back to the table. Almost everyone else did the
same, but Ramona kept watching.

‘She seems quite good to me,’
Krystal said. ‘Not that I’m a great judge. What’s she singing?’

‘It’s “Love Me Until Tomorrow,”’
Felicia said. ‘It’s the first song off Soraya Firescale’s new
disc.’ Felicia looked across at Krystal. ‘Just about
everyone has heard it. Did the nuns not believe in
music?’

‘To be fair,’ Trudy said,
‘Soraya Firescale is only popular with people under about a
century, not “everyone.”’

‘And there was plenty of music
at the orphanage,’ Krystal said. ‘Not much of it was written after
nine hundred and fifty, however. A lot of it was written before the
Majesty War.’

Trudy gave a shrug. ‘I only know
most of these from clubs and bars. I don’t think anyone in
Greystone can afford their own disc player, and then you have to
buy discs to play.’

‘Disc celebrities are a
relatively modern phenomenon,’ Felicia said. ‘The technology to
record sound onto discs isn’t that old.’ The song came to an end
and Ramona got to her feet while the audience applauded the singer.
‘Are you okay, Mona?’ Felicia asked.

‘I’m fine,’ Ramona replied. ‘Be
back… shortly.’ Then she walked toward the stage.

‘I think,’ Charlotte said, ‘that
she’s finally had enough to drink.’

‘I think you’re right,’ Krystal
agreed. ‘I think she’s going to do it.’

On stage, Ramona was talking to
the band’s guitarist. There was nodding and then Ramona stepped up
to the microphone, slipping her jacket off as she went. Beneath it,
she was wearing one of her red one-piece garments with practically
no back and a very short red silk skirt, and there were a few
appreciative sounds from the audience. Ramona ignored them,
lowering her head and closing her eyes for a second before a soft,
melodic, melancholy tune began and Felicia gave a small gasp.

‘I stand here in the silence,’
Ramona sang, ‘I watch you walk away…’

‘That’s “The Silence of Our
Love,”’ Felicia whispered. ‘It’s got a terribly difficult
key-change in the third verse. Amateurs don’t usually–’

‘Well, hush and let this one
try,’ Charlotte said.

Whether Ramona had heard the
exchange was unclear, but if she did, she ignored it. The song
built from a soft croon of lost love and the pain it brought,
through a sort of gathering fury of determination to go on with
life until, in the third verse, Ramona was belting out something
that sounded like an anthem for every woman jilted in love. Until,
suddenly, the music cut out behind her and her voice seemed to rise
an octave in the middle of a word, and the song went into its final
stages by returning to the melancholy, keening theme of pain and
loss which had begun it.

As Ramona’s voice faded from the
final held note, there was silence… And then the room burst
into applause and Ramona lifted her head, bowed to those around
her, picked her jacket up from where she had dropped it, and headed
back toward the table where her friends were waiting.

‘That was amazing,’ Felicia said
as soon as Ramona was close enough. ‘That has never sounded like a
song that’s easy to sing, and you sang it beautifully.’

‘Thanks,’ Ramona said,
grinning.

‘You did say you liked to
entertain,’ Krystal said.

‘And you certainly did,’ Xanthe
added.

‘I’m not bad,’ Ramona said. ‘I
don’t practise enough to be really good.’

Felicia shook her head. ‘False
modesty is deplorable in someone with talent, darling. That was a
marvellous performance.’ Her eyes flicked past Ramona to where the
singer who had got up first was hovering. ‘I think someone else
wants to congratulate you.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Charlotte said. ‘And
if you play your cards right, you might get over your knocking
problem too.’

Ramona’s cheeks coloured, but
she turned to look over her shoulder and she did not look too
displeased at what she saw there.

6th Day of Springgate.

The week of the Dracorum was,
traditionally, one of reflection, meditation, and beseeching the
ancestors for a good spring to bring about a bounty of produce from
the land over the summer and autumn. Certain elements had fallen
aside as the agricultural nature of dragon society had subsided,
but it remained a time for the celebration of family ancestors.

Xanthe was less than pleased
that the first day of it was her birthday since it added a subdued
feeling to the day which she did not really feel, but she did get
her room to herself for half of it: Ramona only returned to the
school at lunchtime, looking rather pleased with herself.

Krystal had always ignored the
Dracorum as much as she was able. At the orphanage, the nuns had
thought that forcing someone with no idea who their ancestors were
to partake in ceremonies for them was simply cruel and served no
purpose. Krystal had attended one service, just to see what
happened, and had spoken to the officiating priest afterward about
the magic involved because… Well, she was Krystal and everyone knew
magic was her passion.

This year, things were a little
different. Krystal still knew nothing about her ancestors, but she
knew that she was a royal and she had greater need of finding out
where she had come from. That was her reason for pulling an old
notebook out from under her books.

‘I wrote down the pattern of the
communication ritual,’ Krystal told Trudy, ‘and the words the
priest used. I mean, I never expected to need them, but…’

‘This is you we’re talking
about,’ Trudy said, grinning.

‘Well, yes. Here it is.’ Krystal
paused, reading through the symbols. ‘It’s really pretty simple.
It’s sending between dimensions, but it’s not hugely
complicated at this time of year.’

‘The priests usually like to
wait for sunset, if they can.’

Krystal nodded. ‘It’s a liminal
time and, at certain times of the year, it can make some…
transitions easier to overcome. During the Dracorum, it’s easier to
work spirit corpus magic during the hour before and after
sunset.’

‘Well, it’s almost dinner time,
so you should be in that range.’

‘Uh-huh. Go lock the door.’

Trudy frowned. ‘You don’t want
to be alone for this? I can go wait in Jesse’s room or
something.’

‘It doesn’t actually make any
difference to the spell. It’s just convention that has everyone
conduct the rites in family groups. And you’re my friend.’ Krystal
smirked. ‘My special friend. I think whatever ancestors I have
should be happy I’m happy with you. And if they’re not, they know
where they can stick it.’

Giggling, Trudy skipped across
to the door and turned the key in the lock. She had guessed why
and, sure enough, when she turned back, there were flickers of
multicoloured light dancing around Krystal. The transformed royal
took off her glasses, which she did not need in this form, and
pushed her lengthened hair back behind her right ear.

‘Okay,’ Krystal said in her now
sultry voice, ‘this is going to be quick and easy, but I’ll give
them some time for a reply. You’d best sit down.’

Trudy stepped closer and dropped
to the floor beside Krystal before wrapping an arm around her
lover’s waist. ‘I’m ready,’ she said.

Krystal flashed Trudy a grin and
then turned back to her notebook. As she began to solidify the
concept of the spell’s symbols in her mind, she also began to read
the traditional words, which were set dressing really. ‘Spirits of
my ancestors, beloved forebears, hear me on this day. I come before
you in celebration of the deeds of our past, and to seek your aid
in whatever is to come. Look down upon me and, I pray, allow me to
carry the name of… to carry our name forward with pride.’ The spell
had been shaped and cast in the middle of the little speech and
Krystal was pretty sure it was working. What she could not
be sure of was that anyone was listening. Still, she felt she had
to try one other thing. ‘Ancestors… I don’t really know who you
are, or what your name is, but I can’t carry our name forward
without help from you. Please, I beseech you, give me some sign
that can lead me to my past. Otherwise, I may not have a future.’
Then Krystal closed the book and put her arm around Trudy. ‘I guess
all we can do is wait.’

‘I don’t think we’ve ever
had a reply from any of our ancestors,’ Trudy said. ‘Of course,
yours might have a better reason to say something back. For all we
know, you really are the end of their line.’

‘Now that’s a happy thought,’
Krystal replied, and she bent her neck to rest her head on Trudy’s
shoulder and they waited.

7th Day of Springgate.

For Felicia, it was the second day,
Indigoday, that was the worst. She was allowed out of lectures
early to attend the Goldring family’s service with her father. He
met her at the school gates without saying a word to her and they
walked silently through the streets of Concord City to the hall one
of the Goldrings had arranged for the meeting.

Sitting at the back, Felicia
looked around the room while the priest went through the usual rite
of dedication. In theory, Felicia was now the senior female in her
line of the family and, as such, should have been at the front with
the other matriarchs. Not only did she not feel like doing that,
but there had been hard looks from the other women when she had
walked in and she had not attempted to take her rightful place.

So, she sat in a row which
contained only her father and herself. He chose to sit three seats
away from her and, in truth, she was not entirely sure why he was
there at all. He had cast aside his wife like a rag too damaged to
be of further use and disavowed her name, so why had he bothered to
join the ancestral rites for the Goldrings?

The answer came when the
ceremony was done and the family was preparing to move on to
someone’s home for refreshments. The Goldrings generally treated
the Dracorum ceremony as a chance to gather together and gossip;
Felicia had generally found the entire thing monumentally boring
and had no intention of attending this year’s event. Then her
father drew her to one side of the hall and spoke in a low
voice.

‘I am taking ship to Umbral
Crown on Greenday,’ Anders Darkmoon said. ‘All my business is taken
care of. The proceeds from the sale of the house have been divided
and will appear in the trust your… Lidia Goldring set up for you. I
am, however, offering you one last chance to put this foolishness
aside and come with me.’

‘Father, I–’ Felicia began, but
her father frowned at her, annoyed that she should speak before he
was finished. Or maybe annoyed that her first words had not been,
‘Yes, let me come with you.’

‘These people do not want you
here, Felicia,’ he went on. ‘No one in Concord City wants
you here. Come away with me. Your brother has examined the
possibility of changing his family name and there is a branch of
the Darkmoons in Umbral Crown amenable to the adoption. With some
persuasion, they would take you as–’

Sudden anger flared in Felicia
and she clamped down on it as hard as she could, but she could
still hear the bitterness in her voice as she interrupted her
father. ‘Cast aside my mother’s tainted name to take on another
with the stink of necromancy still lingering over it? I think not,
Anders Darkmoon. In a century, not even these bitter, disloyal
social climbers will remember my mother’s indiscretion, but the
foul acts of Lorenzo Darkmoon will hang over his family for much,
much longer. You’ll never be rid of that and I want no part of
it.’

‘Felicia,’ Anders said in a
warning tone.

‘And you’re entirely wrong that
no one wants me here. I have friends who stood by me when no one
else did and, in truth, when they had no reason to think kindly of
me.’

‘Friends! Ha! You’ve collected a
gaggle of social inferiors about you and you call them friends.
You’ll get nowhere in life with them around you.’

Felicia clenched her fists, her
jaw tightening. Around them, silence had fallen and the entire
family was watching. ‘My friends,’ Felicia said through gritted
teeth, ‘include one of the brightest magical minds of my
generation, one of the fastest flyers in the sky, and one of the
kindest women I know. My friends saved not only your ungrateful
behind, but the entire city from the spirit of your foul ancestor.
I count myself as lucky to be with them and I can only hope
to live up to their example in the future rather than behaving as
my family would consider socially acceptable. Go! Take your
cowardice and hypocrisy, and flee to Umbral Crown to hide behind
your son. I’ll not be sorry to see you go.’ She lifted her head and
her gaze swept over the watching Goldrings. ‘I am a Goldring, and I
am proud of my heritage and my ancestry. And I say now
before my ancestors that I shall not rest until I have made that
name something to be proud of!’

Without waiting for a response,
Felicia turned on her heels and marched off toward the door of the
hall, hoping very hard that the tears would not start until she was
outside.

12th Day of Springgate.

‘I know I’m not a gardener,’ Felicia
said as she walked through the gardens with Jesse, ‘but I can be of
some help. I can fetch and carry, and if you tell me what needs
pulling up, I’m sure I can pull well enough.’

‘I don’t mind you being here,
Flis,’ Jesse replied, smiling at her friend. ‘I was a little
surprised that you wanted to come with me, but I’m not going to
turn you away.’

Felicia was silent for a second
or two. ‘I think… I think I’d rather not be on my own and Charley
is out flying, as usual. Since Indigoday… Well, lectures and such
have kept me busy through the week, but now I’ve just myself and my
thoughts. I’d rather not be alone with my thoughts.’

‘I can understand that. Uh, did
your father leave on time?’

‘As far as I’m aware. I’m sure
someone would have told me if, for some reason, something had
happened. He’ll be aboard the ship for a week or more, and I’m not
even sure he’ll bother to let me know he arrived safely.’

‘Oh. I suppose you did rather
cut things off with him.’

‘He cut first,’ Felicia replied
and came to a stop as Jesse did. ‘Oh! Is this what you have to work
with?’

Jesse gave a small sigh. ‘Yes.
It’s really not as bad as it… You know, it is, but it’s nothing I
can’t handle and it probably will be good to have some
help.’

‘Well, make use of me as you
wish.’

Pursing her lips, Jesse stepped
closer and pushed up onto the tips of her toes. Her voice was a
breathy whisper in Felicia’s ear. ‘You know how I like to make use
of you, but I didn’t bring any ropes and the school might not
approve of us doing it here.’

Felicia’s cheeks flushed red.
‘A-are you sure we c-can’t just go back to your room?’

‘Not for hours,’ Jesse replied,
grinning mischievously. ‘Now, we should go to Thad’s shed. He’ll
have a wheelbarrow and some heavy shears, and the compost heap is
there. You’ll be delivering plenty of barrowloads to the compost
heap.’

‘That sounds like immense fun.
Who’s Thad?’

‘Thaddeus Harlow, the school’s
groundskeeper. I’m sure you’ll like him. He’s nice.’

The shed Thaddeus used to hold
tools, as well as a small burner and a kettle together with his
precious supply of coffee, was hidden away behind some hedges,
which also obscured a pile of manure and a pair of compost bins
from the rest of the gardens. Felicia slipped through a gap in the
hedges, following Jesse, and wished that she had picked
tighter-fitting clothing; the camisole top she was wearing, along
with a pristine pair of denim shorts, had seemed like a good idea
in her room, but now she was having to unpick it from privet
twigs.

Thaddeus looked up from reading
a periodical of some sort, giving Jesse a warm smile and, more or
less immediately, Felicia felt that she should certainly not
like the attractive, muscular green dragon. He was wearing a shirt,
but it was unbuttoned to show off a smooth, very well-built chest,
and he was lounging on a deckchair outside the small, brightly
painted hut. His baggy work jeans did little to disguise the fact
that this man was muscle all the way down and, if Felicia was any
judge of men, attracted to Jesse. Her suspicion was further
confirmed since, when he spotted Felicia following Jesse through
the hedge, he dropped his magazine over his lap. Definitely
a philanderer and certainly one to watch!

‘Jesse,’ Thaddeus said, ‘what
can I do for you?’

‘I’m clearing out the bed
today,’ Jesse replied, and Felicia noticed that Jesse did not
stammer in front of the man. ‘I need a wheelbarrow and some cutting
gear. Possibly a flamethrower.’ Thaddeus laughed, though Felicia
had seen the bed and thought it sounded like a very good idea. ‘Oh,
and this is Felicia. She’s going to be helping me, so when she
turns up with the first barrow, it would be good if you could show
her the ropes.’

Felicia made a slightly
strangled noise.

‘Pleased to meet you, Felicia,’
Thaddeus said. ‘I’m Thad.’ He pushed to his feet, dropping the
magazine, which appeared to be about gardens and plants, onto his
chair.

‘A pleasure,’ Felicia replied,
stepping forward to offer her hand. He had a firm handshake. ‘I’m
afraid I’m not much of a gardener. You’ll need to tell me what a
compost heap is so I can use one.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem. Uh,
there is a gate at the back, behind the shed. I’ll unlock it so you
can get the barrow in and out.’ Thaddeus ducked into the shed to
retrieve his keys, and a couple of minutes later Felicia was
discovering that wheelbarrows were the invention of someone
determined to make carrying things in a straight line as hard as
possible.

‘It’s heavier, but easier to
steer, when there’s more weight in it,’ Jesse said.

‘That’s good to know,’ Felicia
replied. ‘And that’s a handsome young man.’

‘What? Oh, Thad? Yes, he is.’
Jesse flashed Felicia a smile. ‘I’m sure that, if you put on a
little charm, he’d be willing to show you more than just the
compost bins. I wouldn’t mind if you took a little while coming
back.’

Felicia blinked. ‘I didn’t– I
mean, I have my hands full with you, darling. I don’t need anyone
else complicating things. Especially not a member of staff.’

‘Okay. I wouldn’t say anything
if you did. He’s not interested in me, so…’ Jesse gave a shrug and
Felicia smiled. For once, Jesse’s total obliviousness to people
being attracted to her was paying off in a manner Felicia could
appreciate. ‘Anyway,’ Jesse went on, ‘I’m perfectly happy if you
don’t want to take advantage of the gardening equipment. I
have some plans for when we’ve finished. In appreciation of your
help, sort of thing.’

‘Plans?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘What sort of plans?’

Jesse turned her smile on
Felicia again. ‘That would be telling.’

‘Oh dear,’ Felicia said.

~~~

Krystal checked the address on the paper
Trudy had given her. The building was a small hall in Greystone
Ward and it was, apparently, where the Black family were having
their Dracorum ceremony. Trudy had decided that Krystal should
come, after work when the ritual itself would be finished, since
Krystal’s own attempt at one had been a bit of a failure. Plus,
Krystal’s version lacked another important feature of such events:
a family.

The sound of voices spilled out
as she opened the door, but she did not find the owners of the
voices until she opened the inner door, and by then she had worked
out that she was in a small draconist hall from the symbols painted
on the walls of the lobby.

The main room was not full, but
there were at least twenty dragons of various ages there. One was
dressed in the blue robes of a draconist priest, but the rest were
almost certainly Blacks and Krystal felt a little overwhelmed. But
Trudy was rushing toward her friend with Michael, Trudy’s younger
brother, trailing behind, and Trudy was grinning like a maniac so
there was no backing out now.

‘Come on,’ Trudy said. ‘Come in
and meet the family.’ Grabbing Krystal’s arm, Trudy turned around
and started dragging her friend into the room. ‘She already knows
you, Mikey.’

‘Yeah, but–’ Michael began as
Trudy swept past him.

‘Hi, Michael,’ Krystal called
over her shoulder.

‘You are so lucky you aren’t in
another short skirt,’ Trudy said under her breath. ‘Mam says he
couldn’t stop talking about you after Midwinter Night.’

‘Your brother has a crush on
me?’ Krystal squeaked.

Trudy giggled. ‘What can I say?
Taste runs in the family. Now, you don’t have to remember all the
names… But knowing you, you will anyway.’

‘Yeah, well…’

‘Okay, you already know Mam and
Dad, but this is my elder sister Patricia and her husband Barin
Stone. And over here we’ve got my Aunt Chastity and her
husband Nasar Shalehide. And then we’ve got…’

There were twenty-one of them,
including Trudy. They went back as far as Alison and Sandrina
Black, the two eldest sisters. The youngest was Michael and his
nearest in age was Kylina, from the other side of the family, at
seventeen. So, there were several centuries of dragon lives in the
room and, Krystal had to admit, it demonstrated the reason for the
Dracorum better than anything: the ceremonies drew families
together, certainly in the lower echelons of society.

What Krystal found most
surprising was that the priest, Percival Grit, was married to
Sandrina Black. Trudy traced her line through Sandrina’s older
sister, Alison, but that still meant that Trudy was vaguely related
to a draconist priest. More than that, when Krystal was introduced
to Percival, the old dragon smiled, reached into his robes, and
produced a small notebook.

‘Krystal Ward,’ he said, ‘I have
a message for you.’

Krystal blinked. ‘For me?’

Percival found what he was
looking for in his notebook and nodded. ‘Well, “A message for the
gem with many hidden facets.” One of the family ancestors gave it
to me, passed on from another they did not name.’

‘One of your ancestors
gave you a message for me?’

Percival looked at Trudy. ‘Does
she always ask questions which have already been answered,
Trudy?’

‘Only when the answer doesn’t
make much sense,’ Trudy replied. ‘Really, Percy, why would one of
our ancestors give you a message for Krystal?’

The priest shrugged. ‘The
ancestors move in mysterious ways. Now… “What you seek may be found
where you came into the world. Speak you unto the witch who dwells
in our ancient home. We do not forsake you, daughter.” By which, I
assume that the message came from one of your ancestors,
Krystal Ward. Not, I might add, one of your parents. Or not
certainly one of them. The ancestors don’t tend to care overmuch
about generations. We’re all sons and daughters to them.’

‘That makes a certain amount of
sense,’ Trudy said.

‘It… does?’ Krystal asked,
looking confused.

‘Yeah, you sent your message out
on Royalday. For whatever reason, they couldn’t reply at the time,
so they got you a message through Percy. I was there, so they’d
know to send it through my family. See? Your family does
still like you. Or the dead members of it do anyway.’

‘That would probably be nice if
I actually knew who they were.’

‘Then,’ Percival said, ‘I
suspect you should seek out this witch and the place where you were
born.’

‘That’s the problem,’ Krystal
said, frowning. ‘I don’t know where I was born, but… Well, I was
placed in the orphanage in Appleyard so I guess that’s where I
should start looking. Maybe the sisters know something they haven’t
told me.’

‘That would seem unlikely,’
Percival said, ‘but I agree that it would be a good place to
start.’

Krystal gave a shrug. ‘It’s
pretty much all I have to work with and I have to start
somewhere.’

13th Day of Springgate.

Ramona was looking a little unsettled
when she walked into the room she shared with Xanthe. Her roommate
had asked Krystal for some help with a corpus problem she could not
seem to grasp, so Krystal and Trudy were there to see the red
dragon walk in wearing a frown, and when she jumped on seeing three
people in the room instead of one, it became obvious that something
was wrong.

‘Your night with your blue
friend didn’t go too well?’ Trudy asked.

‘What? Azuria? No, she was
great!’ Ramona’s expression shifted almost instantly into what
seemed like a genuine smile. She dropped down onto her bed,
suddenly gleeful. ‘Did I mention her name? Azuria Bluefeather.
Remember that, because she’s going to be a big name in music soon.
She’s so talented and she has this amazing voice. She
can hit a high C or drop down below middle C.’ Ramona’s cheeks
flushed. ‘She’s got this trick where she hums this low note and it
makes your entire body vibrate. She’s beautiful, sings like an
angel, and she thinks I’m worth her time, which I can’t believe is
true. We went to Sirens and sang a duet, and then we went to bed
and didn’t get up until midday. It was… wonderful.’

‘So why did you come in looking
like your grandmother’s ghost walked through you outside?’ Xanthe
asked.

The frown returned. ‘I thought I
saw Darawen on the street outside the school.’

‘You see him all the time.’

‘Yes, but… I haven’t seen him
since I met Azuria. I definitely didn’t see him last night.
A-and usually when I see him, when I look again he’s not there,
because he wasn’t the first time. This time I caught a glimpse of
him, but when I looked again he was there, right there across the
street from me. Then some people walked in front of him and he was
gone.’

Krystal pursed her lips. ‘Maybe
your subconscious isn’t quite ready to give up being unhappy. You
spent a night, and most of a day, with someone who treats you how
you should be treated, and now you’re coming down from that
high, your brain’s giving you something to worry about out of
cosmic spite. It’s very unlikely that Darawen Scarlin is in
Concord City. How would he even know to look for you here?’

Ramona nodded. ‘Yeah. I know.’
She grinned. ‘You’re right. I’ve had a really incredible time and I
should be happy about that. I am going to be happy about
that. Stuff Darawen Scarlin right up the ass! I’m going to be
happy, damn it!’

17th Day of Springgate.

Someone who did not look happy walked
over to the table where the misfits were gathered for lunch,
looking a lot like she either did not want to be doing this or that
she did not know how to start. She was a blue dragon: tall, tanned,
slim, and attractive. She had dark-blue eyes and dark-blue hair
pulled back into a straight ponytail which fell to the hem of her
skirt. Her face was sort of rounded but still managed to look quite
angular, and she had a fairly small nose which sat over very full
lips. Most noticeable, however, was the muscle definition visible
thanks to her blouse being open quite low; this was a very
fit girl.

And Charlotte seemed to know
her. ‘Sapphira Windrider, what can I do for you?’ Charlotte said,
not sounding especially pleased to see her fellow blue. ‘I assume
it’s me you’re here for?’

Windrider paused, her rather
perfect lips pressed together. ‘It is, Charlotte Cloudborn. You,
uh, didn’t come to the try-outs last week.’

Charlotte shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t
want to join a club that would kick me out because some stuck-up
indigos are spreading rumours which anyone with an ounce of brains
would realise were false. Uh, no offence, Flis.’

‘Oh, none taken, darling,’
Felicia replied without rancour.

‘Besides,’ Charlotte went on,
‘it was pretty obvious that the whole thing was set up so that the
club committee could get me on the team without losing face. If
they want me, they can just invite me, without making me,
literally, fly through hoops to do it.’

‘Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t
you?’ Windrider asked, raising an eyebrow.

‘About this, and flying, yes, I
am.’

‘Well, you’re right.’ Charlotte
almost spat her lunch out over the table at the admission;
Windrider went on as though she had not noticed. ‘I know this isn’t
going to mean much since I can’t prove it, but I wanted you
on the team last term. I saw you in the try-outs and I’ve seen you
in the air. You’ve got talent and speed, and you’d be an asset to
the team. But I’m just the team captain and the committee overruled
me. They threatened to replace me when I nagged them about it, and
I’m pretty sure they only came up with the second try-out idea when
you got a bit of fame over the Winter Ball thing. So, I wouldn’t
blame you if you actually got up and told them where they could
stick their club.’

‘She would too,’ Trudy said.
‘Charley isn’t noted for pulling her punches.’

‘Though she hasn’t actually hit
me with anything yet,’ Felicia added.

‘My aim’ll get better,’
Charlotte said, grinning.

‘Thing is,’ Windrider said, ‘the
intake this year has been kind of… pitiful. I need any good
flyers I can get, whatever the ancestors-damned committee says.
Will you reconsider? I can bring you in on your first try-out score
and my own observations. Just, please, think about it.’

Charlotte opened her mouth to
say no, and then she saw Krystal raising an eyebrow at her.
Frowning, Charlotte closed her mouth, finished chewing, swallowed,
and tried again. ‘Okay, I’ll think about it. It’s not as simple as
what I want to do or what I’d like to do. I also know that if I
join, I’m going to let it interfere with my work, and I don’t want
to do that. So, I’ll think about it, okay?’

‘That’s all I can ask,’
Windrider said. ‘I’ll leave you to your lunch.’

‘Give it some real thought,’
Krystal said as Windrider walked away. ‘You love flying and
that team was one of the main reasons you wanted to come here.
Plus, I’m sure we can keep you on track with your studies.’

‘Whips,’ Trudy said.

Xanthe shook her head. ‘Cattle
prods.’

‘I can do without either,’
Charlotte replied. ‘I’ll think on it. Honest. Even if the
temptation is to tell them to take a club and use it to pleasure
themselves.’

‘Don’t you mean “their club,”
darling?’ Felicia asked.

‘I know exactly what I meant.
A club. Sideways!’

~~~

‘Now, what was so urgent, darling?’
Felicia asked as she stepped in through the door past Trudy. ‘Your
invitation at dinner sounded as though the very foundations of the
world would crumble if I did not come to see you tonight.’ Trudy
closed and locked the door behind her, and Felicia raised her
eyebrows. ‘You do know I’m seeing Jesse at the moment, don’t
you?’

‘Of course,’ Trudy replied,
smirking. ‘Why do you think I locked the door? Don’t want her
walking in on us, do we?’

‘Uh, Trudy…’

Trudy grinned. ‘Don’t be daft,
girl. I want your help with Krystal.’

‘That doesn’t actually sound
much better.’

‘With figuring out who she is,
cloud brain. Ramona doesn’t know about her scales, so I couldn’t
get everyone involved.’

Felicia relaxed and smiled. ‘Oh,
thank goodness for that. You had me worried. Of course I’ll
help.’

‘Good. Now take your clothes off
and lie on the bed.’ Felicia gave Trudy a withering look. ‘Just
kidding. Sit down. I figured we could start with what makes Krystal
special.’

‘Yes…’ Sitting down on Krystal’s
bed, Felicia turned to the subject of enquiry. ‘So, what
does make Krystal special?’

‘I’m… not special,’ Krystal
replied. She was not entirely comfortable with the course of the
conversation, but Trudy did have a point: Felicia had suggested
that Krystal should figure out who her parents might be, and they
had done nothing since.

‘You are, darling. We can start
with your talent for magic. You’ve as good an understanding of
magical theory as anyone else in the student body. I’d say you’re a
match for some of the fourth-year students. You had some tuition
prior to coming to the school, but let’s not forget that much of
your skill is self-taught or natural.’

‘She’s a magical prodigy,’ Trudy
said. ‘Doesn’t that suggest the Nightskys?’

‘Perhaps, but I’ve never heard
of even a Nightsky with quite the level of talent Krys has. Now,
Krys, what else do you have about you that you don’t see in other
dragons?’

‘Uh, well,’ Krystal frowned.
‘I’ve always seen well in the dark. Not absolute darkness,
obviously, but I could see better in dim light than the other
orphans.’

‘Interesting.’

‘I have to actually be in scales
to be able to see in total darkness.’

Trudy blinked. ‘You can see in
total darkness?’

‘In colour?’ Felicia asked.

‘Uh, yes. In colour,’ Krystal
replied.

‘Now that is definitely a
Nightsky trait.’

Krystal frowned. ‘I’m a
Nightsky? I… guess that would be kind of okay. Oh! There’s that
thing about sensing magic. Remember? The night of the Winter Ball
was the first time I found out that it was something other dragons
couldn’t do.’

Felicia sighed. ‘And that is
not a Nightsky trait. I’m not aware of any family with that
talent.’

‘So… Could we be talking two
families?’ Trudy asked. ‘Mixing two has been known to give some odd
results, right? And an illicit relationship could explain the
orphanage. If one or both families didn’t condone it, Krys’s
parents might have wanted to keep the evidence hidden.’

‘A Nightsky and a member of
another family…’ Felicia frowned. ‘We could try the newspaper
archives for a scandal around the right time.’

Krystal grinned. ‘A research
project? I can get behind that idea.’

‘Yes, though I’m not hopeful. I
believe that your birth was successfully covered up. It’s quite
possible that no one ever found out about it, or your parents’
relationship.’

‘Oh. So I’m probably back to
being a cast-aside love child.’

‘I’m sorry, darling, but I’d say
that’s the most likely possibility. On the bright side, it’s
possibly the safest option. No one out there is looking for you
with intent to do harm.’

Krystal nodded. ‘That’s one way
to look at it. And I guess it’s an optimistic one. I’ll check the
archives when I get a chance. Maybe I’ll find something more
definite there.’

19th Day of Springgate.

Trudy turned onto Silverlight Street
and then had to come to a stop as Ramona paused in front of a
window. ‘Do you think Azuria would like me in that?’ the red asked,
pointing at one of the mannequins in a lingerie shop window.

The lingerie in the shops on
Silverlight Street tended toward the lacy and flimsy. Trudy took a
quick glance to be sure of her answer and said, ‘I expect she
would. I also think that you’re at the point in your relationship
where you don’t need extras to heat things up.’

Ramona’s cheeks flushed. ‘Oh,
uh, yeah.’ She looked away from the window, back toward the street
they had come from. ‘You’re probably right about–’ Her voice cut
off suddenly and, when Trudy looked up to see what was wrong, the
flush had been replaced by white.

‘Mona? You okay?’

‘He’s there,’ Ramona hissed.
‘He’s right there.’ Trudy looked out across the street, searching
for whoever Ramona had seen. ‘Ancestors damn him! He’s gone.’
Ramona turned quickly to Trudy. ‘Did you see him?’

‘Sorry, Mona. There are plenty
of people over there, but none of them seemed to be watching us.
Let’s get to Cragscales’. If there is anyone there, he won’t
come into the shop.’

‘Why wouldn’t he?!’

‘Because he’ll be too easy to
spot. We’ll go up to the top floor and see Krys. There’s only one
route through the shelves. If he goes up there, he’ll be
cornered.’

Ramona nodded. ‘Right.’ She set
off at a fast walk. ‘Right,’ she repeated as if to assure herself.
‘That’s where we were going anyway. I may be just being paranoid.
No one else has seen him. You didn’t see him.’

‘That’s true,’ Trudy said,
looking back over her shoulder, ‘but we’ll talk to Krys about it.
Krys will know what to do.’

~~~

Krystal pursed her lips and tapped at
them with an index finger. ‘Honestly? This isn’t exactly my area of
expertise.’

Trudy pouted. ‘But you know
everything.’

‘No one knows everything, Trudy,
and I’m only nineteen. Give me another couple of centuries at
least.’ Krystal looked around at Ramona who was watching the stairs
up onto the book floor. ‘You’re sure you saw him, Mona?’

‘Yes,’ Ramona said. ‘Well, no. I
think I saw him, but he can’t be here, can he?’ She looked
around at Krystal with pleading eyes.

‘It would seem unlikely, but we
can’t prove that you didn’t see him… I don’t think you’ll be at
ease until we know one way or another.’ Krystal pursed her lips in
thought again. ‘Come into the stacks with me. There are some books
on musical magic I think you might find interesting and Trudy’s
right: even if he is out there, he won’t risk following you
in here. Tonight, we’ll get the gang together and try to figure out
some way to find out whether he’s really in the city or not.’

‘That sounds like a plan,’ Trudy
said. ‘And when we want to leave, I’ll ask Cragscales if we can go
out through his apartment.’

‘His apartment?’ Ramona
asked.

‘He lives on the top floor.
There’s a door up onto the roof, so if we keep low, we can be a
couple of streets over before anyone on the ground could figure out
where we are.’

The red dragon smiled. ‘I know
you’re just humouring me really, but… Thanks for humouring me.’

‘You’re a misfit, Mona. The
misfits stick together, so we’re either going to prove you’ve
nothing to worry about, or we’re going to nail the son of a
sandwyrm.’

~~~

‘We’re supposed to hunt down someone
trained in spying?’ Charlotte did not sound especially hopeful.

Ramona sagged a little on
Krystal’s bed. ‘I think he might be watching the school. I think he
spotted me leaving with Trudy, and followed us to Cragscales’.’

‘Still, the guy’s been trained
to hide, and we haven’t been trained to find. We don’t even know
what he looks like.’

‘Oh! Well, he’s about my height,
maybe a couple of inches taller. He’s got quite pale skin, red eyes
with orange in them, red hair… Uh, not red like mine, more like
copper-coloured. He’s good-looking, straight nose, quite thick
eyebrows…’

‘That’s wonderful, darling,’
Felicia said, ‘but it probably describes half the city.’

‘Oh, less than eight percent,’
Krystal corrected. ‘Uh, that’s still about seventeen thousand
people. Flis is right, Mona. We have never seen Darawen
Scarlin. The chances of us spotting him outside the school are
slim.’

‘If something’s getting in and
eating your chickens,’ Xanthe said, ‘there’s no point in going out
and hunting for something with chicken feathers stuck in its
teeth.’

‘Uh, that’s interesting, Xan,’
Trudy said.

‘Point is, if you want to catch
the critter, you figure out how it could be getting into the
henhouse, and you set traps.’

‘We, uh, don’t have a henhouse
to–’

‘Mona’s the henhouse!’ Xanthe
glanced at her roommate. ‘Uh, no offence, Mona. I just mean that
you’re the bait. Uh, that’s not really better, is it?’

‘I get it,’ Ramona said, giving
Xanthe a smirk crossed with a look of horror. ‘Darawen is following
me around, so I go out and we see if we can catch him at it.’

‘Yes, but we’ll probably need to
watch for someone following you. If we’re lucky, your description
will help, but mostly we need to spot someone who looks right and
seems to be trailing behind you.’

‘That… actually sounds like it
might work.’

‘We can’t send you out alone,’
Krystal said. ‘Trudy and I will take you for a walk, tomorrow,
after lunch. Everyone else will be on lookout duty. Charley will
take the overwatch position, I’d imagine.’

‘Of course,’ Charlotte said,
grinning.

‘I’ve another favour to ask,
Charley,’ Ramona said. ‘I’m supposed to be going out tonight. I’m
meeting Azuria at Sirens. Can you get over to her apartment and
tell her I won’t make it? I can give you the address.’

‘Sure. I can be anywhere in the
city in a couple of minutes.’

‘That’s what I figured. Just
remember, I know she’s pretty and blue, but I saw her
first!’

Charlotte grinned. ‘I’ll try to
remember that.’

20th Day of Springgate.

‘No one sails on Royalday,’ Trudy said
as they walked through the docks. ‘There are probably a few ships
in.’

‘Huh, I think I had enough of
ships on the way here,’ Ramona replied, but she followed along
anyway. ‘I mean, there was just nothing much to do. I ran out of
books to read after a week.’

‘Ha! Krys would’ve thrown
herself overboard.’

‘On the contrary,’ Krystal
replied, lifting her nose disdainfully. ‘First, Thoughts on the
Nature of Magic would have kept me busy for the entire voyage.
And second, I’d have been spending all the time I could finding out
how the ship worked. I’ve never been on a ship.’

‘I’m not sure it’s that
exciting,’ Ramona said.

There were a couple of larger
vessels pulled up against the stone quays at the far end of the
dock, their sails furled. Krystal stood with her hands on her hips
looking up at the nearest, a three-masted, full-rigged vessel. ‘Are
you kidding? Just look at that thing. I mean, there are all those
ropes. What are all those ropes for? Do you really need all
those ropes?’

‘You’re excited by the ropes,’
Trudy said. ‘We get it.’

‘What can I say, I like ropes.
But aside from that, how is it stable with that great big back end?
Why doesn’t it just fall over? How do the sails work?’

‘I think that’s wind.’

‘Ah, but they don’t just go
where the wind pushes, do they? Otherwise no one would ever be able
to get back from where they were blown to. So how does that
work? I’m sure I could have kept myself interested through a long
sea journey.’

‘Got it. So it’s the crew who
would have thrown you overboard.’

Krystal turned and gave Trudy a
look. ‘I believe my answer should be “Humph”’ Her eyes flicked past
Trudy and down the docks, and then narrowed slightly.

‘That’s a good answer,’ Trudy
said. ‘Let’s head up toward the palace. Lots of long, straight
streets from here up to there.’

‘That sounds like a wonderful
idea. Don’t you think, Mona?’

Ramona jerked at the use of her
name and turned haunted eyes on Krystal. ‘Yes. Sure. As long as
there are a lot of people around us, I’m good.’

~~~

The castle walls stood, tall and very
white, above them, but Ramona was not looking up at them. She
walked with her shoulders hunched and her head down like a woman
under a heavy burden.

‘He was just standing there,’
she muttered, ‘right beside one of the guards on the gate. It was
like he was taunting me. “See? They won’t stop me.”’

‘The guardians don’t know to
look for him,’ Krystal replied.

‘Not that they’d probably do
much about a royal following a trio of girls,’ Trudy added.

‘Not helping. I’ve seen enough.
We’ll head back to the school.’

Ramona looked up eagerly.
‘You’ve seen him?’

‘I saw someone matching your
description,’ Krystal replied. ‘I want to hear what the others
say.’

‘I don’t know whether to be
happy or terrified.’

‘I’d suggest cautious optimism.
If we’ve evidence to take to Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, the city
guardians will be looking for him. I assume the dean knows
why you had to move here?’

‘Of course,’ Ramona said. ‘I was
transferring mid-year and she needed to know why.’

‘She takes her duty of care to
her students very seriously. I don’t think she could forgive
herself over what happened to Glinda.’

Trudy was frowning as they set
off toward the school. ‘That might be enough. It’s not the
dean that concerns me. She does seem to care and she’s got
Celestina standing guard over her to keep the politics off her
back. But when it comes to the guards, the Scarlins have a lot of
influence.’

‘The Scarlins don’t want the
scandal any more than Mona wants Darawen following her around,’
Krystal pointed out. ‘They’ll want him caught. Maybe quietly, so no
one finds out about it, but they’ll want him caught.’

Trudy gave a shrug. ‘I guess
we’ll see.’

~~~

‘I saw him,’ Charlotte said. ‘He was
playing games! I saw him step into view on the docks right
when Mona was looking the right way and you two weren’t. He’s
trying to spook her, make her doubt her senses.’

Krystal nodded. ‘Felicia?’

‘I’m fairly sure I spotted him
at least once, probably twice,’ Felicia replied. ‘He was outside
the castle for certain and I believe I saw him again on the way
back to the school.’

‘I did,’ Xanthe added. ‘Positive
I saw him following you back to the school.’

‘Jesse?’ Krystal asked.

‘I spotted him.’ The green
dragon frowned, drawing her shoulders in. ‘On the docks, on the way
to the castle, and outside the castle. I didn’t like him and you’re
right, Mona, there’s something about him that reminds me of
Theodore Marin.’

‘Right,’ Krystal said firmly.
‘Mona, we’ll go see if Dean Scintilla Rainshadow will see you
today. I know it’s Royalday, but this is urgent. I’ll go with
you.’

‘Thanks, Krys,’ Ramona said.
‘You’ve no idea what this means to me. All of you, really, thank
you.’

Felicia flashed Ramona a smile.
‘You’re a misfit now, darling. As I was told when I was…
unceremoniously inducted, us misfits stick together.’

‘Do you think we need an
induction ceremony?’ Trudy asked.

‘Perhaps for next time, when we
have to book a hall for meetings.’

~~~

Krystal was not entirely surprised that
the dean was willing to see them on her precious day off: teachers,
she suspected, were never entirely off-duty, especially when they
lived in the tower over the school. That Scintilla Rainshadow took
the meeting in her private rooms, above her office, was more of a
shock.

‘Your name does carry some
weight in this school, Krystal Ward,’ Rainshadow said. ‘I believe I
can trust one of the girls responsible for saving us all from
disaster. And the seats are more comfortable here.’ She indicated a
sofa for her visitors to sit on while she took a large, well-padded
chair.

The room was cosy. Dark wood
gave a warm, rather than dim, feel. There was a large, stone
fireplace in which firerock was burning. The carpet was thick and a
rich burgundy colour. There was a second sofa, a bookcase stocked
with various magical texts Krystal recognised, and two windows, one
of them with a loveseat beneath it. All the furniture had that aged
quality which suggested that it had been made by a craftsman
determined to make something which would outlive him.

‘Thank you for seeing us anyway,
Dean Scintilla Rainshadow,’ Krystal said. ‘The matter is
quite urgent.’

‘Since Ramona Rose is here, I
must assume that this concerns… the reason she is here in Concord
City.’

‘I told Krys and my other
friends about Darawen Scarlin,’ Ramona said. ‘They were worried
about me and they said they would keep it a secret. A-and I really
needed to tell someone.’

‘Understandable,’ Rainshadow
said, nodding. ‘And your choice of confidante was a good one.
Krystal and her friends have proven themselves quite capable of
keeping confidential information to themselves.’

Ramona nodded. ‘Darawen is here
in Concord City. I’ve seen him outside the school and a few other
places.’

Krystal saw Rainshadow frown and
stepped in to add her two cents. ‘We were concerned that Ramona was
worrying over a phantom, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow, so we arranged
to go out today with the intention of seeing whether she was
followed. While we were working only from a description Ramona gave
us, we were able to spot the same man, matching that description,
following behind us at various points. Charlotte Cloudborn watched
from the air…’

‘Such a surprise,’ Rainshadow
said.

‘Yes, but she said that the man
following us seemed to be doing his best to let Ramona see him, but
avoid Trudy and me doing so. It was as though he was trying to
disturb Ramona while making everyone else believe she was just
seeing things.’

The dean shook her head slowly.
‘So, the one thing the Scarlin family said they would do most
assuredly is the one thing they have failed to achieve. To be
expected, I suppose.’ She glanced up at the two students. ‘You
didn’t hear me say that. I would, of course, never make such a
comment or allow you to come to your own conclusions regarding my
thoughts on the matter from never having heard me say that.’

‘Of course,’ Krystal said,
almost managing to keep an entirely straight face.

‘I’ll contact the city guardians
immediately and we’ll take matters from there. I’ve a picture of
Darawen Scarlin which will be circulated among the staff. If he
sets foot on the grounds, he’ll begin to regret not taking his
magic studies more seriously. Still, for the time being, Ramona
Rose, I suggest you keep to school grounds and try not to move
about without an escort.’

Ramona’s shoulders sagged a
little, but she nodded. ‘I don’t usually go anywhere on my own
anyway,’ she said.

21st Day of Springgate.

Ramona was frowning as she sat down to
lunch after the first lecture of the week. She had not looked
especially happy all through Royalday evening, but she seemed to
have settled down in the morning. Now she was frowning, and the
change seemed to have happened while walking between the lecture
hall and the refectory.

‘Something wrong, Mona?’ Krystal
asked.

‘No,’ Ramona replied.

Krystal raised an eyebrow.
‘Really?’

‘It’s nothing. I just… When I
arrived in the city, there were some Scarlin representatives here
to meet me. To… make sure I was okay, familiarise me with the
city…’

‘Make sure you didn’t blab why
you were here to anyone?’ Trudy suggested. She was always ready to
ascribe poor motives to royals. Unfortunately, it seemed she was
often right.

‘Mostly that, yes. I saw one of
them in the courtyard outside the lecture halls. He was trying to
look casual and unobtrusive.’

‘Huh. Anyone noticed an increase
in the guards around the school?’

‘No sign of anything when I was
out flying this morning,’ Charlotte said. ‘I didn’t see Darawen
Scarlin either. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I figured I’d
keep an eye out while I’m up there. Not that I’m especially
hopeful.’

‘The Scarlins are trying to
handle this in the family,’ Trudy stated flatly. ‘They’re watching
the school and hoping to catch him since he’s watching the
school.’

‘If he’s caught,’ Jesse said,
‘does it matter who gets him?’

‘If the Scarlins get him,
they’ll probably send him back to Scarlin Cantervale with a rap on
the knuckles, and then suggest Mona moves to Umbral Crown or
something.’

‘I am not doing that,’
Ramona said. ‘I am not going to move again, not for them. I just
found…’ She paused, frowning. ‘Ancestors take him! I am not
going to lose everything again for that man.’

25th Day of Springgate.

‘They’re still just watching the
place,’ Ramona said, this time as she sat down for the evening
meal.

‘Four days,’ Charlotte said. ‘I
haven’t spotted him either, but you’d think they’d have more
manpower than one airborne dragon. They could’ve searched every
building with an overview of the school by now.’

‘That would make a lot of
noise,’ Trudy said. ‘They’ll be trying to do this on the quiet.
Preferably in total silence.’

‘Well,’ Krystal said, ‘we could
try another trap. If we haven’t heard anything by Royalday, we
could go out for another walk. If we can spot him, they
should be able to.’

‘If he takes the bait again,’
Xanthe said. ‘My guess is that he’s seen these Scarlin people too,
so he probably knows that he’s been seen.’

‘Also means the Scarlins
probably knew he wasn’t in the south any more,’ Trudy said. ‘They
knew he was here, but they didn’t warn Mona or the school.’

‘No,’ Krystal said. ‘Not that he
was here, just not where he should be. They couldn’t know that he
had a location for Mona.’ She frowned. ‘How did he find out
where you were? No, never mind that. I think giving him something
to chase is still our best plan, even if he won’t go for it. I
can’t think of anything else to do. Anyone else?’ There was a
collective shaking of heads. ‘Okay, we wait for Royalday.’

26th Day of Springgate.

Ramona’s eyes flickered open and she
looked into darkness. Something had woken her, but it was obviously
not time to get up. Had Xanthe… There was a shadow standing
over her, currently blurred from the sleep still clogging Ramona’s
vision. ‘Xan? What are you–’

The shadow was too big for
Xanthe, but that was made quite obvious as it clamped a hand over
Ramona’s mouth. The shade loomed over her and she felt breath that
had not seen a toothbrush recently on her face. ‘They won’t keep us
apart, Ramona. No one and nothing can keep me from you. You should
know that.’

Panic froze Ramona in place.
Darawen. Darawen had got into the school. Darawen had come for
her…

‘I’ll take you away. I know
places no one will ever find us. You don’t need this place.
You just need me.’

Luckily enough for Ramona,
Xanthe was not frozen in panic and she chose that moment to let out
a shriek of rage and leaped onto Darawen’s back. The impact threw
him across the bed and he lost his grip on Ramona, who let out a
scream. There were golden sparkles in the air as Xanthe changed
form while doing her best to cling to Darawen’s back. Ramona was
trapped under the bedsheets and bodies, but she struggled in an
attempt to get free and screamed for someone to help them while
Darawen struggled to regain the advantage and get Xanthe off
him.

None of them noticed when half
the room vanished into even deeper darkness than before. Darawen
let out a roar of triumph as he pushed upward and whipped around.
That turned into a screech of pain as, in throwing Xanthe off his
back, her claws raked his cheeks.

There was the sound of the
room’s door slamming open and then a voice said, ‘Get away from my
friends!’

~~~

The scream pulled Krystal out of sleep
like a slap across the face. ‘What…’

‘Mona!’ Trudy exclaimed, jumping
out of bed and stumbling in the darkness.

Yanking the covers aside,
Krystal swung her legs out of bed, and there were already sparks of
light shining around her body. ‘You’d better change too.’

‘You can’t. There are
people on this floor who don’t know about you.’ Trudy’s change
started, sparks of white shimmering around her body.

‘You’re right.’ Krystal got to
her feet and started for the door. ‘You stay here.’

‘What?! What are you talking
about?’

‘Don’t worry about it, but in a
second or two, you won’t be able to see anything.’ Krystal’s
rainbow scales danced in the light from the corridor for a second
before the room was plunged into a darkness far deeper than the
night.

To Krystal, the blackout was
daylight. She could see as well in the black as she could in the
light and she marched down the corridor to the end and turned to
Xanthe and Ramona’s door. It was ajar and she knew they locked it
at night. Someone had opened it and Krystal had a pretty good idea
who that person was. She kicked the door open and stepped through.
Ramona was struggling to untangle herself from the bedclothes,
hampered by the fact that Xanthe was sprawled over her legs. In the
middle of the room was Darawen Scarlin, blood running down his
cheeks as he turned to see who had entered the room.

Starting a spell in her head,
Krystal stepped forward. ‘Get away from my friends!’ Krystal
stepped out of the darkness and everyone stopped moving at
the sight of a stark-naked royal dragon appearing in front of them.
Krystal took the advantage and went with it, raising her hand and
pointing at Darawen. He let out a moan of terror and lurched
backward as Krystal’s spell hit him.

‘You will kneel before
me, wretch!’ Krystal roared.

Darawen shook off the stupor the
spell had caused, but his eyes widened and he slipped to his knees.
‘Y-you can’t stop me,’ he said, though he sounded as though he was
struggling with the idea. ‘I love her.’

‘Love this, bastard!’
Ramona shrieked, just as she smashed a candlestick into the back of
his head.

‘That… did it,’ Krystal said,
looking down at the sprawled form of Ramona’s would-be lover lying
at her feet.

‘Yeah,’ Xanthe said, rubbing the
back of her head. ‘That did it. If you don’t get out of here pretty
quickly, something else will be done for. Go! Come back when you’ve
got some clothes on.’

Ramona turned from her
contemplation of the blood coming from the back of Darawen’s head
and looked up at Krystal. ‘Krys?’

Xanthe fixed her hand over
Ramona’s mouth as Krystal turned back into the darkness. ‘She
wasn’t here and you didn’t see what you just saw. Got that?’

Krystal did not wait to hear the
answer. She could hear feet on the stairs up from below. Heavy
feet, running, and probably belonging to men who worked for the
Scarlins as well as the school’s security staff. She wanted to be
her normal shape and colour before any of them figured out what was
going on.

~~~

Dean Scintilla Rainshadow stood in the
doorway of the room Ramona and Xanthe shared, dressed in a silk
gown which she had thrown on in a hurry, with her arms crossed
under her breasts and her most severe look fixed on her face.

Inside the room, various
retainers belonging to the Scarlin family were fussing over the
still unconscious form of Darawen Scarlin. Actually, one of the
number was not a retainer but a minor member of the family. His
name was Kasper Scarlin and he was really getting on
Rainshadow’s nerves. The fact that the dean knew there were girls
out in the halls listening in to the argument was not helping,
though there was the matter of ensuring that Ramona Rose knew what
was being done, so the eavesdroppers were useful to some
extent.

Ramona and Xanthe were in
Krystal’s room, well clear of the events unfurling at the other end
of the hall.

‘A member of the Scarlin family
has been assaulted!’ Kasper Scarlin said, again. He was, Rainshadow
knew, doing his best to put pressure on the school, on the dean
herself. He was working to gain leverage for a deal to have Darawen
released into family custody, where he would stay for as long as it
took him to escape again.

‘A member of the Scarlin family
was incapacitated,’ Rainshadow said in as calm a voice as she could
muster, ‘in self-defence, having gained illegal entry onto school
property in order to abduct a student. I intend to hand down
commendations to Ramona Rose and Xanthe Wild for their quick
thinking and excellent use of improvised weaponry.’

‘I will see to it that
they are both put before the royal tribunal at the next
opportunity! The city guardians have been summoned. I’ll have them
dragged away in irons if necessary!’

Rainshadow’s spine straightened
and she was about to tell the imperious little used-wagon salesman
exactly where he could put his royal tribunal when she heard a
voice from behind her. ‘You will do no such thing!’ It was a very
angry voice and the dean had not heard it quite so passionate about
anything aside from students and magic in a while. Rather quickly,
Rainshadow stepped out of the way so that Celestina Nightsky could
enter the room.

The founder of the school was
actually in her dracoform. She rarely used it, so when she
did appear in that shape, it was a moment to note. Her age
showed less on her transformed body. She was more upright and a
little taller because of it, her waist was slimmer, her bust
fuller, the skin on her face was tighter, and her hair was a
vibrant dark purple, only a little faded at the tips. She was every
bit the royal dragon who had gone out on her own to found a school
to teach girls magic. And she was spitting mad.

‘I met the city guardians
outside and sent them away,’ Celestina thundered. ‘They have no
business here and their services will not be required.’

Kasper rallied himself as best
he could in the face of a furious, senior royal. ‘Celestina
Nightsky, I don’t–’

‘Darawen Scarlin has committed
acts of assault upon my students under my roof,’
Celestina went on as though the man had not spoken. ‘Under
Concordance law, as agreed by all the families, that makes
him subject to my justice. And justice will not only be
done, it will be seen to be done. Leave my land now, you
snivelling excuse for a petty bureaucrat, before I determine that a
suit must be brought against you for obstructing a royal in
the pursuit of her duties.’

~~~

Down the corridor, in Krystal and
Trudy’s room, Ramona was looking confused. It had not been hard to
hear Celestina’s speech. Half the school had probably heard her.
‘Can she do that?’ Ramona asked.

Trudy gave a nod. ‘It’s not
something that happens a lot, but the royals wrote it into law so
they could override common law on their own land whenever they feel
like it. The school is Celestina’s property and, if she chooses to
invoke the right, she can hand out personal justice to whoever she
sees fit.’ The royal-hating grey smirked. ‘I never thought I’d be
happy to see a royal invoking privilege, but that lady goes up in
my estimations every time I come into contact with her.’

‘What do you think she’ll do to
him?’

‘Not really sure, but from the
sound of things, I wouldn’t want to be him.’

‘She’s a magus,’ Krystal said.
‘I suspect she’ll do something magical.’

‘Yeah,’ Ramona said, and she
turned her gaze on Krystal. ‘Uh, we are going to discuss
that thing I didn’t see earlier, right?’

‘Now that you’ve seen what you
haven’t seen, yes. We’ll talk about it at the misfits club tonight.
For now… Just don’t mention it. To anyone. It’s important.’

Ramona nodded. ‘You and Xan just
saved my ass from that freak. I don’t care what the deal is. If you
say it’s a secret, no one’s getting it out of me without
magic.’

Charlotte appeared in the
doorway, slipping quickly inside and over to Trudy’s bed.
‘Celestina’s on her way here,’ she whispered in passing.

Krystal’s eyes widened a little
as Celestina marched into the room, still looking like she was
fuming. Trudy was more obvious about her surprise at the founder’s
appearance. ‘You should wear scales more often, Celestina. You look
amazing.’

The old royal came to a sudden
stop, blinking, and pulled at the collar of the mauve shirt she had
thrown on, with a pair of jeans and some heeled pumps, when she had
received the news from Nightsky Hall. There was even a hint of a
blush to her cheeks. ‘Age doesn’t show as much in dracoform, young
lady, but I can’t stand all the eating that goes along with it.
Thank you for the compliment. I assume you all heard more or less
everything?’

‘Not if anyone questions us
about it,’ Charlotte said.

‘In this case, Charley,
discretion is not required. You may inform anyone who asks that I
have taken this matter personally and will be dealing with Darawen
Scarlin myself.’

‘Uh, Celestina Nightsky,’ Ramona
said, her voice a little hesitant, ‘what are you going to do with
him?’

Celestina pursed her lips
thoughtfully. ‘The gargoyles on the roof here are in some
disrepair. One is entirely headless on the north side. Perhaps I
could replace it.’

Charlotte winced. ‘Remind me
never to get on your bad side.’

‘The gargoyle on the north wall
should do that,’ Krystal said.

‘Quite,’ Celestina said, ‘but if
you could see your way to helping out the aerobatics team,
Charley… Frankly, this year’s intake has been… weak.’

‘Uh, I’ll get right on that,’
Charlotte said.

‘Excellent. Now, what time is
it? Almost four… And we’re not done with this yet. I’ll speak with
Scintilla and have morning lectures cancelled. We’ll extend
breakfast hours too, and get a cleaning team into that room… Ramona
and Xanthe will need somewhere else to sleep for what’s left of
tonight. I’ll make arrangements. May we presume upon your
hospitality, Krystal and Trudy, for another hour?’

‘Of course,’ Krystal replied.
‘I’m not sure I can sleep again yet anyway.’

‘Very well. I’ll make the
arrangements.’ Celestina turned toward the door and then paused,
looking back at Ramona. ‘Ramona Rose, there is no need for you to
remain at the school with Darawen Scarlin out of the picture. If
you wish, I can arrange passage for you back to Scarlin
Cantervale.’

Ramona blinked. ‘Thank you,
Celestina Nightsky, but I think I’d prefer to stay here, if it’s
all the same to you. I’m a misfit now and the misfits stick
together.’

Celestina smiled. ‘We will be
most pleased to continue your education, Ramona Rose. Good friends
are important. I’m glad you’ve found some.’

‘So am I,’ Ramona replied. ‘So
am I.’


Part Two: Home Is Where the Nunnery
Is

Concord City, Concordance,
27th Day of Midsummer.

For once, Krystal was not nervous about
a test. Not very nervous anyway: she was second-hand nervous since
she was not the one who had results to be nervous over.

Trudy was nervous. This was not
like the end of the last term when failure could mean that you had
to leave the school, or retake classes, but she had put a lot of
effort into her extra magical theory classes in the specific hope
that she could catch up with the more advanced track. That would
put her in the same theory classes as Krystal next term and she
really wanted that. She was fairly confident that she had
passed. Fairly confident. Still…

‘You go look for me,’ Trudy
said.

‘Why don’t you–’ Krystal
began.

‘I did it for you last term. You
go look.’

Well, Trudy had checked the last
list because Krystal was too nervous to. Plus, there were fewer
girls milling in front of the board this time. The results for the
final-year exams would not be out until tomorrow, and fewer people
took the extra theory classes, usually going for a speciality
corpus as soon as possible. ‘Okay,’ Krystal said, and she started
on her way through the collection of girls.

There were actually a couple of
courses with exam results on the board and it took Krystal a moment
to find the right one and then to find Black, Trudy listed. She
smiled and pushed her way back out again.

‘Well?’ Trudy asked.

‘I am going to stop helping you
with your homework,’ Krystal said.

‘Huh?’

‘Well, I don’t see why someone
who placed first in her theory class needs my help.’

‘I what?!’

Krystal smirked. ‘And we should
see about a hearing test.’ But Trudy was already pushing into the
crowd to confirm this unbelievable event.

‘I don’t need a hearing test,’
Trudy said as she emerged again, looking a little wide-eyed. ‘I
could really do with somewhere to sit down though.’

‘Well, it is lunchtime.
Come on, we’ll get some lunch and you can tell the others the good
news.’

~~~

‘That’s wonderful, darling,’ Felicia
said. ‘Of course, none of us doubted you could do it, but placing
first? That is an achievement.’

‘Yeah, but now Xan and I will be
on our own in the slow class,’ Charlotte said.

Trudy flashed her a grin.
‘Should have done the extra theory like me. Impatience, that’s your
problem.’

‘My problem is that I’m going to
need to get good in four corpuses to be useful to the Weather
Bureau.’

‘True,’ Trudy admitted. ‘It does
reduce your options for general magic.’

‘But this term’s course
has improved your control with air,’ Krystal said,
‘and you haven’t let the aerobatics team get in the way of
your coursework.’

‘Thanks to you lot,’ Charlotte
replied. ‘I doubt I’d have stuck with it so well without the
misfits.’

‘I’m glad to hear that,
Charlotte Cloudborn.’ Trudy more or less bounced off her seat at
the sound of the dean’s voice coming from behind her. ‘I know
Celestina Nightsky encouraged you to join.’

‘She did hint, Dean Scintilla
Rainshadow,’ Charlotte said, grinning.

‘Yes. However, I’m here to
congratulate Trudy Black on her success in the theory paper she
sat.’

Trudy turned in her seat.
‘Thanks, Dean Scintilla Rainshadow. I don’t think I’d have done as
well without my friends to help me through some parts of it.’

‘Friends are always a useful
thing to have standing at your side. I am hoping that you’ll all be
standing at each other’s sides at the Summer Ball. We aren’t
expecting any undead necromancer spirits this time.’

‘No one ever expects the undead
necromancer spirits,’ Krystal replied. ‘Uh, the Summer Ball is a
little less formal than the one last term, isn’t it?’

Rainshadow nodded. ‘I’m sure
there will be a few gowns, but it’s more of a party-dress event.
There will be a band.’

‘I know,’ Ramona said,
smirking.

The dean glanced at her with a
slight frown, but went on. ‘Things will be… There’s more of a party
feel to it. The students are celebrating getting out of school for
a month.’

‘And the staff are celebrating
getting the students out of the school for a month?’ Charlotte
suggested.

Rainshadow made a slightly
strangled noise as she, apparently, tried to stop herself from
laughing. ‘Of course not, Charlotte Cloudborn. How could you even
suggest such a thing? All of our staff love the
students.’

‘We’ll be at the ball,’ Krystal
said. ‘I actually have a dress to wear that’ll work at a
party.’

‘I’ll certainly be there,’
Ramona said.

‘I guess I’ll be there,’ Jesse
said. ‘I’ll just be hiding behind Flis as much as possible.’

28th Day of Midsummer.

The misfits stepped into the Grand Hall
together, much as they had done at the last ball held there, though
the circumstances were so different that there was no realistic
comparison. Just the fact that the dragons in the room were moving
instead of watching the stage in a mesmerised state was a big
change.

Krystal paused as the relatively
subdued music and the far louder wave of conversation hit her, and
she managed to stop herself from adjusting the neckline of her
dress. Either she was going to have to come up with some way of
coming to functions like this in scales, or she was going to have
to buckle under and buy a dress that fitted properly. Trudy was
lucky: the dress that Felicia had given her did not come with a low
neckline.

There were a few girls walking
around the hall in scales. Mostly, they seemed to be indigos, but
Krystal spotted at least one yellow. In Krystal’s opinion, while
the indigos had the social status, the golden flicker to a yellow’s
scales looked better. Following some convention Krystal had not
previously been aware of, it seemed that the girls in dracoform
wore as little as they could get away with, showing as much of
their colourful skin as they could. It was not a look
everyone could pull off, including some of those trying to.

‘I thought there was a band,’
Charlotte said.

‘They’ll be on later,’ Ramona
said. ‘When things have warmed up a bit.’

‘You seem to know a lot about
this band. Azuria’s singing?’

‘Yes!’ Ramona squeaked
gleefully. ‘The school booked a band she works with sometimes. They
call themselves the Spectres and they don’t have a regular lead
vocalist. They asked Az to take the vocals for tonight. They’ll
even be doing some of her songs. She’s written a couple for
them.’

‘A talented girl, your
paramour,’ Felicia said. ‘I hope you’ll do another duet with her,
darling.’

In the weeks since Darawen
Scarlin had been turned into a statue on the roof of Nightsky Hall,
Jesse, Ramona, and Trudy had celebrated their birthdays. The girls
had gone to Sirens again, celebrating all three days on the one
evening since they were quite close together, and Azuria had more
or less dragged Ramona up on stage to sing a duet which had gone
down very well with the audience.

Then again, Ramona had become
more confident with Darawen removed from the picture. She was still
distrustful of men, but she no longer saw her phantom stalker on
every street corner. And her relationship with the beautiful singer
seemed to be paying dividends too: Ramona’s confidence about
performing was increasing. ‘If there’s a chance, maybe we will,’
Ramona said, grinning.

‘First things first,’ Trudy
said. ‘Where have they hidden the booze?’

‘You are not allowed to get too
drunk,’ Krystal told her.

‘Why not? No lectures tomorrow,
or for several weeks after tomorrow.’

‘Because we’re on a train to
Appleyard at ten in the morning.’

‘Oh, yeah.’

Krystal leaned in closer and
whispered, ‘Plus, I want you sober enough to appreciate all the
things I’m going to do to you when we get back to our room.’

Trudy’s cheeks flushed, but she
said. ‘Right, booze, but not too much booze. Show me the
booze!’

~~~

‘We’re going to have to get up fairly
early, aren’t we?’ Trudy said, looking at her almost empty
glass.

‘We’re packed,’ Krystal replied.
‘We need to be at the station at ten. So–’

‘Eight, maybe eight thirty if we
rush. Like I said, early. Whose idea was it to go to Appleyard
again?’

‘Uh, well, Jesse’s, sort
of.’

Trudy narrowed her eyes at the
green dragon who shrank a little. ‘I just said that there’s a witch
in the forest not too far from Appleyard, and it stood to
reason that Krystal was probably born not too far from Appleyard,
so the message probably meant that witch.’

‘You’ll love it,’ Krystal said,
grinning at Trudy. ‘Fresh air, out in the open under the sun. It’ll
be great.’

‘You realise I’ve never been out
of Concord City, right?’ Trudy said. ‘I’m a city dragon. I’m used
to cobblestones under my feet and the stench of tanning factories
in the air. For all we know, my legs won’t work on grass. For all
we know, I might not be able to breathe fresh air!’ Krystal
gave her a look. ‘Well, I might not…’

‘The air here doesn’t smell like
Greystone, darling,’ Felicia pointed out, ‘and you seem perfectly
capable of walking on surfaces other than cobbles. I do agree that
it will be something of a change. I’ve been to some of the villages
along the coast, of course, back when I had money. My family would
spend a week or two outside the city in the summer.’ Her face fell
a little. ‘Back when I had a family, obviously.’

Jesse reached out and put her
hand on Felicia’s shoulder. ‘You’ll be staying with my
family and they liked you when you were there in the winter.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course. The point
is that I’m a city girl too and I did survive being on a farm for
several days.’

‘This will be two weeks,’ Trudy
pointed out. ‘And we won’t just be on the farm. If we’re really
going to talk to this witch, we’re going to have to trek into
Tangleroots.’

‘How long will it take us?’
Charlotte asked.

‘It’s about seventy-five miles,’
Jesse replied. ‘Four, maybe five, days to get to the ruins. It’ll
be tough going through the deeper parts of the forest.’

The blue sagged. ‘Couldn’t we
just fly in? I can cover seventy-five miles in… twenty-five
minutes.’

‘First of all,’ Trudy said,
‘we can’t go that fast.’ She fixed Charlotte with a stare.
‘Second, Krystal can’t fly.’ It was a lie. All of them knew that
Krystal could fly and, out of sight of anyone else, she
could fly over the forest without too much problem.

‘Most importantly,’ Jesse said,
‘the ruins are in some of the thickest growth. We could fly
there, but we would probably have trouble landing, and you can get
some weird effects over the trees all across Tangleroots which make
flying… not entirely safe. Or, more precisely, very dangerous.
We’re far better off walking.’

‘If you say so,’ Charlotte said.
‘If my legs fall off, I’m blaming you.’

Krystal noticed Ramona drawing
inward and wondered what was wrong. The red was generally pretty
okay now, but she did tend to get defensive when there were men
around, especially Theodore Marin… Trying to make it look like an
absent look, Krystal glanced over her shoulder and, sure enough,
the theory lecturer was standing not too far away. Just standing
there with a glass of wine in his hand. Just as Krystal saw him, he
moved away and, when Krystal turned back, Ramona was visibly
relaxing and giving Krystal a somewhat timid smile.

‘Are you looking forward to this
trip, Mona?’ Krystal asked.

‘It’ll be nice to get out of the
city,’ Ramona replied, ‘and see a bit more of Concordance. And then
I’m going to Spinyard with Charlotte for a week.’

‘That’s an interesting city.
You’ll probably get to see more of it than I did. And under better
circumstances.’

‘Couldn’t be much worse
circumstances,’ Charlotte said. ‘You should come over there for a
longer visit sometime, Krys. Maybe next summer.’

‘Maybe. Though isn’t it the big
millennial celebration next summer? You might want to stay a little
longer for that.’

‘There’s always after.’

‘Yes. There is.’

~~~

‘There’s my best up-and-coming flyer.’
Sapphira Windrider was grinning as she walked up to the group, but
she did not really look as though she was joking.

‘That’s not what you were saying
when I was doing that obstacle course on Blueday,’ Charlotte
replied.

‘You weren’t concentrating,’
Windrider said. ‘You clipped three bars.’ She glanced around
the group and then shrugged. ‘Of course, you were still better than
almost all the other first years, but it’s the principle of the
thing. I expect better from you.’

‘Blame end-of-term fatigue.’

‘I usually do. Uh, I have a
favour to ask you. All of you.’

Krystal raised an eyebrow.
‘We’re not exactly flyers, Sapphira Windrider. What can we
do to help the aerobatics club?’

‘No, you help Charley. Charley
helps the aerobatics club. I’m putting her on the team next term
and I want her to help train up the new girls we get in, but… Well,
I know she gets worked up about her coursework losing out to her
flying…’

‘You want us to make sure
she doesn’t fall behind?’

‘We’re going to need a new
whip,’ Trudy said.

‘Cattle prod,’ Xanthe countered.
‘I keep telling you, you can’t go wrong with a cattle prod.’

‘What about one of those barbed
canes they use for riding bulls,’ Felicia suggested. ‘I may
actually have one in storage.’

‘They’re joking,’ Charlotte
said. ‘I think they’re joking.’

Windrider gave another shrug.
‘Whatever works. Just make sure there’s no permanent damage, girls.
The flight suits are pretty much full-body, so a few bruises
shouldn’t be an issue.’

‘Oh dear,’ Felicia said, ‘I
think that rules out the bull crop.’

‘You’ll be putting in more hours
in the hall, Charley. Extra training, some work with the new
intake, and you’ll need to learn the routines. And we’ll need to
get you fitted for a suit. Uh, the school buys them for us. They’ve
got an alumna on the professional circuit who pays for it.
State-of-the-art materials and everything.’

‘I’m used to flying in athletic
gear,’ Charlotte said.

‘I know. I’ve seen you. Don’t
worry, you’ll look almost as good in the suit. If I don’t
see you later, have a good summer. You’re going to need the rest.’
Windrider turned and vanished away into the throng.

‘Rest?’ Charlotte muttered. ‘I’m
going to spend half the summer running obstacle courses around
Spinyard.’

‘Two weeks in Appleyard,’
Krystal said, ‘and then Ramona’s going to be with you for a week.
You’ll only get a week to break yourself on a cliff or
something.’

Charlotte frowned. ‘Ancestors,
you’re right. That’s going to be a really tough week.’

‘Well, try to come back
looking like you’ve had some sleep, okay?’

‘Otherwise, it’s cattle prod
time,’ Xanthe said, and she did not really look like she was
joking.

~~~

‘You know, I don’t think Charity ever
quite got over what happened at the Winter Ball,’ Krystal said. She
was standing with Trudy, Felicia, and Jesse, the others having gone
off to either dance or stare lovingly at the stage where Azuria
Bluefeather was belting out songs with the Spectres.

‘I don’t see why she should,
darling,’ Felicia replied. ‘Though I admit that I may be a little
biased.’

‘Well, good point, but she seems
rather… subdued. It doesn’t seem like her.’

‘She spent something like eight
weeks cleaning out her spirit,’ Trudy said. ‘Maybe all that deep
meditation on how horrible she was actually had an effect.’

‘Ah,’ Felicia said, ‘now here I
have to favour Krystal’s side. No amount of self-reflection is
going to make Charity any less of a witch. There must be something
else on her mind.’

The object of their attention
was standing to one side of the hall, her usual gang of cronies
around her. They had all been a little less of an issue this term.
They all had to live down their parts in the incident at the Winter
Ball, but there was something else about them.

‘They lack direction,’ Jesse
said. ‘Charity hasn’t been her waspish self, and the whole lot of
them haven’t had the heart to get really nasty this term.’

‘Probably true,’ Krystal said.
‘I suspect they’ll be back on form next term, but they’ll back off
again as the next Winter Ball gets closer.’

‘Or they’ll get worse,’ Felicia
said. ‘My strategy would be to turn things up a notch on anyone who
even mentioned the ball. I’m not sure about Charity. I’m
sure we’ll find out.’

‘Ah good.’ Scintilla
Rainshadow’s voice came from behind them, and they all turned
toward her. She was looking quite radiant in a midnight-blue gown
which went well with her hair and was basically a slim,
long-sleeved tube wrapping her from throat to ankles. ‘Just the
people I wanted to see.’

‘Us?’ Krystal asked, dreading
what was going to come next.

‘Indeed. I didn’t get the chance
to embarrass you at the last ball, Krystal Ward. Now I can get you
up on stage with Trudy Black to extol your virtues. You won’t be
alone. I’m collecting a few others from around the room.’

‘Oh, do we have to?’ Trudy asked
plaintively.

The dean smiled. ‘Never ask
questions you already know the answer to, Trudy Black. It makes you
appear less intelligent than you are. And I’d remind you that I
have mathematical proof of your intelligence. Meet me on the stage
in ten minutes.’ Turning, Rainshadow set off in search of more
victims.

‘Just kill me now,’ Trudy
said.

‘Nope,’ Krystal replied. ‘I have
other plans for you later, remember?’

Trudy pursed her lips and then
nodded. ‘Okay, yes, that’s worth staying alive for. But it’s a
close thing.’

~~~

‘Ramona Rose is quite the singer.’ The
voice came from Krystal’s left, rather than her right where Trudy
was standing, and Krystal turned to find Celestina Nightsky
standing there in one of her long, formal gowns.

‘We heard her duet with Azuria
last time we went to– Uh, when we went out for her birthday. It was
a joint thing. Jesse’s and Trudy’s are within a week of Mona’s so
we celebrated for all three.’

‘Well, I hope you’re enjoying
this celebration. You’ve come a long way this year. You too, Trudy
Black. Congratulations on moving up to the advanced track.’

‘Thanks, Celestina,’ Trudy
replied. ‘Dean Scintilla Rainshadow already dragged us up on stage
to embarrass us with her praise.’

‘I saw.’

‘But I’m enjoying the party
anyway.’

‘Good. You have plans for the
summer?’

‘We’re going to Appleyard for
the first couple of weeks,’ Krystal said. ‘All of us. A misfits
outing to the country.’

‘I haven’t been up that way in a
while.’

‘Well, I’m trying to find out
who my parents were and Appleyard seems a good place to start.’

‘Indeed, but…’ Celestina
frowned. ‘Are you sure you want to uncover that particular secret,
Krystal? Sometimes when we go looking into the past, we uncover
things we wish we had never known.’

Since the old royal seemed to be
serious, Krystal ignored her first thought and considered her
answer. ‘I think not trying would be worse than knowing. I’m
not really hopeful of finding anything anyway, but if I never try
to discover where I came from, I’d feel like…’

‘Like you had given up without a
fight?’

‘Yes. Perhaps that I had given
up on their memory without trying. I was raised by draconist nuns
too. I wouldn’t call myself a devout believer, but some of that has
to have rubbed off. I’m a dragon without ancestors.’

Celestina smiled. ‘You have
ancestors, Krys. They know you, even if you don’t know them, and
I’m sure they watch over you. And I’ll let you into another little
secret about family. The one we make for ourselves is often just as
important as the one we are born into. You enjoy the party and have
a good summer.’

‘Same to you, Celestina,’
Krystal replied. She turned back to watch Ramona on stage, singing
alongside Azuria, and smiled. She glanced around at Trudy beside
her. Sometimes the family you made could be more important
than the one you were born into. But, for Krystal, knowing who her
parents were could be important too. Maybe a matter of life and
death.

Oakleaf Farm, near Appleyard,
Concordance, 1st Day of Highsummer.

The first view any of the misfits had
of Oakleaf Farm, aside from Jesse and Felicia, was a surprising
one. Krystal had definitely expected to see a small collection of
buildings, primarily barns, but the house the family had built was
verging on a mansion. Generations of Oakleafs had expanded and
embellished whenever they had the need or inclination. Certainly,
there were barns, one with a large chimney which suggested it was
more than a simple barn, but the house dominated the vista from the
end of the short drive.

‘We’re meeting up on Indigoday,
right?’ Charlotte asked from the carriage they had arrived in. It
belonged to the Wild family’s farm, which was further down the
road, and was more of a cart really. It was being pulled by a big
cart-bull with a thick, bony plate running back from its skull.

‘That’s the plan,’ Krystal said.
‘Going into town on Royalday would just disturb the major services
at the nunnery. You guys can take a look around Appleyard while I
go see Sister Norretta Greyscale.’

‘And I shall see whether my
mother is available for a chat,’ Felicia said.

‘She’ll be able to make time.
See you guys in a couple of days.’ The ‘guys’ in question were
Ramona, Charlotte, and Xanthe, since they were going on to the
Wilds’ farm. The Oakleafs had been happy enough to host all seven
of them, but they had decided to share the burden and Xanthe’s
folks had been happy to meet more of her friends; they had,
briefly, met Felicia in the winter.

‘This place is bigger than I
expected,’ Trudy said as the four remaining misfits walked up the
drive. It was a proper drive, the surface fused using an
alchemical treatment rather than just being dirt.

‘When you live in one place for
a few centuries,’ Jesse said, ‘and you don’t have too many
financial problems, you tend to end up adding to the house.
Sometimes that’s just because you want a new room. There are rooms
in there that I don’t think ever get used these days. I’ll
give you a quick tour before dinner. Mostly that’s so you’ll know
which buildings to avoid unless you’re with one of us.’

‘Like that barn with the
chimney?’ Krystal asked.

‘That’s the seasoning shed and,
yeah, probably best to avoid it.’

‘We won’t have much time for a
tour outside. The sun will set in… fifteen minutes.’

‘We’ll let my mother know we’re
here and then go out,’ Jesse said. ‘You can meet the rest of the
family at dinner. We tend to eat a little later than we do at the
school.’

‘The farm works on an
agricultural clock,’ Felicia said. ‘You get used to it, I’m
sure.’

‘That doesn’t sound like a
confident assertion,’ Trudy said.

‘Well, I wasn’t here long enough
to last time. It was also significantly cooler then.’

The afternoon had turned
into a hot one, as many afternoons, and a lot of mornings, did
during the height of summer. Highsummer was generally the hottest
month and, this close to the equator, the days were not much
shorter than autumn and spring. They had, in fact, just had the
longest night of the year: the sun would be setting just after five
thirty and it would be full-dark in less than an hour.

‘You’re barely wearing
anything,’ Jesse said. ‘I’d have thought you’d be cool enough.’

Felicia plucked at the thin,
silky camisole she had paired with denim shorts for the journey.
The cloth was sticking a little. ‘Darling, summer on Concordance is
never cool enough.’

‘You have a point. It’s never
any fun doing chores in the summer. That’s why we try to get them
done in the morning, before it gets really hot.’

Ignoring the veranda and the big
front door, Jesse took them all around the right-hand side of the
house and back to a split door. The top half of the door was open
and they could hear voices as they approached it, and the scent of
cooking food was added when they got closer. Jesse reached in to
unlatch the door and pushed through, already smiling. ‘I’m back,’
she said, and carried on walking so that the others could follow
her.

‘So you are, dear,’ said a woman
who was busy chopping vegetables. She was, fairly obviously,
Jesse’s mother. Not too tall, in fact a little shorter than Jesse,
she had a thick mane of brown hair and bright green eyes, and the
same kind of delicate, very pretty features. She was a little more
solid than her daughter, wider in the body and less toned but,
while Jesse had quite large breasts for her thin frame, her mother
had a breathtaking bust badly hidden under a plaid shirt. ‘And
welcome back, Flis. It’s a pleasure to have you here again.’

‘Thank you, Beth,’ Felicia
replied, ‘and hello, Josephine, I trust you’re doing well?’

Josephine was the other occupant
of the kitchen, sitting at the far end of the large table Beth was
using for food preparation. This was Jesse’s grandmother who had,
according to Cragscales, been something of a wild child back when
she had attended the Celestina School of Magic, and
according to Jesse, she still was. There was certainly a
mischievous smile on the older dragon’s face as she watched the
four misfits enter. The Oakleaf genes seemed to be strong ones
since Josephine was clearly a member of the line her daughter and
granddaughter belonged to. Her hair was a little paler and her nose
a little wider. She was thin, like Jesse, and not at all tall, and
her face was a little rounder with fewer angles to it.

‘I’m doing very well, Flis,’
Josephine said. ‘Are you going to introduce your friends,
Jesse?’

‘I’m getting there,’ Jesse
replied. ‘All right, girls, my mother, Bethany, and my grandmother,
Josephine. Mom, Granny Jo, this is Krystal Ward and Trudy Black.
They’re in the room opposite mine in the hall. Krystal’s in my
class for magical theory, and Trudy will be in that class next year
because she came top in her class for further theory studies.’

‘And Krystal is this magical
genius you’ve mentioned,’ Bethany said. ‘Two very bright girls.
You’ll be calling me Beth.’

‘And I’m Jo,’ Josephine said,
‘even if Flis won’t shorten it.’

‘But Josephine is such a
gorgeous name,’ Felicia protested. ‘It rolls off the tongue so
easily, and it suits you.’

‘Flatterer. I’m sure you just do
it to be a pest.’

Felicia gave a gasp which almost
sounded genuine. ‘As if I would.’

‘I’m going to give the girls a
quick tour before it gets dark,’ Jesse said, grinning. ‘It’s okay
if we dump our bags here for a little while?’

‘You’ve not much there,’ Bethany
said. ‘I’m sure we’ll manage. Don’t be too long. Dinner is at seven
and you’ll want to wash up before then.’

‘It’s going to be dark soon. We
won’t be too long.’

There were still dragons out
working on the farm and, unusually for her, Jesse seemed to know
all of them and be comfortable in their presence. Presumably, most
of the labourers on the farm had been working there for years,
which suggested that the conditions on the farm were good since
there were plenty of other places to work in the area.

‘That building at the back is
housing for the people who work here,’ Jesse said, pointing at a
two-storey, barn-like structure behind the main house and the
majority of the other barns. ‘Not everyone lives there, but the
unmarried ones find it easier. We own a couple of cottages that we
rent out to married couples too.’

‘Your family must be fairly
well-off,’ Trudy said.

Jesse gave a shrug. ‘Um, yeah,
kind of. I mean, whenever I really need something, we can
usually afford it, but Pops doesn’t just hand us everything we want
like he’s made of money.’

Krystal was fascinated by the
kilns in the seasoning shed. There were, in fact, two seasoning
sheds: one with a pair of large kilns inside as well as storage
space, and the other for air-drying. Jesse explained that the kilns
produced faster results with less effort and a more certain
outcome, but that the older air-drying process could produce very
good-quality wood over a far longer period. The details of exactly
how it was all done were not something she had ever studied,
however. ‘If you really want to know the details,’ Jesse
said, ‘you’ll have to ask Pops. He built the place. Before that, we
only did air-dried wood or green wood for someone else to season.
We still ship out green wood, but we do more processing ourselves
now.’

They walked around barns filled
with green wood waiting to be processed or shipped, barns filled
with seasoned wood waiting to be sent to wholesalers, and barns
with animals in. Most of the latter were devoted to cart-bulls,
which were not all bulls.

‘Everyone calls them
cart-bulls,’ Jesse explained, ‘but you don’t usually use a bull,
like Old Horny there, to haul carts.’ She indicated a massive
animal in a pen at the end of the barn they were in. Old Horny’s
hide was black and, like most cattle, his head was crowned by a
thick, bony plate which, in the cart-bulls, extended back to cover
his neck. He did not have horns.

‘He doesn’t have horns,’ Trudy
said, glancing at Felicia when she giggled. ‘Why is he “Old
Horny?”’

‘Because he’s getting on a bit,’
Jesse replied, ‘and he’s fathered more children than any other bull
on the farm.’

‘I asked the same thing,’
Felicia said, explaining her giggling.

‘We’re lucky it’s not the right
season,’ Jesse said. ‘He can get a bit frisky around anything that
smells female when the cows are ready for it. When he was younger,
he bust right through the fence between his field and the one the
cows were in. I mean, the cows weren’t exactly unhappy, but Pops
was really annoyed about the fence. Since then, we keep him
well away from the cows until we’re ready to introduce them.’

The tour continued with a tool
shed, and a barn for storing root vegetables, and some barns for
hay… There were a lot of barns.

‘I am not going to remember this
layout,’ Trudy said. ‘All the barns are running together in my
head. I’ll just stay out of all of them unless you’re with me,
Jesse.’

‘I’ll remember them,’ Krystal
said.

‘You would.’ Trudy looked up at
the sky. There was still light, but it was dimming noticeably.
‘It’s getting dark.’

‘Yeah,’ Jesse said. ‘We’ll head
back and get our rooms sorted out. Mom’s going to ask if you two
are okay with sharing, even if I told her you just needed one
room.’

‘Of course we’re–’

‘With a double bed.’

Trudy narrowed her eyes at Jesse
and also blushed. ‘So, your mother thinks we’re going to be bumping
away like Old Horny?’

Jesse gave a shrug. ‘She’s under
no illusions about me and Flis either. She doesn’t care. She
had a girlfriend until she was a hundred and three. Granny Jo said
it kept her out of all sorts of trouble.’

‘That’s funny,’ Krystal said.
‘Trudy just gets me into trouble.’

‘What?!’ Trudy squeaked. ‘When
have I ever got you into–’ She stopped as she noticed Krystal’s
smirk. ‘Oh, ha ha, very funny. I am so going to get you back for
that one.’

Jesse set off back toward the
house. ‘I’ll make sure there’s some rope in your room before
bedtime.’

~~~

‘We’re all very glad that Jesse has
managed to make so many friends,’ Renwick Forestall said as the
pots of vegetables were handed around. Each plate at the table
already had a large portion of stew. The Oakleafs ate heartily, it
seemed. ‘You may not have noticed, but she’s a little shy.’

Krystal and Trudy giggled.
Felicia patted Jesse on the shoulder while the latter cringed. ‘Uh,
we noticed,’ Krystal said. ‘The first couple of times I saw Jesse,
all I saw was an eye and a nose. No one was sure there was anyone
in the room until I knocked and introduced myself. She came around
fairly quickly.’

‘They didn’t give me a lot of
choice,’ Jesse mumbled. Louder she added, ‘Charley doesn’t take no
when it comes to going out on Silverday evenings, and we all meet
up on Yellowday to work on our homework and, um, it’s nicer when
I’ve got friends in the same boat around me.’

‘Friends help,’ Renwick said.
Apparently, the Forestall genes tended to come out on the male
side. Renwick was a tall man, heavily built, with a thick mat of
dark-green hair set over a face which was not exactly handsome, but
was fairly well put together. He had the green eyes typical of
green dragons, but with just a hint of yellow flecking them,
perhaps indicating some yellow ancestry.

Beside him sat his son, Oren,
who looked a lot like his father but for longer hair, tied back
into a ponytail, and solidly green eyes. Oren had inherited a
little of his mother’s smaller features which managed to make him
look a little better than his father. He could have been a hit with
the girls, but he had some of Jesse’s timidity and tended to blush
whenever one of the visitors spoke to him. He was only two years
older than Jesse, so there was some hope he would grow out of
it.

The last dragon at the table was
Ilana, Jesse and Oren’s older sister, but definitely her mother’s
daughter, though she had her father’s green hair which fell in a
curtain around her shoulders. Elegant and very attractive, Ilana
had her mother’s figure and none of the shyness which afflicted her
siblings. At forty-nine, with perhaps a century before she could
marry, Ilana was not short on potential suitors, especially since,
at some point in the far-off future, she would inherit the
farm.

‘Do you spend a lot of time in
scales?’ Krystal asked as she was passed the potatoes.

‘How did you guess?’
Josephine said, grinning.

‘Well, Charley spends a lot of
her time in the air, and she tends to put away food like a famine
is coming.’

‘Green dragons only have their
empathy for plants in dracoform,’ Renwick said. ‘So, we do tend to
work in scales a lot. This time of year, it stops you getting
sunburn too.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’
Krystal said, frowning.

‘I think I’ve got some sunblock
left over from when Jesse was younger,’ Bethany said. ‘I’ll dig it
out for you. Especially if you’re going out with Jesse
tomorrow.’

‘Chores,’ Jesse said. It was
sort of a grumble, though she did not really seem to be
grumbling.

‘We can help,’ Trudy said. ‘Get
them done a little faster. I’m sure you must have things you need
moved from one place to another, and if we’re going to be eating
like this, I don’t mind spending time in scales.’ She glanced at
Bethany. ‘In case you hadn’t guessed, I’m a grey. Lifting things is
what we do.’

 

‘A grey who works magic,’ Ilana
said. ‘Quite the rarity.’

‘A grey who works magic
and has quite a strong talent for it,’ Krystal said. ‘But
she’s also pretty good at lifting things. She carried Flis across
half the school one afternoon.’

‘Oh, don’t remind me, darling,’
Felicia said. She glanced around the family to include them and
then explained. ‘I tried to perform a ritual to create a charm
which, as Krys had told me, was beyond my capabilities. Luckily, I
exhausted myself before I managed to create an effect which could
do me much harm. So, there I was, slung over Trudy’s shoulder like
a sack of potatoes. And you’ve all seen the uniform, I’d imagine.
Not at all decorous. I’m ashamed to say I was not exactly civil
when I came to outside Nightsky Hall.’

‘And at that point you didn’t
even know you’d been carried back over my shoulder,’ Trudy
added.

‘Uh, no. That came out when
Charley was giving an extremely detailed and… hilarious description
of the entire event to Mona last month. Thankfully, we’d become
friends by then and I could laugh it off. Oh, how we laughed.’
There was laughter from around the table at that point, mostly at
Felicia’s comment. Oren was busy blushing beetroot red, probably
because he was imagining Felicia in a short skirt being carried by
Trudy.

‘We’ve a few greys who work on
the farm,’ Renwick said. ‘Good, strong lads the lot of them.’

‘That’s greys for you,’ Trudy
agreed. ‘Dependable and strong.’

‘That makes you sound like a
cart-bull, darling,’ Felicia said. ‘I see you more as a
thoroughbred racing animal.’

‘Thanks, I think.’

‘Of course, indigos are mostly
known for being snooty, selfish dragons who’ll sell you a cart-bull
while telling you it’s a thoroughbred, so I’ve little to talk
about.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s not an inaccurate description of
many.’

‘Greens are only interested in
plants,’ Jesse said.

‘You are only interested
in plants,’ Ilana said.

‘No, I have other interests
too.’ Jesse flashed a lopsided grin at Felicia. ‘Now Krys, Krys is
going to pester Pops the rest of the evening until he’s spilled all
his secrets of kiln-drying wood. Once she’s decided something is
interesting, nothing stops her.’

‘Not all evening,’
Krystal said. ‘I’d just like to know how it works. I’ve an
enquiring mind. I can’t help it!’

~~~

‘I can’t actually believe that Jesse put
some rope in the room,’ Krystal said as Trudy finished tying her
wrists to the headboard.

‘That one has a perverse
streak,’ Trudy replied. ‘If half the things Flis says are true,
Jesse has a very perverse streak.’

‘Says the girl who is actually
tying me to the bed with the rope Jesse provided.’

‘Well, it’s only ten p.m. Do you
really expect me to get to sleep this early?’

Krystal shook her head while
Trudy, equipped with a second length of rope, set to stretching
Krystal’s right leg out. ‘Not tonight, no. Tomorrow night
will probably be a different story, but tonight I’ll let you have
your way.’ She was not, in fact, attempting to resist her bondage:
if Trudy shifted into scales, there would be no contest and even in
her normal form, Trudy was significantly stronger than Krystal.
Besides which, the last time Trudy had tied her to a bed, just her
wrists that time, it had been a very enjoyable experience. This
time felt more dangerous; Krystal was going to be fixed to the bed
in a manner which stopped her resisting anything Trudy
wanted to do to her, and that was exciting, and scary, and erotic,
and a little worrying…

‘What are you going to do to
me?’ Krystal asked in a subdued whisper once Trudy had finished
fixing Krystal’s left ankle in place, spreading her legs wide
apart.

Trudy did not reply immediately.
Instead, she climbed up onto the bed and straddled Krystal’s waist.
Leaning forward, she reached up, clawed her fingers, and began to
drag her nails down the inside of Krystal’s forearms. It was
shocking and painful, and intimate and arousing. Krystal knew she
was already wet, but Trudy’s blunt nails dragging over her
sensitive skin had her twisting her hips and biting her lips in an
effort to stop herself crying out. As Trudy began to draw her nails
down Krystal’s sides, past her breasts, Trudy leaned forward to
bring her mouth close to Krystal’s ear. ‘I’m going to do anything I
want to you,’ Trudy whispered, ‘and not even the ancestors are
going to be able to stop me. I’m going to make you come so hard you
snap the ropes, and I’m going to take my own sweet time about it.
I’m going to make you beg for me to stop.’

‘Oh ancestors,’ Krystal
moaned.

‘I told you,’ Trudy said as she
brought her hands back up to dig her nails into Krystal’s chest
just under her collarbones, ‘they’re not going to help you
tonight.’

2nd Day of Highsummer.

Krystal opened her eyes and looked at
the bedroom door just in time for a second set of knocking to
confirm that she had been woken by the first. ‘You two decent?’
Jesse said through the door before opening it without really
waiting for an answer. ‘Come on, sun’s up and breakfast’s on. Time
to get your city behinds up and face the day.’

Trudy groaned. ‘I didn’t think
you were a sadist, Jesse.’

‘I had suspicions,’ Krystal
said. ‘I was also fairly sure it’d be an early start.’

‘Then why didn’t you say
something?’

‘I said you’d be sleeping well
tonight. That was a subtle hint.’

‘Be less subtle in future. What
time is it anyway?’

‘Just after seven,’ Jesse
replied. ‘Mom and Pops have been up for an hour. Even Oren’s been
out of bed for thirty minutes. We all got a lie-in on account of
being soft, city dragons.’

‘A lie-in is eleven
o’clock,’ Trudy grumbled. ‘Okay, I’m getting up. You can stop
standing there like we’ll go back to sleep if you move.’

Jesse giggled. ‘I was enjoying
the view. You look really sexy with your butt half-covered by a
sheet and your hair all tousled.’

Krystal was hunting for her
glasses on the nightstand. ‘Keep off. That’s my sexy
girlfriend. You’ve got your own.’

‘Aww. I’d share. I’m nice like
that.’ Jesse flashed a grin. ‘See you in the kitchen.’ Then she
pulled the door closed and left them to get up.

Krystal found her glasses and
the world around her became clearer. ‘I’m pretty sure she was
joking.’

Trudy gave a grunt and turned
over. ‘Probably. Have you noticed she’s almost a different girl now
she’s back home?’

‘She’s home. There’s no one here
she doesn’t know. No one to be shy in front of.’

‘Yeah…’ Trudy watched as Krystal
pulled on her bra. ‘You, uh, might want to wear something with long
sleeves.’

‘Huh?’

‘Your wrists…’

Krystal looked at her wrists and
saw the red marks around them. There had been no sting of abraded
skin, but you could tell where the rope had been. She lifted a leg
to check her ankle and, sure enough, found similar marks there.
There were also a few visible scrape marks from Trudy’s nails. She
giggled. ‘I didn’t snap the ropes, but it looks like I tried hard.’
As she spoke, she began to focus her will on one of the spell
patterns they had taught in the lab right at the start of the first
term.

‘You did. Uh, you did enjoy
that, didn’t you?’

Krystal glanced over at Trudy as
she released the spell she had been shaping. ‘Of course. It was…
intense. And no harm done, see?’ She lifted her arms to show the
unmarked skin. ‘I’ll wear long sleeves anyway because I tan about
the same way a steak does on a grill.’

‘Beth said she had
sunblock.’

‘She did. Okay, T-shirt it is.
Come on, get your butt out of bed. We’ve got chores to help
with.’

~~~

‘All right,’ Jesse said, ‘this is
going a lot faster with four pairs of hands. Especially when one
pair belongs to Trudy.’

‘I can be useful at times,’
Trudy replied. She was lugging two bales of hay to one of the
cattle sheds, while everyone else was carrying one. ‘What do we
have after this?’

‘I left the next one for last
because it takes us out to the edge of Tangleroots. It’s a bit of a
hike, but there’s a copse out there that Pops wants me to check. It
shouldn’t take long, so long as there’s nothing wrong. If there’s
nothing wrong, there’s a small lake out there and I figured we
could spend the afternoon lying around out there and enjoying the
sun.’

‘After this, I believe some
relaxation would be most acceptable,’ Felicia said.

‘Then that’s what we’ll do. It
is a bit of a walk, but you’ll be able to see what Tangleroots is
like. The outer edge of it anyway. If you’re still determined to go
in there, Krys, this is your chance to see some of what you’ll be
in for.’

‘That sounds wonderful,’ Krystal
said through gritted teeth. ‘How many more of these?’

‘One more run should do it. You
really aren’t used to lifting weights, are you?’

‘Not a lot of hay bales to move
in a nunnery. I hope there’s some shade by this lake of yours.’

‘Oh yeah. Plenty of shade. I
like it down there. It’s kind of in the forest without being
in the forest. I used to spend a lot of time around that
lake when I was younger. Then I started going further into
Tangleroots, but I still like the lake. You’ll see. It’s beautiful
down there.’

~~~

The copse Jesse was to check was a
noticeably cultivated field of trees sitting just outside of what
was undeniably thicker forest. There was a fence marking the
boundary, but that was overgrown with some form of bramble. Beyond
the fence, the ground was thick with bushes and there were a few
large trees. Getting into that expanse of tangled undergrowth would
be hard work, but as the trees thickened further in, the ground
clutter seemed to thin out, which gave Krystal some hope that the
forest was passable.

‘This end of the forest isn’t
too bad,’ Jesse said as they looked over the fence. ‘There are ways
in and the undergrowth is kept down by the canopy. Not enough light
gets down to the ground so the bushes don’t grow as thick.’

‘That makes sense, I guess,’
Krystal said. ‘You said it was denser around the ruins.’

‘Yes. The soil’s thinner because
of the rubble from the buildings so the trees can’t get as good a
hold, but the bushes and brambles love it. There are trees, but the
canopy isn’t as complete. And then… Well, the plants out that way
are a little strange. Tangleroots has a good supply of unusual
plants, but around the ruins it can get really weird.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah. And that’s where you want
to go.’ Jesse flashed Krystal a grin and then turned to the trees
in the copse. ‘Let me just take a look around and then we’ll go to
the lake.’

Jesse, in scales, did just seem
to be taking a look. She walked from tree to tree, examining each
in turn. Occasionally, she would pause and run her fingers over a
branch. The trees looked weird to Krystal. They all had fairly
normal, thick trunks which were cut very short and then had a lot
of thin growth sprouting out of the stump. The trees seemed to be
oak, but the way they were growing was very odd.

‘This isn’t natural growth, is
it?’ Krystal asked.

‘Can be,’ Jesse replied, ‘but
this isn’t, no. We cut the trees back and then new growth sprouts
up and we can harvest the wood on about a fifty-year cycle. It’s
called coppicing. Some of it goes for firewood. The better lengths
go to make staffs. I’ve got my eye on a couple of really good
lengths to make a staff for myself. I think having a homegrown
staff sounds like a nice idea for a plant magus.’

‘I’m sure it will look lovely,’
Felicia said. ‘I do hope nothing on that last tree in the corner is
on your list.’

Jesse glanced at the tree in
question, frowned, and carried on working her way toward it. ‘No.
Nothing on that one. I’d noticed the creeper but I’m just ignoring
it until I get there.’ There was a veritable spider’s web of
thorny, red stems growing up the last of the trees, apparently
having crawled out from the fence. ‘Someone will have to come back
out here with poison. I’ve not got the skill to kill something like
that with magic.’

‘A withering spell?’ Krystal
asked.

‘Uh-huh. But those are difficult
and it’s killing, not helping. If I was healing or helping it grow,
I get some help just from being a green dragon. We aren’t so good
at hurting plants. If we’d caught this earlier in the year… But we
didn’t and that weed’s got a good hold. Uh, don’t touch that stuff.
The thorns break off in your skin and they’re an irritant.’

‘And I suppose that stuff grows
in the forest?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘I’ll try to remember what it
looks like then.’

Jesse nodded. ‘That’s a good
idea. There’s another type of that vine that isn’t just irritating,
it’ll kill you. So, avoiding anything like that is a good
idea.’

‘You make the place sound
so inviting,’ Trudy said. ‘Why do you spend so much
time in there?’

‘As long as you know what to
look out for, Tangleroots is a beautiful place. Especially if you
don’t like meeting new people.’

‘Oh?’ Felicia asked. ‘Why then
in particular?’

‘Because,’ Jesse said, ‘most
people aren’t stupid enough to go in there unless they do
know what to watch out for and I know most of them already.’

~~~

The lake was, maybe, half a mile from
the copse. Lake was a generous term for it: it was more like a
large pond surrounded by a rocky shore lined with bushes and small
trees. There were a couple of fairly flat areas around it and,
since Bethany had provided them with a picnic basket, the four
girls settled onto one of those areas for a slightly late lunch.
Given that three of them had been in dracoform for the entire
morning, food was becoming something of a necessity.

‘I haven’t spent this long in
scales… ever,’ Felicia said as she plucked a third chicken
drumstick out of the basket.

‘Don’t think I have,’ Trudy
said.

‘I have,’ Jesse said. ‘I don’t
have the same empathy for plants in skin and I do a lot of this
kind of checking. I’ve spent almost every daylight hour in scales
some days.’

‘I’ll just not comment,’ Krystal
said, grinning.

‘Perhaps, once we’ve determined
your parents’ identities, you’ll be able to grace us with your
other form,’ Felicia said. ‘Perhaps. It would certainly be nice to
see you in scales more often.’

Krystal settled onto her back.
The ground was not entirely comfortable, but it was just about soft
enough for lying on. ‘I’m not that bothered, really. It’s kind of
nice to not need glasses, but aside from that–’

‘And looking fabulous,’ Trudy
said.

‘Well there’s–’

‘And being able to see in pitch
darkness.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘And being better at magic.’

‘That can be–’

‘And there’s the flight, greater
flexibility, more acute sense of smell…’ This time Krystal said
nothing, but gave Trudy a look. ‘What?’ Trudy asked.

‘Finished?’

‘Uh-huh.’

Krystal shook her head and then
laid it back on the ground. ‘There are circumstantial benefits,
but, for me, the biggest difference is that I can see
properly.’

‘So it’s just me that likes
looking at your scales then?’ Trudy asked.

‘Nope,’ Jesse said.

‘They do look incredible,’
Felicia said. ‘I’m envious. If I had scales like that, I’d never be
out of them.’

‘You told me I had to
hide them!’ Krystal squeaked.

‘Yes, of course. I did
say I was envious, darling.’ There was a slight pause before
Felicia added, ‘Just joking.’

Jesse finished chugging down a
substantial amount of water from the bottle they had brought with
them and then, giggling, got to her feet. ‘Anyone else feel like
swimming?’

‘We don’t have costumes,
darling,’ Felicia pointed out.

Jesse pulled her T-shirt over
her head and dropped it at her feet. ‘And?’

‘Oh. Well. I suppose if you put
it like that…’

~~~

The water was not the clearest, but it
was wonderfully cool compared to the heat of the summer day. Once
the four girls were in it, none of them really wanted to get out.
There was some swimming, not exactly of a level one might describe
as competitive, and some splashing which came with a lot of
giggling. When Felicia found out that none of her companions had
ever been taught to swim, there were some attempts to teach
basic technique. Those were accompanied by more giggling.

Felicia was busy teaching Jesse
something called ‘breaststroke,’ a name which had produced a
substantial amount of giggling, while Krystal and Trudy
floated nearby, when Krystal noticed something in the bushes.

‘Anything dangerous in the
forest around here?’ Krystal asked.

‘You get the occasional wolf
coming out of Tangleroots,’ Jesse replied, ‘but that’s mostly
around dusk and dawn. Why?’

‘I think something’s watching us
from the bushes. From what you said about the wolves in there, this
is too small.’

Jesse stopped trying to work out
how to move her arms the way Felicia said she should and looked in
the direction Krystal was looking. ‘Maybe dragon sized?’

‘Maybe.’

‘It’s probably Oren.’ Jesse
began to doggy-paddle toward the shoreline and, after a second or
two of that with every sign that she would keep going, there was a
rustle in the bushes as something, or someone, scrabbled away.
Jesse turned around and swam back. ‘I’ve caught him spying on me
with friends in this lake a couple of times. He’s too shy to
actually approach a girl his age, so this is as close as he
gets.’

‘It’s often said that young men
mature slower than young women,’ Felicia said. ‘I’m sure he’ll get
over it.’

‘Probably when he finally plucks
up the courage to ask a girl out,’ Trudy opined.

‘Ancestors!’ Jesse exclaimed. ‘I
hope it’s before that. I’ll be an old maid before that happens. I
have discovered that the last thing he wants to see is his
sister’s breasts, so he tends to scurry off if I look like I’m
going to come out of the water.’

‘Psychological warfare,’ Krystal
said, grinning. ‘I approve.’

‘You’ve got good eyes. I didn’t
spot him. I think he’s getting better at sneaking.’ Jesse gave a
small frown. ‘Or is that something to do with that spell you
cast?’

Krystal shook her head. ‘The
spell was just to compensate for not wearing my glasses. I figured
out how to do it a while back. It’s just bending the light the
right way when it goes into my eye, just like the glasses do.’

‘So, why do you wear the
glasses?’ Trudy asked.

‘It’s a pain having to cast a
spell to last through the day every morning. I mean, I could
probably do it now, but then if I change into scales, my vision
will go blurry until I cancel the spell. And I’m used to wearing
glasses.’

‘Something to consider on our
next girls’ night,’ Felicia said. ‘Perhaps a little make-up to
accentuate the eyes. You have quite beautifully exotic eyes,
darling. You need to make the most of them if you’re not going to
be able to show off your scales.’

‘I don’t own any
make-up.’

‘Yes, but you have income
sufficient to purchase some. I know it’s for your books, but
eyeliner and lipstick would not cost you too much.’

‘I feel I should veto this
idea,’ Trudy said. ‘If we go out on the town with Krys looking
better than she already does, I might get some competition.’
Krystal splashed water over her. ‘Oh, is that how it’s going
to be.’

Felicia let out a shriek as the
vengeance splash caught her more than Krystal, and after that,
things devolved into shrieking, giggling, and splashing which, had
Oren still been in the bushes, he would no doubt have found very
entertaining. Plus, it was a fun way to spend the day when you had
work to do in the morning.

3rd Day of Highsummer.

Xanthe, Charlotte, and Ramona were
already waiting in the town square when Jesse’s father dropped the
rest of the misfits off. Appleyard town square was more or less in
the centre of town, a broad, roughly hexagonal, cobbled space with
a fountain structure in the middle. On Bluedays, there was a market
in the square and it was full of stalls and dragons. Today, it was
not nearly so full.

The fountain featured a statue
of Arbella, the ancient ancestral spirit of the green dragons and
the ‘Mother of Trees,’ holding an urn from which water flowed out
into the surrounding pool, and Jesse paused to bow her head to it
after she had climbed down from the wagon.

‘I never took you as especially
religious,’ Felicia commented.

‘I’m not especially,’ Jesse
replied. ‘On the other hand, being polite never hurt anyone and she
is supposed to be a distant relative.’

‘You haven’t been here long,
have you?’ Krystal asked of their three friends.

‘Not very,’ Xanthe replied. She
looked at Jesse. ‘Chores to finish up?’

‘Just the cattle-feed bins. It
all goes pretty quickly when you’ve got Trudy to help with the
heavy lifting.’

‘Yeah, Charley and Mona are
pretty good for that, but Trudy would have been better.’

‘Huh,’ Charlotte said. ‘Next
time, you can use your own muscles.’

‘I don’t have any, that’s why I
like yours. What’s the plan for today?’

‘Flis and I walk over to the
nunnery,’ Krystal said, ‘while you and Jesse show the others all
the sights of Appleyard.’ She was smirking by the time she got to
the end of the sentence.

‘Well, that uses up about ten
minutes,’ Xanthe replied. ‘What do we do with the rest of the time
you’ll be talking to nuns?’

‘There’s more to the town than
that. I’m sure you can find things to do for at least thirty
minutes… Maybe twenty. Have something to eat. I bet Charley’s
hungry.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Charlotte
asked. ‘Xan’s mother seems to think loading me up on food in the
morning is the best thing ever. She says Xan eats like a bird and
it’s good to see a girl who eats properly. Properly means “a lot,”
as far as I can tell. Even I have my limits.’ The blue looked
across at Jesse, frowning. ‘While I was trying to burn off some of
yesterday’s excess, I flew out over the edge of Tangleroots.’

‘Oh?’ Jesse asked with an
expectant look on her face.

‘Yeah, and I see what you mean
about flying being difficult. There are some weird air
currents over those trees. I didn’t go in too far and I was getting
buffeted left and right. I mean, I could cope, but most of
us don’t spend nearly as much time in the air as I do. If Krys went
up there, she’d not last long.’

‘It gets worse the further you
go,’ Xanthe said. ‘People just don’t fly over the forest. Uh,
unless they’re really high up. The odd airship goes over the
forest, but they’ve lost at least two of them when they got too low
and the winds caught them.’

Charlotte’s frown deepened.
‘That’s not natural. There’s no reason for the air to be behaving
like that over the trees. No natural reason.’

‘That’s Tangleroots for you,’
Jesse said. ‘And Krys wants to go right into the deepest part of
it.’

Krystal grimaced. ‘Well, maybe
Sister Norretta Greyscale will have something for me. Anyway,
where’s your sense of curiosity? Maybe we’ll uncover why
Tangleroots is a bit weird.’

‘We know why it’s weird,’
Xanthe said.

‘Yeah,’ Jesse agreed, ‘it’s full
of the ghosts of dead Armonias. Some dragons say the entire family
was cast out of Necrodracona and they’re all wandering
around Tangleroots.’

‘That or the witch.’ Xanthe
raised her hands, wiggling her fingers in a mock-spooky motion.
‘They say she’s two thousand years old, controls the weather and
all the trees, and if you see her face you’ll be struck blind. And
you want to find her.’

Krystal shook her head. ‘That is
all a load of superstitious nonsense,’ she said firmly. Then she
blew it: ‘Isn’t it?’

~~~

Sister Norretta Greyscale followed the
rather severe design of a nun. Krystal had always thought there
were only a couple of basic kinds: plump and friendly, small and
friendly, and tall and severe. Norretta Greyscale bucked the
trends, however, being tall and thin with a long nose which she
could employ very well in looking down at impertinent orphans in
her care. However, when you got to know her a little, you
discovered that she had something of a soft heart. Especially in
the case of children who stayed in the orphanage long term, the
current senior matron of the Sisters of Perpetual Harmony was more
of a mother than an authority figure. Her thin, angular face split
into a smile as Krystal stepped into her office.

‘It is a pleasure to have you
here within our walls again, Krys,’ Greyscale said, indicating a
seat opposite her. The order had never been a rich one, but it had
been around for a long time and had had a few important
patrons over the years. The huge oak desk Greyscale sat behind was
one example of the kind of ostentatious gifts the nuns had received
over time; it was ageing and worn in places, but it had been
crafted to outlive generations of dragons and it still
managed to make the senior matron look important.

‘Thank you for agreeing to see
me, Senior Matron Norretta Greyscale,’ Krystal said formally,
bowing her head before taking her seat.

‘You’ve been away less than a
year and I’m treated to my full formal title when you
return?’

Krystal’s lips twitched. ‘Well,
I’m no longer a resident here and I have been away for
several months. I didn’t want you thinking I’ve forgotten all my
lessons on manners.’

‘You’ve never forgotten a single
thing you didn’t want to forget. Speaking of which, I trust
your studies are going well?’

‘I seem to be doing fairly well,
yes, Sister Norretta. As I wrote in my letter at the end of term, I
placed well in the exams.’

‘You placed first in your
exams.’

‘Well, yes. My friend Trudy
Black placed first in her theory exam this term, so she’ll
be moving up into the advanced stream next year. We’re all very
proud of her.’

Greyscale smiled. ‘Never one to
toot your own horn.’

Krystal gave a shrug. ‘Anything
new here?’

‘A few new novices, one of which
I believe you’re well aware of.’

‘Lidia Goldring, yes. Felicia
Goldring is another friend from school.’

Greyscale nodded. ‘And a few
novices have moved up to sister and so on. We lost Sister Yvette
Goldwing during Snowfall.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’
Krystal had never really known that sister but did know that she
had been well over seven hundred.

‘She left this world quietly and
without suffering. We cannot ask for much more. Aside from that,
everything continues much as it ever has. But you did not return to
Appleyard for a simple vacation or to see us.’

Krystal nodded and took a deep
breath. ‘I’m trying to find out anything I can about who my parents
might be.’

‘Yes, I had a feeling that might
come up at some point. You’ve never seemed too interested in
discovering who they were. Might I ask what has changed your
mind?’

‘Well.’ Krystal paused,
considering what she should say. The most immediate reason for
coming back to Appleyard seemed the easiest. ‘During Dracorum, I
received a message, apparently from one of my ancestors. It said
that I should look for my parentage where I was born, and this is
as close as I can currently get to that.’

‘I suppose it is. I don’t really
think we can be of much help. You were found on our doorstep with a
note, which you know.’ Greyscale reached down and picked up a brown
cardboard box from behind her desk, passing it across to Krystal.
‘We kept everything and, really, these belong to you anyway.
Perhaps you can divine something from them that we have not.’

Krystal opened the box and
looked inside. There was a basket, apparently handwoven from some
sort of cane or vine, a blanket which might have once been purple
or blue though it was now more like lavender, and the famous note.
That was written on a page torn from a notebook, handwritten in ink
which was starting to fade but was still legible. The handwriting
looked masculine, though there was little to work with. All it said
was ‘Krystal. 4th Day of Midwinter, 980.’ She had never
seen the actual note before and she closed the box as she felt
tears pricking at her eyes.

‘Thank you, Sister Norretta. I
doubt there’s anything here that will be useful either, but I’ll
look.’ Krystal considered getting up to leave there and then, but
something else stirred in her mind and made itself known. ‘Uh, I
know this isn’t really any of my business, but I was
wondering how Lidia Goldring was doing? Felicia’s paying her a
visit now…’

‘And you wish to know whether
she will need any comforting when she emerges? Commendable. Lidia
is doing well here. In only a few months, she has revolutionised
our supply chain and managed to reduce our food budget. She has a
head for organisation and the manner of a market trader when
negotiating. She… remains troubled about her reasons for coming
here.’

‘You know about the scandal, I
assume?’

‘Of course. We have, as you
know, few indigos among our number. You may not know the reason.
Generally, they come to us because of some scandal or other, but
there are few who remain to become novices. Most want somewhere to
hide, or feel that joining us is a form of penitence. They are not
suitable for this life. Lidia feels considerable remorse for her
transgression. Not for what she did, exactly, but for betraying her
husband. She seems unable to truly understand why she was
unfaithful.’

Krystal frowned. ‘Neither can
Flis. Flis thinks it’s entirely out of character for her mother to
do such a thing. Some of us have theorised that Lidia Goldring
simply decided to give Anders Darkmoon a taste of his own medicine.
He was not faithful to her. Flis doesn’t believe that,
however.’

‘I can’t say that I do. Lidia
does not understand why she felt the need to stray. She knows she
did but not why, and I don’t believe she will find true peace until
she does. However, she appears to be much happier now than she was
when she first came to us.’

‘I’m glad. Flis doesn’t show it
much, but I think she’s been a little worried. Hopefully, this will
ease her worries.’

~~~

Felicia found her mother in the kitchen
of the nunnery, going over ledgers. It still looked a little odd to
see the woman Felicia was used to seeing in expensive gowns dressed
in the simple, blue dress of a Sister of Perpetual Harmony. Felicia
had inherited much of her looks from her mother, though Lidia had a
slightly rounder face and was shorter; the arched eyebrows were
there and the full lips were the same. Lidia had a more expansive
chest than her daughter and slightly wider hips. Her purple hair
was now bound into a tight bun instead of hanging free as it once
had.

Lidia had an intent look on her
face as she concentrated on the numbers in the ledgers, but there
was something about her face which brought a smile to Felicia’s
lips. Lidia looked more relaxed now than she had even on the day
she finally joined the sisterhood.

‘I’m not disturbing you, am I,
Mama?’ Felicia asked as she stopped beside the table Lidia was
using.

Lidia looked up and smiled. ‘I
did know you were coming, Flis. This can wait a while. I’m just
going over the comestibles purchases for last month.’

Felicia raised an eyebrow. ‘That
sounds… important, or responsible. You’ve found a suitable role to
play here?’

‘I have… been able to put my
talents to use. Now, would you like some tea? I want to hear all
about what you’ve been up to since the ceremony. A little news from
the city would be nice. I’m not yet sufficiently nun-like that I
don’t like to hear a little gossip.’

‘Tea would be good. And I’ll do
my best on the gossip, but I don’t get out as much as I used
to.’

‘My fault.’

‘No! I’m busy with my studies
and, well, I have a close friend who prefers to stay in.
Anyway, I think the best gossip-worthy thing to have happened
recently happened right in the school. Something of a royal
scandal, but Celestina Nightsky has seen to it that things turned
out well for her charges.’

Lidia grinned and got to her
feet. Around them, a number of other nuns seemed to be doing their
absolute best to listen in while appearing very busy with food
preparation and other tasks. ‘I shall put the kettle on,’ Lidia
said, ‘and you must make sure to speak loud enough for everyone to
hear. Otherwise they’ll all be asking me about it later.’

‘I’m not much of a public
speaker, but I’ll do my best.’

~~~

Krystal wandered through corridors and
cloisters which were as familiar to her as anywhere in Draconia,
and yet they now seemed one step removed from her memories of them.
This was, she realised, no longer her home: that was now the
Celestina School of Magic and Nightsky Hall.

The nunnery was something of an
eclectic structure, built and rebuilt over many centuries in a
number of architectural styles. The oldest parts, the chapel and
what was now the administrative building, converted from
dormitories, belonged to a school of architecture which had been
current long before the Majesty War. It was simple, all smooth
lines and unusual heptagonal columns. Seven had been quite a major
thing back then: seven colours of dragon, seven royal families, and
seven days in the week. More modern styles favoured hexagonal or
cylindrical columns, except for the Mooncentric style which
favoured twelve-sided shapes, including dodecahedral windows, but
there were no examples of that in the nunnery.

The big kitchen, the one serving
the nunnery anyway as there was another for the hospital and
orphanage, had been put up just after the Majesty War, in what was
known as Reconstructionist style. It favoured cylindrical columns
and high vaulted ceilings, and something of a utilitarian
appearance that did suit a room which was there to provide the nuns
with meals. The refectory next door was the same style, as were the
dormitories for the novices which sat across a cloister from the
kitchen.

Nuns said hello as Krystal
walked in. She had spent eighteen years there and she knew almost
all of them, if only by name. The one she did not know was
obviously Lidia Goldring, given that she was sharing tea with
Felicia. Krystal walked over a little warily, just in case they
were discussing something private, but…

‘A statue? A statue on the roof
of your hall of residence?’ Lidia sounded like she was amused more
than anything else. There were some giggles from the workers
nearby. ‘It would seem that Celestina Nightsky has not lost her
touch. When she was younger, she would defend that school and its
students almost to the death. She hasn’t had to do so much
recently, but it seems she’s just as tough as ever.’

‘She certainly gave the Scarlin
man a talking to,’ Felicia said. ‘And she made sure we all heard
it, I’m sure. Oh, Krys! I don’t believe you’ve met Sister Lidia
Goldring.’

‘I’m not actually a sister yet,
darling,’ Lidia said, smiling.

Krystal stepped forward and held
out her hand. ‘No, but Senior Matron Norretta Greyscale had good
things to say about you. I’m Krystal Ward, but call me Krys.’

‘Then you must call me Lidia.
I’ve heard much about you from my daughter’s letters. I know you’ve
helped her get through these past few months.’

‘We all have, I think.’

‘They have,’ Felicia said. ‘In
Krystal’s case, however, she’s helped me get through the exams and
through Theodore Marin’s idea of a magical theory course. I was
just telling Mama what’s been happening in Concord City. I see
you’ve found something to help you on your quest.’

Krystal shrugged. ‘I guess we’ll
see. There’s nothing much, but maybe we can find a clue or
something.’

‘I’m quite sure we will,
darling,’ Felicia said, smiling.

Krystal grinned. ‘Now I know
where you get that from.’

‘Beg pardon?’

‘Your mother calls people
darling too.’

‘Always have, darling,’ Lidia
replied with a grin. ‘I do hope my daughter has not inherited too
many of my personality traits. I, for example, was far too tolerant
of Anders Darkmoon’s… habits. I let him get away with far too much.
Don’t you do the same, Flis.’

‘I… don’t think that will be an
issue, Mama,’ Felicia replied. ‘I really don’t. I’m not going to
let any man treat me as Papa treated you.’

‘Very good, my dear. I just hope
you remember that when you’re old enough to need to.’

~~~

‘Not going to let any man walk
all over you, huh?’ Krystal asked as they walked back into the
centre of town.

‘No, I won’t, darling,’ Felicia
replied. Then she frowned. ‘You know you’ve made me self-conscious
about saying that? Anyway, my time with Jesse has proven something
which, were I to be honest with myself, I have known for some
years. I am simply not interested in romantic assignations with
men.’

‘Oh, well, neither am I, at the
moment. Uh, so it’s just Jesse who’s going to walk all over
you?’

Felicia sagged a little. ‘I’m
afraid I have inherited that aspect of Mama’s personality. I
truly don’t know what Jesse could do to turn me away from her,
though I believe she will eventually leave me. I can hope it will
not be for some time.’ She brightened suddenly. ‘And in the
meantime, she can walk all over me any time she likes.’

‘That’s a little more
information than I needed. There they are, back beside the
fountain.’

‘Okay,’ Charlotte said as the
final two of the seven approached, ‘everyone’s back and Krystal has
a box. Uh, what time is it anyway?’

‘Muffin time!’ Trudy said,
grinning.

‘It’s not even twelve thirty,’
Xanthe protested.

‘Maybe, but I bet Charley’s
hungry and I’ve been hankering after a muffin ever since you said
how they were the best in the universe.’

‘The universe?’ Krystal queried.
‘Maybe not the whole universe, but the baker on the square does do
the best apple muffins in Concordance, maybe even Draconia.’

‘And we can find out what you
have in the box,’ Trudy added.

‘Not much,’ Krystal replied, but
she set off toward the bakery anyway and, five minutes later, they
were sitting under a sunshade outside with a cold lemonade and an
apple muffin each. Everyone else was peering into the box.

‘You’re right,’ Trudy said. ‘I
mean, the idea that you were dropped off at the nunnery gate in a
handwoven basket, wrapped in a little purple blanket is…’

‘Adorable?’ Ramona
suggested.

‘Sickeningly cute?’ Charley
tried.

‘Probably both,’ Trudy said,
‘but the only evidence we have is this note and you knew about this
before.’

Felicia, wearing a rather
pleased smile, swallowed her bite of muffin. ‘I must say, darling,
that you do have good taste in muffins, but you’re quite wrong
about the evidence in the box.’

Trudy and Krystal frowned. ‘We
are?’ Krystal asked.

‘Indeed, though I admit this is
a little circumstantial and not, perhaps, something anyone with
your upbringing would know.’

‘Huh?’ Trudy said.

‘The “blanket” is clearly cut
from a larger garment, probably a cloak. You see that it’s
double-layered, a wool liner with a denser weave cotton. The wool
has faded with time, but the cotton has held its colour better and
I’ve seen that kind of dye used before. It’s the blue the Nightsky
family prefer for their more official garments.’

‘Uh, oh,’ Krystal said. ‘You’re
right, I’d never have known that.’

‘Hand me that basket, would
you?’ Jesse asked, her brow a little furrowed.

‘Certainly looks
handcrafted,’ Xanthe said as she passed the woven wicker basket
across.

‘Uh-huh.’ Jesse peered at the
weave for a second and then nodded. ‘Handcrafted out of
spidervine.’

‘I’ve never heard of
spidervine,’ Krystal said.

‘Not too many people have. It
only grows in the area around the old ruins in Tangleroots. Maybe a
mile or two beyond the edges of the old city, no further. It forms
these, well, webs of twisted vines which can be really tough
to cut through, hence the name. Weird stuff. It’s naturally a sort
of dark green with purple strips running along the length, but the
purple fades when you cut it until you can barely see it. Just like
this. Whoever made this was in the middle of Tangleroots when they
made it. I’d say it’s pretty likely that you were actually born in
the forest.’

‘Oh.’ Krystal bit into her
muffin and let her mind work over the flavour for a few seconds. ‘I
guess that settles it then. We’re going to have to go into
Tangleroots.’

‘Yes,’ Jesse agreed. ‘Right into
the worst part too.’

~~~

‘You’re sure you have to go that far
into the forest?’ Renwick asked as the friends and family sat
around the lounge after dinner. There was no fire in the grate and
all the windows were open, but the air outside was still and the
day had turned sultry with the onset of evening.

‘Yes,’ Krystal replied. ‘The
message I got mentioned a witch and Jesse says the basket was made
from plants that grow near the ruins. I think I’m being pointed to
those ruins. It’s a little dangerous, I know, but–’

‘It’s not so much dangerous in
there as… Well, no, it is dangerous, but the danger doesn’t
just come from the plants and animals, nor from the witch.’ Renwick
frowned, trying to put into words his feelings on the matter.
‘Tangleroots, the deeper parts, it’s like… It’s easy to lose your
way even though you know where you’re going. Seems like the trees
move when you’re not looking. Streams change their course
overnight. I’ve seen fires burn some strange colours and dance in a
wind that’s not there. It usually goes easy on locals, the families
who live around it, but it can turn on strangers.’

‘That’s why I’m taking them in,
Pops,’ Jesse said. ‘And Xan will be there. She can handle herself
in Tangleroots.’

Renwick nodded and looked across
at Bethany. She nodded. ‘The Weather Bureau’s breaking this weather
with heavy rain tonight and into the morning,’ she said. ‘You’ll
not want to leave before Blueday. Tomorrow afternoon, Jesse will
take you into Appleyard for some supplies. You’ll all need some
good boots. We’ll leave it to Jesse to decide what else you
need.’

‘You don’t need to–’ Krystal
began.

‘No, we don’t, but we will. You
seek your ancestry, Krys, and that is something every dragon should
be allowed to know. You’re looking for your family, a very worthy
quest. And you’re Jesse’s friends. She doesn’t make them easily, so
we can’t let them get lost to the forest. We’d offer you our best
guide to the forest to help you get in there, but…’

‘Jesse is our best guide
to the forest,’ Renwick finished. ‘You’ve already got her.’

‘And we would appreciate it if
you brought her back in one piece too.’

‘We’re all sort of hoping to
come back with all our limbs attached, Beth,’ Felicia said. ‘I’m
quite attached to mine and Jesse’s, and I’d rather not lose any.
But what about this witch? Does anyone know anything about her? Has
anyone actually seen her?’

‘I’ve s-seen her,’ Oren said.
‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe?’ Krystal asked.

‘She w-was alone, in the
f-forest. D-dressed in a hooded c-cloak. Moved like a w-woman, but
I c-couldn’t see much of w-what she looked like. She was carrying a
s-staff. A f-fancy staff like magi use.’

‘Interesting. You’re sure it
wasn’t more of a walking staff?’

Oren shook his head. ‘It had
something m-mounted in it, like a crystal, and I think the t-top
was carved to look like a true dragon.’

Krystal frowned. ‘Traditionally,
witches don’t use a staff. Perhaps a wand, but not a staff.’

‘The stories about her are a bit
contradictory,’ Jesse said.

‘That is putting it mildly,’
Ilana said. ‘They contradict each other so much that not a few
people don’t believe there’s a witch at all.’

‘She’s not wrong,’ Jesse
admitted, ‘but Oren says he’s seen someone, and I believe him, and
there’s something about the forest around those ruins…’ The little
green gave a shudder. ‘There’s a mind behind the way things behave
in there.’

‘What contradictory stories are
we talking about?’ Trudy asked.

‘Oh, in one story she finds a
lost traveller, mends his wounds, and sets him on the edge of the
forest where he can find his way out.’

‘And in another,’ Ilana said,
‘she finds a party of men in her forest and hunts them down,
killing them all in inventive and horrific ways.’

‘If they all died, how did the
story get told?’ Krystal asked. ‘If we examine these stories, are
we going to find that the witch is being blamed for people getting
lost and vanishing in Tangleroots? People have been doing that for
a lot longer than this witch has been there, right?’

‘They have,’ Renwick confirmed.
‘And you may be right about the stories. Most of the bad ones are
told around campfires to scare folks before bed. There’s no way
anyone could really know the details. Still best to be
careful if you’re going looking in there. Just because we can’t
really say the witch is anything to worry over, doesn’t mean she
won’t object to you looking around.’

‘True. We’ll have to be careful,
but… Well, we’re getting far too good at handling difficult
situations. I think we should be okay.’

4th Day of Highsummer.

The rain arrived at around two in the
morning with such force that the sound of it hitting the ground
outside woke Krystal and she slipped out from under the single
sheet to check the windows. The room had two large windows and both
were open in an attempt to get some air into the room, but the rain
was coming down vertically, and very hard, and none of it was
coming in the windows.

Still, Krystal stood there for a
while, watching the rain smash into the ground around the house and
then form puddles which rapidly became perfect demonstrations of
chaotic impact patterns. The noise was incredible; it seemed that
the Weather Bureau had been holding back a really huge
deluge for some time and now it was making the earth pay for being
kept up there for so long.

Krystal was not especially
surprised when she felt arms slipping around her waist, breasts
pressing against her back, and hips meeting her buttocks. ‘That
really is quite the downpour,’ Trudy said, her voice soft enough
that it was almost lost in the noise.

‘Certainly is. Did the noise
wake you?’

‘Sort of.’ Trudy squirmed a
little behind Krystal’s back. ‘I think I sort of half woke up
because of the rain, and then I reached out for you and you weren’t
there…’

Krystal grinned, even if Trudy
could not see it. ‘You’re just a romantic at heart.’

‘Greys can’t afford to be
romantics.’

‘That’s an excuse. Maybe
most greys can’t, but you’re a grey with a fairly strong
talent for magic. You have extra options.’

‘I do, yeah, you’re right.’ One
of Trudy’s hands slipped down between Krystal’s legs, cupping her
mound. Krystal gasped. ‘I have opted to do that and I have the
option of right or left nipple. Isn’t the air cool now? It feels
great on my skin.’

‘Uh, yes. It’s nice. Trudy, I’m
standing in an open window…’

‘And it’s raining like the world
is ending. No one’s going to see you.’ One of Trudy’s fingers
slipped between Krystal’s labia and then penetrated further. ‘And
anyway, you don’t exactly seem to be unhappy about me doing this.
It’s almost as wet down here as it is out there.’

Krystal began to writhe a little
as Trudy slipped another finger in and began to work them. ‘W-what
can I say? I’m a shameless hussy, remember?’

5th Day of Highsummer.

The rain kept up through the morning,
eventually trailing off after lunch. The animals still needed
feeding so Jesse went out and no amount of persuasion would keep
the others from going with her. They were soaked through in
seconds, but they kept going and Krystal was rather impressed with
the way Felicia handled it.

A true lady, the nuns had said,
handled whatever the world threw at her without complaint, at least
while in public. The new breed of upper crust, however, should be
expected to take any circumstance they encountered as a personal
affront. Sadly, dragons were not what they used to be. Felicia did
not complain. Not when the rain soaked through her T-shirt and
glued her skirt to her legs. Not when her hair was wetter than it
had been in the lake two days earlier and the water was dripping in
her eyes.

Krystal complimented her friend
on her stoicism.

‘Oh, darling,’ Felicia replied,
‘last year you would not have got me out in the rain. Now that I’m
considered the lowest of the low, I find it easier to bear the
inequities of the world. Besides, if my friends can put up with
this without complaint, how can I do anything else?’

On the other hand, Felicia
complained copiously about having to buy a pair of jeans for the
trek into the forest. Jesse proclaimed the clothes Krystal and
Trudy had available to be suitable. They would need to wear long
sleeves, but their jeans would be durable enough. They needed
boots, as did Felicia. Felicia was going to need a shirt and jeans
as well because she had nothing with long sleeves and had brought
only skirts. It took Jesse listing a catalogue of plants which
would sting, pierce, or rip skin, sometimes all three, for Felicia
to agree that she needed new clothes.

Still, she agreed, and the
following morning she was dressed in her trekking outfit when
Xanthe, Charlotte, and Ramona arrived at the Oakleafs’ farm ready
to set off.

‘Flis in jeans?’ Charlotte said,
grinning. ‘I thought you were pathologically incapable of covering
your legs that much.’

‘It’s not by choice, darling,’
Felicia replied. ‘I’m told that the underbrush can be rather
unhealthy. I put a lot of effort into keeping my legs trim and
smooth, and I’d rather they remained unscarred.’

‘I don’t know what you’re
complaining about,’ Jesse commented from behind Felicia. Felicia
turned around and Jesse’s eyes lifted to Felicia’s face. ‘I know
you’re fashion-conscious, so I made sure you’d look good in them,
as well as protected.’

‘Your ass does look pretty good
there, Flis,’ Ramona commented.

Felicia gasped and her cheeks
reddened. She pointed at Jesse. ‘You said they were tight so that
they would fit comfortably under my boots.’

‘And that’s true,’ Jesse
replied. ‘It just so happens that your butt looks great in them
too. Now, I suggest we get moving. We’ve a lot of ground to cover
and the more we can do today, the better. The weather’s only going
to get warmer as the week goes on.’

‘Seriously?’ Xanthe asked.

‘Uh-huh,’ Charlotte replied.
‘Humidity is over ninety percent after the storm. That’s going to
dry out over the next couple of days, but it’s going to get
hotter.’

Xanthe sagged. ‘I could really
go for cooler.’

‘Oh yeah, I’d say about twenty
percent cooler. That’d be good.’

‘It’ll be cooler once we’re
under the trees,’ Jesse said. ‘We’ll be out of the direct sun
anyway. Let’s get there while it’s still rising and we won’t
bake.’

‘I think broiling is more of an
issue,’ Trudy suggested. ‘Or steaming. I think I’m being steamed
already.’

‘Then let’s move out,’ Krystal
said. ‘We have a long way to go and a witch to find. Let’s go do
it.’


Part Three: The Tangleroots
Witch

Tangleroots, Concordance,
5th Day of Highsummer, 1000.

On the first night, they made camp
beside a small pond. It had been cooler beneath the trees and the
tracks were good. Jesse estimated that they had covered thirty
miles, which was good, according to her.

Jesse and Xanthe got a fire
going while Charlotte filled their water canteens. The blue dragon
knew how to move water about, so she was able to stream water from
the pond into the canteens, leaving anything else behind. Xanthe
had been ready to purify the water with a spell to kill any bugs
which might have been in it, but Charlotte’s spell worked exactly
as described and she was called upon again to run water into a
cooking pot to make stew.

They were travelling fairly
light. Everyone had their own sleeping kit and canteen, and then
there were a few general items shared out between them, though
Trudy, Charlotte, and Ramona were taking a bigger share of the
weight because they were stronger than the other four. Thus, there
was a cooking pot: not a huge one, but big enough to make up some
stew for all seven girls. There was food, mostly dried food which
could be eaten as-was if necessary, but only managed to be
palatable when made into a stew or soup. They had ten days’ supply,
but Xanthe and Jesse were confident that they could supplement the
rations with foraged foods. There were bowls and spoons to eat
with, which Felicia found almost civilised. And there was a short
folding shovel which, when she found out its purpose, Felicia went
a little green over; that was likely because she had just realised
there was no plumbing in Tangleroots.

Krystal and Trudy were sharing
the cooking duties. Trudy was a little annoyed to discover that
Krystal was a slightly better cook than she was, or she was until
they were all sitting down around the fire and eating the stew
which had been flavoured with berries and herbs Jesse had quickly
gathered while collecting firewood.

‘It’s not fair,’ Trudy stated as
she spooned stew into her mouth. ‘You’re good at everything.
How’s a girl supposed to compete with you?’

Krystal pursed her lips.
‘Sometimes, the only way to win a game is to avoid playing.’

‘Is that something the nuns
taught you?’

‘Yes, actually, but I am
not good at everything. For example, yes, I knew what
to do with the berries and herbs, because Jesse said they were safe
to eat and I could taste the stew and tell what would enhance the
flavour. But, if you’d sent me out to get the berries and herbs, I
figure there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’d have poisoned everyone. I
don’t recognise at least two of those leaves Jesse found.’

‘That’ll be the ones which don’t
grow outside Tangleroots,’ Jesse said. ‘There are a few plants deep
in the forest which don’t have proper names. No one’s sat down and
identified them properly.’ She frowned. ‘Actually, sitting
down and identifying some of them would be bad. You’d get
eaten.’

Felicia laughed. ‘You’re joking,
of course. I was always told that dragon-eating plants were made up
for cheap horror novels.’

‘Well, true. I mean, they don’t
actually eat you and they didn’t evolve to eat dragons. There are a
couple of plants in the forest which live by killing animals and
feeding on the nutrients that come out as the body decomposes. They
don’t often manage to catch something as big as, say, a wolf
or a dragon, but they can.’

Felicia swallowed the mouthful
of stew she was chewing a little convulsively. ‘Could someone
remind me why we are marching into this wonderland of dangers?’

‘We’re going to find a witch who
may or may not really exist so that we can find out who Krys’s
parents were,’ Trudy said. ‘If we find her, she may or may not turn
us all into toads instead of talking to us.’

‘Oh, wonderful.’

‘Well,’ Jesse said, ‘I’d be
doing something like this anyway. Someone has to go deep into the
forest every year to check on the trees and plants. I’ve done it
the last three years.’

‘And the witch is real,’ Xanthe
said. ‘I know people who’ve seen her. Whether we’ll find her
is another matter.’

‘And it’s highly unlikely that
she’ll turn us into frogs,’ Krystal added. ‘I’m sure she would just
kill us if she was going to be nasty. If we can find her, I don’t
think she’s going to be nasty.’

‘Xan could tell you some of the
stories about her,’ Ramona suggested. ‘That might change your
mind.’

There were giggles from Krystal,
Trudy, Jesse, and Felicia. ‘Does anyone survive any of the scary
ones?’ Trudy asked.

‘Oh, you noticed that?’ Xanthe
said.

‘Major plot hole,’ Krystal said.
‘I don’t really think the witch is going to murder us or whatever.
Finding her if she doesn’t want to be found, on the other hand,
could be a problem.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’
Xanthe said with a grin. ‘All the stories where she sweeps in to
help someone have the protagonist lost and starving, or injured, or
poisoned, or whatever. So, all we have to do is get close to the
ruins and then get in really big trouble, and she’ll find
us.’

‘I’m not sure I want to go quite
that far to find her. Let’s get as far in as we can and see where
we go from there.’

6th Day of Highsummer.

Krystal got her sleeping in early so
that she could take over the watch from Xanthe. A watch, they had
decided, was needed and Xanthe and Jesse had made plans to just do
it all themselves. Then Ramona had pointed out that she was a red
dragon and, while she was more of an entertainer than a soldier,
she was quite up to handling a night watch. Krystal had pointed out
that she had better night vision than any of the others, plus this
was her quest so she should be helping with the security of the
group. Four people handling the watch was probably going to be
enough, so they had split the night up between them.

The others had not disagreed
too much. Felicia in particular was not used to walking such
long distances and, while she did not complain, she looked as
though she needed a good night’s rest before they went on. Of
course, none of them were getting a really good rest because
it was hot and humid, and they were lying on blankets on the
ground, but they had a good twelve hours to try to sleep.

Krystal sat with her back to the
fire and listened to the forest around her while she waited for
dawn. Even with her enhanced night vision, there was not enough
light to see past the area covered by the firelight. What moonlight
there was failed to penetrate the canopy above them, and the
shadows were deep. She had considered shifting into her dracoform
so that she could see further, but neither Jesse nor Xanthe had
really expected any problems and several hours in scales would have
given her a powerful hunger come morning. So, Krystal sat and
listened and watched as best she could.

The forest was far from being
quiet. Night birds called among the trees. Sometimes other things,
which did not sound like birds, called back. There was little in
the way of wind at ground level, but branches creaked above them
and leaves rustled. The air currents Jesse had talked about and
Charlotte had discovered seemed to be at work above the trees.
That was a weird phenomenon that Krystal felt someone should
study, but there was something else about the forest which, now
that she had nothing else to draw her attention, had started to
impinge upon her consciousness.

There was about the forest of
Tangleroots a feeling, a sensation, a vague tickle of magic.
Krystal could not get a more accurate sense of it than that, but
there certainly seemed to be more than nature at work among the
trees. Well, Tangleroots had always been thought of as a little
unnatural. The Armonia family had been skilled magi, for the most
part, and the land around their centre of power had, according to
the history books, been touched with magic. Maybe some of that
lingered, even a millennium after the family had been
destroyed.

So focused was she on the
magical feeling of the place that Krystal failed to notice
something else happening. She started and got to her feet as she
realised the forest around them had gone silent. She scanned the
shadows around them, looking for any sign of a predator which might
have stilled the birds, but there was nothing visible. She gathered
her will, set well-understood glyphs in her mind, and reached out
beyond her natural senses. No large bodies and no intelligent minds
appeared in her mind’s eye. They seemed to be alone, but
something had caused the sudden silence.

‘Krys? You okay?’ Trudy’s hushed
voice seemed to break the spell the area was under and birdcalls
once again sounded through the trees.

Krystal turned and smiled at her
friend, standing near the fire, wrapped in a blanket. It had turned
cooler as dawn approached. ‘I’m fine,’ Krystal said. ‘We’re fine. I
thought you were sleeping.’

‘I woke up and, well, I guess
I’ve had enough sleep. It’ll be light soon anyway, right?’

‘Right,’ Krystal agreed and sat
down again.

Trudy snuggled in beside her. ‘I
thought I’d have trouble sleeping, but I guess the fresh air got to
me. I went out like a light.’

‘Me too. I’m glad I had the last
watch. I think I’d have nodded off on my own if I’d have taken an
earlier one.’

‘I’d have helped.’ Trudy was
leaning closer, cuddled up in her blanket. ‘I’d have… stayed up
with you and, um, kept… kept…’

Krystal looked around at her
friend and smirked. Trudy’s eyes were closed and her breathing had
steadied. ‘Uh-huh. Some help you’d have been, sleepyhead.’ The
sudden silence forgotten, Krystal continued her watch with one arm
wrapped around Trudy’s shoulders.

~~~

There was singing. Ramona was not much
into the more military cultural aspects which red dragons
frequently gravitated toward, but the music was another matter.
Ramona had her views on what made a good song, like any other
dragon, but she also thought that pretty much every form of music
had some merit. In this particular case, marching songs seemed like
a good idea and Ramona was teaching the misfits several of
them.

As yet, the forest was still
being fairly easy on them, but you could tell that they were moving
into less-travelled regions. They were still on pathways worn down
through use, but the tracks were getting narrower and you had to
watch your footing more thanks to uneven ground and up-thrust
roots. It was harder going and singing a song with a marching
rhythm, and generally somewhat bawdy lyrics, kept the girls
going.

Charlotte was particularly fond
of a song called ‘The Brigadier’s Wife’s Drawers,’ which went into
fairly graphic detail regarding the opportunities a soldier might
have should he get the titular character out of her underwear.
Weirdly, Felicia took to the same tune with some enthusiasm, even
if she lost the beat at various points due to giggling.

‘I would never have thought
you would like a song quite so…’ Krystal trailed off while
thinking of a suitable adjective.

Felicia supplied one. ‘Earthy?
Darling, we’re in the middle of a forest. I see no reason to be
civilised in the least. Bring on the bawdy lyrics, I say!’

Jesse, walking beside Krystal at
the front of the line, shrugged. ‘The noise is good. The wolves
will keep away.’

‘Are we likely to run into
wolves?’

‘Not if we keep singing.
Probably not even if we don’t. They’ll know where we are long
before we know where they are and they generally avoid dragons.
We’re more trouble than we’re worth.’

‘Unless they’re very
hungry,’ Xanthe said, ‘or one of us is wounded. This time of year,
they shouldn’t be worrying over food.’

‘Don’t get wounded then,’ Trudy
suggested.

‘Well, that would be preferable
for a number of reasons. Hey, Jesse, isn’t there a stream just up
ahead?’

Jesse looked around. ‘Uh, yeah,
I think so.’

‘Stop there for lunch? It’s
almost noon.’

‘Sounds like a plan.’

The stream was barely five
hundred feet further down the track, but there was something a
little off about it. Just from the topology, Krystal could tell
that this was generally something you either had to step in or jump
over; maybe two feet wide and still a little damp all the way
across, the streambed was fairly obvious, and fairly obviously
not containing as much water as usual. The stream was more
of a trickle and both Jesse and Xanthe stood there for a few
seconds frowning at it.

‘I’m going to go check upstream
a little,’ Jesse said after a few seconds. ‘Start on lunch, I’ll be
back soon. Uh, no one goes near the stream until I’ve checked
things out.’

‘You shouldn’t go alone,’
Krystal said. ‘I’ll go with you.’

‘Fair enough. Don’t step in the
water.’

They had to push through more
undergrowth as they moved north along the streambed, but they did
have the streambed to help them. It was just difficult to stay away
from the water. ‘What are you expecting to find?’ Krystal asked
after a minute or so.

‘Expecting? I don’t know.
Something must’ve blocked the stream. Maybe a dead animal. That
would mean the water could be fouled. Sometimes a branch can block
them and sometimes things grow on those that taint the water.’

Krystal frowned. ‘The track was
dry, but the streambed was still damp. I don’t think the stream’s
been blocked for longer than a day.’

‘Dead animal could be a problem
after that long. It takes a little while for dead wood to host
poisonous fungi. Still best if we check it out and maybe clear it.
Part of why I’m in here is checking that everything’s okay,
remember?’

‘I remember,’ Krystal replied.
She pushed her way past a bush and came to a stop. ‘But that isn’t
an animal or a fallen branch.’

‘No, it certainly isn’t,’ Jesse
replied, scowling at the dam they had discovered.

Someone, and it had to be
someone intelligent, had gathered stones together to form a wall in
the streambed. A pond of sorts had formed in the natural bowl
behind the wall, with only a thin trickle of water escaping through
gaps in the rocks. The rest of the stream had found another outlet
and was running off to the north, bound for who-knew-where.

‘What on Draconia was someone
thinking when they built that?’ Jesse asked, though it was
obviously rhetorical.

‘That they wanted a dam?’
Krystal suggested.

‘Well, it’s got to go.’ Jesse
took a step toward the structure and then ground to a halt,
frowning. She dropped to her knees, peering at something
half-hidden in the leaflitter. ‘That is a tripwire,’ she said.
‘Someone’s trapped the thing. Would you go back to the others and
get Xanthe up here? She knows traps.’

‘Okay. You’ll be all right up
here on your own?’

‘As long as I don’t step on any
of these trips, I should be fine, but make it quick, would you? Oh,
and don’t worry about the water on the way back.’

~~~

‘It’s sort of a valid hunting
tactic,’ Xanthe said when they were setting off again after lunch
and trap-disarming. ‘Make a waterhole. Animals come to drink.
Animals get hit with poisoned dart from a small crossbow. Then you
come back later and gather up your kills.’

‘But?’ Krystal asked.

‘But… Well, I’ve never heard of
anyone using that in the forest. Poison is a terrible way to
kill things for the pot. Oh, and there were only two traps, one on
either side of the stream. The actual pool wasn’t covered, so it
would only catch something coming up the streambed the way you two
did.’

‘That sounds more like a
military tactic than a hunting one,’ Ramona said.

‘Huh?’ Trudy, beside her,
asked.

‘Well, it’s the kind of tactics
they talk about when you’re fighting in a disadvantaged
condition.’

‘That sounded like something out
of an army manual.’

‘Probably is. Uh, say you belong
to a family’s military and your home ground has been overrun by an
enemy force. You’re alone or have small numbers. You can’t mount a
real offensive against them, so you try to make it as annoying as
possible for them to hold the ground. One tactic is to find
something your enemies want and set traps around it. I heard that a
big favourite during the Majesty War was to kill or wound one
dragon and then boobytrap his body with an explosive charm. When
his friends come to get him, boom. You turn one kill into four or
six.’

‘During the Majesty War?’
Krystal queried. ‘You mean, right around here?’

‘I guess so, yeah. This was
where the Armonia family were fought to extinction. And they could
have made explosive charms like no one else except the
Nightskys.’

‘Yes, but I don’t believe we
just found some holdover from the Majesty War’s attempt to kill
those in their territory,’ Felicia said. ‘The war was over and done
a thousand years ago. Dragons who were alive then would be long
dead.’

‘Except maybe Shastin Nightsky,’
Krystal replied, ‘though that’s just rumour and scare stories.’

‘I don’t know the name,
darling.’

‘Oh, he was a necromancer, and
he was alive during the war. He vowed revenge upon the people who
“persecuted” him for doing bad things with magic and his name still
comes up as the man behind various atrocities.’

‘He wants to take over the
world,’ Trudy added.

‘He sounds like a truly laudable
dragon,’ Felicia said, ‘but if he’s a Nightsky, I do not think he
would be laying traps to defend what was once Armonia
territory.’

‘I don’t know,’ Jesse said.
‘Presumably, were he still alive, he would need to hide out
somewhere. Tangleroots is a great place to hide. That said, this is
the first time I’ve seen anything like that trap. Xan?’

‘No. First time for me too.’

‘So, if this Nightsky has come
here, he’s come here recently.’

‘Somehow,’ Krystal said, ‘I
think it’s unlikely. I’m sure the only thing about him that’s
survived is his name. So, assuming that those traps weren’t a badly
conceived hunting tactic, there’s someone else out here who doesn’t
want visitors.’

‘The witch?’ Charlotte
asked.

‘She’s never had to resort to
tricks like that before,’ Xanthe replied. ‘I think this is someone
else.’

~~~

‘We’re going to have two of us awake at
all times through the night,’ Xanthe said as they sat around the
campfire. Around them, it was the kind of dark you got in caves or
cellars. The canopy above them was now so thick that, outside the
circle of firelight, it was dark. ‘We’ll overlap things as
much as possible so there’s usually someone fresh on duty. Krystal,
we’d like you to take the early morning slot again and we’ll spare
the extra food so you can use your dracoform. You can see in the
pitch-black in scales, right?’

Krystal nodded. ‘Are you sure we
can spare the rations?’

‘If the traps I set work, we’ll
be fine. If not, I’ll do a little hunting and we’ll need to forage
a bit more tomorrow.’

‘We won’t get as far tomorrow
anyway,’ Jesse said. ‘I think we covered a good twenty-five miles
today, which means we should easily get to the outskirts of the old
city tomorrow, probably a little after lunch. No one goes in there
if they can help it so there are no tracks. We’ll be cutting back
bushes and scrabbling over fallen stones.’

‘Wonderful, darling,’ Felicia
said. ‘I’m not sure how much use I’ll be chopping at the
undergrowth. I haven’t even learned to chop vegetables yet.’

‘Well, the big advantage here is
that you don’t have to worry about how you chop these
vegetables, Flis,’ Ramona said. ‘Maybe a little instruction on how
not to chop through anyone’s limbs, especially yours, would
be in order.’ She hefted one of the machetes they had brought with
them. ‘You can get a lot of momentum behind these. We’ve got three,
right?’

‘Yes,’ Jesse replied.

‘So, we’ll have two people up
front clearing the undergrowth, swap them around every so often
because it’s tiring, and we have a spare blade in case of
accidents. That sound right?’

Jesse grinned. ‘That sounds more
or less exactly right, yes. Have you done this before?’

‘Huh, no. I’m no soldier, but
I’ve been around plenty of them and cutting through forest isn’t
that much different to planning a long offensive. Always
keep fresh troops in reserve. Have spare weapons if possible. Make
sure you pace yourself where you can.’

‘Well, it is an
offensive. We’re fighting centuries of growth in vines and bushes,
and most of the enemies won’t fight back, but they will put
up plenty of resistance.’

‘Most of them won’t fight back?’
Trudy asked.

‘Most, yes. I’m going to be
right behind the cutting crew, keeping an eye out for the things
that might fight back. There are some fairly dangerous plants in
Tangleroots and a lot of them can be found around those ruins.’

‘And this is your idea of a nice
place to find solitude and relaxation?’ Felicia asked.

Jesse gave a small shrug. ‘Yes.
I like this forest. Uh, though it’s not like I trek into the ruins
for fun and frolics. I told Krystal about them when we first met.
The old city… doesn’t feel right. The plants feel wrong. The stones
just… I don’t know. There’s something not quite right about the
place.’

‘This whole forest has something
a little off about it,’ Krystal said. ‘I noticed it last night.
There’s a feeling of magic here. Everywhere. It doesn’t feel quite
like enchantment, or normal magic, or… anything I’ve felt before.
It’s just there. I think it’s getting stronger too.’

‘Magic could explain those weird
air currents over the trees,’ Charlotte said.

‘And some of the plant oddities
in the ruins,’ Jesse agreed.

‘Almost like the city is still
trying to defend itself,’ Ramona said, ‘even a thousand years after
the war.’

‘What a delightful thought,’
Felicia said. ‘One can hope it doesn’t feel the need to defend
itself too enthusiastically against us.’

7th Day of Highsummer.

‘You know what I really want to do?’
Trudy said, keeping her voice low to avoid waking anyone else.

‘Since I’m not fond of guessing
games, not until you tell me,’ Krystal replied. As requested, she
was in scales and it made quite a difference to how she saw things.
Sensed them, really. Her sense of smell was a little more acute as
well as her eyes working perfectly in the dark. There was still a
pretty solid limit to how far she could see, because the thick
undergrowth was basically impenetrable to any form of
vision, but she was a lot happier than she had been the night
before.

‘I want to sneak off into the
bushes and fuck,’ Trudy said, smirking. ‘Like a couple of animals.
Just… go out there and get naked and dirty.’

‘Somehow, I doubt that would be
nearly as sexy, or pleasant, as it sounds.’

‘I know. I think it’s the fresh
air. You realise I’m not used to air without the smell of dead cows
and their by-products in it? Or at least city air. This is like…
pure, natural air. I’ve been horny as one of Narra’s firstborn
since we got out here.’

‘That bad, huh?’ Narra, the
ancestral yellow dragon, was known as the ‘Mother of Beasts,’ and
it was said that her first offspring had populated the entire world
very quickly due to unnatural fecundity and insatiable sexual
appetite. ‘You know that’s a myth, right? We’ve scientific evidence
to indicate that pretty much every species on the planet was here
before any of the dragons, never mind just yellow ones.’

‘I know. I am mythically horny.
Heroically horny. I think all this fresh air and greenery
has brought out my inner animal. Plus, I’ve got you in scales for a
couple more hours and you know how I feel about your scales.’

‘Yeah, you used to hate rainbow
scales.’

‘I still do. I’m just a little
more selective about how I apply my hatred. When you’re in
scales, I just want to see how much pleasure we can take before we
go nuts.’

‘Right… well, I think–’ Krystal
stopped as she detected movement out of the corner of her eye. She
snapped her head around to look…

‘Krys?’ Trudy asked, looking the
same way Krystal was but seeing nothing more than darkness.

‘I thought I saw…’ Krystal
lifted her head and looked around at the trees. ‘The birds have
gone quiet again.’

‘Yeah… That’s not spooky at all.
What did you see?’

The birds began calling again,
apparently happy that whatever threat there had been was gone.
Krystal shrugged. ‘A shadow. A shape. Something moved and I saw…
something.’

‘A wolf?’

‘No. Don’t think so. I mean, it
looked like it was dragon-shaped. Maybe in a cloak or something.
Maybe carrying a staff.’

‘Maybe the witch?’

Krystal frowned at the darkness.
‘Well, I guess it’s possible.’

‘Do you think we should wake the
others?’

‘No, it’s gone. Whatever it was,
it’s gone. Let them finish sleeping and we’ll talk it over when
they’re up.’

~~~

‘A dark shape in the night, huh?’
Charlotte said. ‘That’s… annoyingly non-specific. The witch?’

‘Even my night vision has
limits,’ Krystal replied. ‘I get the feeling there was something
obscuring the details, but… Well, the more I think about it, the
more I think it looked male.’

‘Our mysterious setter of traps
then,’ Xanthe said. ‘I don’t like the idea that someone like that
is watching us.’

‘Possibly for longer than last
night. The animals went quiet when I saw him last night. The same
thing happened on my watch the night before, but I wasn’t in scales
and didn’t see anything. I even tried a spell to see whether I
could sense anything, but nothing showed up.’

‘You didn’t think to mention
that yesterday?’

‘Uh, well, nothing showed up. I
figured it was some passing predator and I’d forgotten about it by
the time you guys woke up. It may not have been the same
“figure.” I just find the coincidence a little strange.’

Xanthe nodded. ‘It could’ve been
a wolf or something nearby.’

‘Or not,’ Ramona said. ‘We have
to assume it wasn’t and that some nut who traps water sources is
following us. Right?’

‘Yeah… Yeah, we do. So, we take
extra care going forward. We’ll be getting to the outer edges of
the old city this afternoon and that’ll slow us down anyway.’

‘And we’ll be wanting to watch
out for some of the more dangerous flora too,’ Jesse said. ‘I’d say
by late morning we could be getting to areas where the plants can
fight back.’

‘I must say, darling, that I’m
finding it difficult to believe in a plant which can purposefully
do us harm,’ Felicia said. ‘I’m not saying you’re wrong, just that
I can’t imagine such a thing. Not without resorting to very silly
imagery.’

‘Well, “purposefully” might not
be exactly the right word, but… Just wait until you see
them.’

~~~

‘Stop!’

Everyone came to a halt at
Jesse’s shout, though no one was sure what the cause of the sudden
command was. They had started off along the track thirty minutes or
so ago, after stopping for lunch in the slightly clear area caused
by a fallen tree. The forest was closing in around them, fairly
obviously, and the last few miles had taken them down tracks which
looked more like the pathways used by animals than anything
purposefully made by dragons.

It was not that long after noon,
but the light drifting down through the thick canopy was dim and
dappled. No one really had a shadow, but there were shadows
everywhere and the entire place had a slightly oppressive feel to
it, as though Tangleroots did not want them to be there. To
Krystal, walking just behind Jesse since there was only really room
for single-file travel now, the feeling of oppression was added to
by the weird feeling of magic around them. And the magic did
feel weird: it was thick and there was a feeling of power to it,
but somehow she could not quite bring herself to believe it was
malign, or even opposed to their passage through the forest. To
Krystal, it actually felt… sort of friendly.

‘What’s up?’ Krystal asked,
peering over Jesse’s shoulder. It was not hard to peer over Jesse’s
shoulder.

‘You see that vine trailing over
the path? Pale green with red thorns?’

Krystal looked and she did see a
thin stem lying across the track. It was an unhealthy sort of green
for a plant, as though it lacked much in the way of chlorophyll,
and there were some quite large blood-red thorns sticking up from
it at intervals of about three inches. Interestingly, the thorns
came in threes, spaced evenly around the vine so that one of each
trio was always pointing straight up. ‘I see it. I wouldn’t want
one of those thorns in my foot, but I think our boots would stop
them.’

‘Yes, and no,’ Jesse replied.
‘The spines are poisonous, which wouldn’t necessarily be a problem
if it weren’t for the other trick that stuff has. If you crush the
stem, it reacts and wraps itself around whatever crushed it, or
tries to.’

‘And the barbs would probably
penetrate our clothes. How poisonous?’

‘It’s a paralytic. You
might survive it. Large doses often kill, by suffocation.
With all of us here, you’d stand a chance. On your own… Well, you’d
probably be plant food. The vine is strong enough to pull you into
the bushes as it contracts closer to the root system. No one would
find you.’

‘Uh, right. Do we just step over
it?’

‘I’d rather not leave it in the
track,’ Jesse replied, and she raised a hand toward the stem.
Krystal felt magic being shaped and knew that Jesse was working a
spell. Suddenly, the vine sprang to life, whipping upward from the
ground in a whirling motion before tightening like a spring as it
pulled back into the bushes at the side of the track.

‘Ancestors!’ Krystal yelped. ‘I
don’t think I’ve ever seen a plant move like that.’

‘As far as I know, no one’s ever
dissected one to find out how it does it, but it’s very
effective.’

‘Yeah. You damaged the
plant?’

Jesse grinned. ‘Bruised the vine
where it was coming out of the bushes, so it curled around that
point. Okay, we’re good to go.’ She looked back along the track.
‘Everyone keep an eye out for firethorn vines. Pale-green stem, red
thorns. Stay well away from any you see.’

‘That’s really well away
from them,’ Krystal added. ‘It looks like dragon-made traps aren’t
the only kind in this forest.’

~~~

There were another three firethorn vines
stretched across the track before they made it to the edge of the
ruins. More worryingly, they found a fourth vine at ankle eight
which Xanthe traced to a deadfall trap rigged into one of the trees
beside the track. It seemed that their mysterious trap builder had
been up to his tricks again and it was starting to feel a little
personal.

Then they had come to a point
where the track suddenly turned to the right with no warning.
Before them was a wall of greenery with no obvious way through, but
there was also a block of stone sticking through the foliage.
Krystal bent down and ran her fingers over the rough stone. It
was rough, but it had also been cut with tools and smoothed
before a thousand years of weathering had turned it into an oddly
regular boulder.

‘And here we are at the edge of
the ruins,’ Jesse said. ‘Who wants to take the first crack at
carving our way in?’

‘We should move down the track a
little way,’ Krystal said.

‘We should?’

‘Well, this is part of a wall.
If we move a little way down, we may find what’s left of a road. If
it was paved, or cobbled, it might be easier going and it will
definitely be less uneven.’

Maybe fifteen feet down the
track they found lumpy, worn stones embedded in the ground. Jesse
glanced at Krystal and grinned. ‘Cobbles.’

Ramona and Trudy, the latter
taking practice swings with the broad-bladed knife she was
carrying, walked up to the wall of greenery. ‘Guess it’s our turn
then,’ Trudy said.

Jesse peered at the plants,
stroking her chin, and then walked a few paces further on. She
pointed at the bushes. ‘Here. Start cutting here. It’s a little
thinner.’

‘A little?’ Ramona asked.

Jesse gave a small wince. ‘Uh,
yeah. This isn’t going to be easy.’

Trudy lifted her machete. ‘Well,
hard work never scared off a grey. Let’s get on with the
hacking.’

~~~

Evidence of the city around them was
scarce. Tangleroots had done its best to infiltrate the suburbs and
ensure that as much as possible was thoroughly demolished.
Using the road had turned out to be a very good idea since the
buildings around it had sometimes had cellars, and many of those
were now pits, partially filled with rubble and dirt. The
undergrowth was thick in those buildings and spotting the fact that
you were about to fall down a hole was not easy, but the roadway
was, relatively, safe and fairly uniform.

That was not to say that it was
easy to cut through. It was slow going. Charlotte and Krystal took
over from Ramona and Trudy. Felicia stepped up when Krystal started
to flag. Xanthe and Jesse took their turns, and the cycle picked up
again.

After a couple of hours, they
breached an area which seemed to have once been a crossroads of
some sort. There had been some sort of feature, a statue or
fountain, in the middle of it. Whatever had been there was largely
gone, but the stone base it had sat on remained and had stopped the
plant life getting too thick.

‘We’ll camp here,’ Jesse said
when they had cleared the vines away. ‘We can get an early night
and start again in the morning. I guess we’re… four or five miles
from the castle.’

Felicia looked around the
relatively small space they would be using as a campsite. ‘My,
won’t this be cosy.’

‘We’ll fit,’ Xanthe said. ‘Just
about anyway. We’ll have to make sure we space the tall ones out…
That’s everyone but me and Jesse, I guess.’

‘I’m not going to sleep that
well anyway,’ Jesse said, frowning. ‘I never do this close to the
castle.’

‘The plants?’ Krystal asked.

‘They make me nervous. There’s
something… not quite right about them.’

‘It’s going to be the magic for
me. That weird feeling I’ve been getting has been stronger ever
since we left the track. Except…’

‘Except what?’ Trudy asked when
it did not seem as though Krystal was going to continue.

‘Except that it’s almost as if
it likes me. It doesn’t feel malign. Sometimes it feels like it’s
happy to see me.’

‘You’re ascribing feelings to a
magical effect, darling,’ Felicia said.

‘I know. It’s crazy, I admit,
but I can’t help how it feels.’

‘Well, however it feels,’ Xanthe
said, ‘we’ll run the same watch rotation as last night. I’m not
even sure the ancestors know what kind of weird critters lurk in
this place, and I certainly don’t want to find out the hard
way.’

8th Day of Highsummer.

Nothing disturbed them during the
night, not even Krystal’s shadowy figure. This was good, because
carving their way further into the ruins was hard.

‘How far have we managed to
move?’ Trudy asked as they paused for lunch beside an old roadside
trough which, thankfully, was still sound and had collected some
rainwater Charlotte could fill their canteens from.

Jesse looked upward at the
canopy over them. It was starting to thin a little again: there
were building remains littered about the ground and that was
restricting how tightly the trees could pack into the area. Still,
there was little in the way of visible landscape to navigate from.
‘I don’t really know…’

‘About a mile and a quarter,’
Krystal said. She took a slug of water from her canteen and then
looked with some distaste upon the dried meat she was about to bite
into.

‘Is that all?’ Trudy
groaned.

‘Sorry. That’s what the location
spell says. I’m not even sure we’ll manage to get through to the
castle before the sun goes down. Have you ever cut in this far
before, Jesse?’

‘Yes,’ Jesse said, grimacing a
little. ‘Once. There’s not really much need to, but I was curious.
The ruins get a bit more solid from around here, and the plants get
thinner when you get really close to the castle. There’s still
enough masonry in there to make it hard for trees to grow, but
we’ve got a couple of miles to go before we get to the thinner
growth.’

‘At least we seem to have lost
our mysterious trapper,’ Ramona said.

‘Or he couldn’t get close enough
to watch us without being too easy to spot,’ Charlotte replied.

‘Fair point, though it’s the
same practical result. The guy can’t keep an eye on us as easily
while we’re in here, and there’s no way he can get ahead of us to
set traps.’

‘Probably.’

‘Just probably?’

‘If he’s just some kind of
hunting nut,’ Krystal said, ‘then you’re probably right. If he’s
also a magus…’

‘All bets are off,’ Charlotte
finished.

~~~

Trudy swept her knife down and found the
vines she was attacking parting more easily than she had expected.
Reaching out, she pulled at some stems. ‘Hey, I think we’re getting
to the end of this.’

‘No,’ Jesse replied from behind
her, ‘but we’re getting to the end of the really bad part. This is
the edge of the more solid ruins.’

A little more hacking got them
through the tangle of vines on the edge of what was actually
starting to look like a ruined city. There had been more stones
showing through the undergrowth for an hour or so, but now they
were entering an area which, it seemed, had held up against the
ravages of the forest better. There were a couple of walls still
partially standing. The trees had had trouble getting established
among the rocks and were spread further apart and not as tall. On
the other hand, the roadways were more or less covered in vines and
scrubby bushes, and the skeletons of buildings were filled with
foliage of one sort or another. The lack of trees seemed to allow
some of the disturbed air which normally sat above the canopy to
get lower: there was a strong breeze once you stepped out of the
denser cover, which was a pleasant change from the humid, still air
they had been in for the last few days.

‘We’re still going to be
cutting,’ Xanthe said, ‘but at least we can see where we’re going.’
She pointed and everyone followed her direction to an even taller
collection of ruins maybe a mile deeper in.

There were definite signs of
thick walls there, and even this far away it looked as though
someone had used siege engines to demolish them. There were what
were possibly standing buildings visible within the walls and,
toward the centre, there was a tower, or what was left of a tower.
It still stood proud of the castle itself, but it was also clearly
not as tall as it had once been. The top was sheared off at an
angle no architect would have suggested, and there were holes in
some of the masonry further down. It seemed like it was a miracle
that the tower was still upright as much as it was.

‘Wow,’ Krystal said. ‘The
Armonia family’s castle.’

‘What’s left of it,’ Ramona
said. ‘I’m amazed there’s that much left from the stories
the Scarlins tell about the final battle here.’

‘Yeah, well, trusting a royal
not to lie about stuff like that is–’ Trudy stopped as Krystal
looked at her, one eyebrow raised. ‘Okay, so there are exceptions,
but they were bound to say it was all bigger and meaner than
it was.’

‘I’d tend to agree,’ Ramona
said.

‘It’s like fishing stories,’
Xanthe said. ‘The one that got away is always five times as big as
the one you caught. In this case, the one no one can get near to
check is bigger when it’s retold by dragons who were never there
when it happened.’

‘We’ve got near,’ Krystal
said.

‘But we’re not getting closer
today,’ Jesse said. ‘Or not much. If we can clear through to that
wall on the right’ – she indicated a crumbling, low wall which
appeared to have less foliage in front of it – ‘we’ll make camp.
It’s going to be easier from here, but we aren’t going to
get to the castle walls before dark.’

‘Okay. It’s a shame, but it
means we’ll get there fresher, I guess.’

‘Hopefully. Let’s get
cutting.’

~~~

The reason for camping beside the wall
became apparent when the sun went down. Jesse had arranged the fire
right against the wall and the flames were still guttering in the
wind which seemed to have come down from above as the light began
to die.

‘It doesn’t get much
worse than this,’ Jesse said as they sat huddled against the wall,
waiting for their stew to heat up over the patchy flames.

The wall was blocking the
main airstream, but it also caused turbulence. Sitting there,
against the crumbling stones, they were being buffeted by irregular
gusts and a general cold trickle of moving air.

‘This is what it’s like above
the trees?’ Krystal asked.

‘Pretty much,’ Charlotte
replied. ‘Seems like the trees keep it higher. Except…’

‘Except that it wasn’t this bad
until the light started to die. I could say something about rising
hot air, but the ground shouldn’t cool this fast. And the
air currents are weird. See the bushes further in? Maybe… two
hundred yards in, they’re being pushed in the opposite direction to
the wind here. It’s like there are whirlwinds inside whirlwinds and
that’s just…’

‘Not natural,’ Charlotte
concluded. ‘That about says it all as far as Tangleroots is
concerned, right? That’s the other thing about the wind. Further
out, it was blowing out from the centre, pushing you toward
the edge. Here it’s going in circles.’

‘With an eye in the middle,’
Jesse said. ‘Except it’s not the middle of the forest. The middle
of the wind storm is the castle.’

‘That’s magic of some kind.
That’s air magic of some kind. Pretty powerful. Do you think
that’s what you’ve been feeling, Krys?’

Krystal frowned at the sky, not
that it was going to tell her much. For some reason, she had the
distinct impression that it should be cloudy up there, but the sky
was a clear, darkening blue. There should have been big,
black, menacing clouds. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’m sure that’s
something to do with it, but there’s something else.’ She shook her
head. ‘Maybe we’ll find out if we can get to the castle
tomorrow.’

‘Maybe,’ Jesse said, ‘but I
wouldn’t hold your breath.’

~~~

Sleep did not come easily. The wind
tugged at Krystal’s hair and cooled her skin, and it seemed like
there was no way she could lie which kept out the draught. Then,
when she did sleep, there were dreams. None of them lingered in her
mind, but there seemed to be fire and noise, voices shouting and
battle cries, and dragons. True dragons flew in her dreams. Huge
wings beat the air. Fire and ice were belched forth from mouths
full of sharp teeth. One such creature, at the peak of its size and
power, appeared before her and roared…

And Krystal awoke to shouts
which did not echo her dreams but carried as much of a sense of
alarm. She struggled from blankets which she seemed to have become
twisted in and tried to determine what was going on.

‘There’s something out there.’
Xanthe’s voice, sounding urgent.

‘I can see something
moving,’ Ramona said, ‘but I can’t really see a shape.’

Krystal began changing, still
with the blankets wrapped around her shins. Whatever was going on,
it seemed like it was trouble and they were having trouble
identifying it. She was in scales by the time she managed to get
her legs free and, looking around, it seemed that she was not the
only one. Ramona, Trudy, and Xanthe were on their feet and their
skin was glittering in the firelight. Jesse’s hair was green when
she joined them, and she also looked out into the dark.

Getting to her feet, Krystal
followed their gaze. To her, the night was nothing and she spotted
something large and black moving through the bushes perhaps thirty
feet away. ‘It looks…’ she said, frowning. Black was not quite
right. The beast was feathered, thickly feathered in a very dark
brown which shimmered a little as the light caught it at different
angles. It was hard to make out precisely what she was looking at
until the thing lifted its head. ‘It’s a wolf,’ Krystal said and
the beast’s lips drew back to show long, stained fangs. Movement
drew Krystal’s attention to three more shapes moving through the
bushes. ‘Four of them.’

‘What on Draconia are four
Tangleroots wolves doing in this part of the forest?’ Xanthe
asked, though it was likely that the question was rhetorical.

‘Getting closer,’ Krystal
replied.

‘Right. Well, their claws are
nasty, but do not get bitten. Those fangs will open you up
like a fish. They’ll go for limbs and try to hang on.’

‘Are they afraid of fire?’

‘Most things are afraid of fire,
Krys, but–’

‘I was just checking.’ The spell
she was shaping was not exactly difficult and she had begun it as
soon as she saw the head of the first wolf. Animals were scared of
fire, but these things were not going to be put off by the little
campfire the girls had, so… She released the spell and fire
engulfed everything around her, or seemed to.

There were various shrieks,
though it seemed likely that it was more surprise than anything
else. The illusion did include a perception of heat since Krystal
knew enough about light to know that infrared light carried heat
with it, but it was still an illusion, an image of fire, not the
real thing. Pretty quickly, everyone realised that they were not
burning, but it seemed to be enough to fool the wolves.

‘They’re backing off,’ Krystal
said, her voice low. The flames made it hard to see, harder for her
than it had been in the dark, but she could see dark shapes moving
back, away from the illusion.

‘Yeah,’ Xanthe said. She had
moved closer to Krystal, but her eyes were still watching the
shadows beyond the flames. ‘Good call.’

‘Huh, well. See, Ramona? You can
justify learning to cast illusions for warfare.’

‘Dragons aren’t as afraid of
fire as wolves are,’ Ramona said.

‘No, but most will stay away
from–’ Krystal stopped, squinting through the flames. ‘Ancestors!’
And then one of the wolves leaped through the flames.

It was big, easily as large as a
dragon, and waist height at the shoulder. The illusion had stopped
it being able to see what it was looking for and the heat effect
seemed to be causing it some distress, but it turned its head,
looking around for its quarry, located Krystal and Xanthe nearby
and made an immediate, hurried snap at Xanthe. Xanthe let out a
yelp of pain as teeth sank into her left arm, but she had the
presence of mind to strike back. Her claws scraped over the thick
feathers of the wolf’s neck.

More dark shapes jumped into the
illusory fire. Krystal heard Felicia scream, but the first wolf
seemed to have reprioritised its assault and Krystal had her own
problems. Shouldering Xanthe aside, the huge dog threw itself
toward Krystal, jaws opening as it made for one of her legs. Teeth
came together with a loud snap, short of their target. Krystal saw
Xanthe’s claws failing to get past the wolf’s coat of feathers once
more, but all she could think of right now was avoiding becoming
lunch. And the wolf’s attention seemed to be almost entirely on her
now so if she backed up, maybe Xanthe could get at it from behind.
Krystal backed away, aware of the wind whipping her long hair over
her face and the beast’s jaws coming closer once again. She stepped
clear of the next bite and the next, and then she stepped back and
her heel struck something solid and she was falling, tipping
backward, limbs flailing. She expected the wolf to leap on her, but
as her shoulders hit the ground, it gave way and she just kept
falling. There was a rush of air and a fleeting image of stone
walls, and then her head hit something very solid and she saw
nothing else.

9th Day of Highsummer.

Her head felt as though someone had
taken a sledgehammer to it. There was a throb in the back of
Krystal’s skull which suggested that she had really banged
her head. Her immediate concern, however, was that there seemed to
be something heavy on her chest. She had some recollection of
falling. She had fallen through into a cellar, maybe, and maybe
something had fallen on top of her. There had been an attack and
she was still in the cellar, which meant her friends might be in
trouble…

With some trepidation at what
she would find, Krystal opened her eyes. A pair of large, dark eyes
stared back at her, apparently unconcerned by her being awake. For
a brief second, there was panic as she thought one of the wolves
was looking her in the eyes, but these eyes, while large, were not
nearly big enough for the thing which had attacked her, and they
were the wrong shape. And the face they were in was covered in
tightly packed, dark-blue feathers which showed flashes of purple
at the edges. Krystal was, she realised, looking into the eyes of a
large cat which was lying contentedly on her chest and showing no
desire at all to move.

‘Nightshade seems to have taken
a liking to you.’ Krystal turned her head, searching for the source
of the voice, and established two things. First, she was lying on a
cot of some sort, a simple bedframe with a thin mattress. Second,
she was not wearing her glasses and she could see little beyond the
edge of the bed. There was a dragon-shaped blur somewhere
across the room. ‘I’m sure he’ll move if you get up, but you should
stay where you are for a short while. You took a bad blow to the
head when you fell.’

‘My friends–’

‘Are fine and in another room.’
The voice was female and the shape appeared vaguely female too.
There was something about that voice which Krystal felt she should
recognise, but whatever it was, it was not quite coming to mind. ‘I
took care of their wounds. You were more badly hurt than the
others. You should really watch where you’re stepping.’

‘Uh, yes. I’m sorry, I don’t
seem to have my glasses and I can’t really see you. Do I know
you?’

‘No. No, you don’t. My name is
Cadenza, but most people know me as the Tangleroots Witch.’

‘I’m–’

‘Krystal. I know. You don’t know
me, but we have met. A long time ago.’

‘Oh. Uh, wait a second…’ Krystal
focused herself on the simple light manipulation she had used
before when she had been without her glasses and, a few seconds
later, the room swam into focus. ‘That’s better, I can see
now.’

The woman sitting on a chair on
the opposite side of the room smiled. They were, Krystal estimated,
more or less the same height, but Cadenza seemed smaller somehow.
She certainly had a narrower waist and a bigger bust than Krystal.
The Tangleroots Witch was a beautiful woman with quite a round face
over a pointed chin, a nose that tilted up at the tip, full lips,
and large violet-hued eyes. Her hair, Krystal realised, was similar
to her own hair in scales: long with a base of blue and streaks of
red and purple in it. She was dressed in a stylish, black dress
with a sash of pink silk hanging from her right hip and a bodice
which showed off Cadenza’s cleavage rather well.

At her feet was another cat.
This one had more blue to its feathers, and the edges were more
iridescent, showing various different shades as the creature
groomed. It seemed to be entirely ignoring Krystal.

‘This young lady is Opal,’
Cadenza said, indicating the cat. ‘Nightshade is her son and Opal
is my familiar. They’re tanglecats. I’m sure you’ve heard of them,
but don’t worry, Nightshade doesn’t seem to wish to bite and Opal
is only acting snooty because she doesn’t really like visitors.’
Opal paused in her preening to look up at Cadenza. ‘Yes, you are.
You know you are. You always do.’

Krystal decided that ignoring
the exchange was probably for the best. ‘Uh, you said we’d met
before. I came here because… Well, I got a cryptic message from one
of my ancestors… Maybe from one of my ancestors. They said you
could tell me, well, who my parents were. Or something. It was
cryptic and maybe you aren’t even the right witch. They said–’

Cadenza held up a hand. ‘Trudy
Black told me about the message.’ She smiled an amused-yet-knowing
sort of smile. ‘Passed on through the Black family… Anyway, yes,
I’m the right witch. They sent you back to where you were born, and
you have come back to where you were born. The same room, in
fact.’ She paused briefly. ‘Perhaps we should go through to your
friends before we go further with this. They’ll want to know you’re
awake.’

‘I… Yes. Okay.’

Nodding, Cadenza got to her
feet. ‘Your clothes are on the chair beside the bed. I’ll let you
get dressed. Turn right out of the door and… Well, I’d imagine
you’ll hear voices fairly quickly.’ Turning, she headed for the
door with Opal on her heels, and a second later she was gone.

Krystal turned her head and
looked at Nightshade. ‘I have to get up.’ The cat looked back with
an interested sort of impassivity. ‘Uh, that means you need to
move.’ Nightshade made no effort to follow her suggestion. Krystal
started to push herself up off the mattress and immediately saw
long, very sharp claws extend from Nightshade’s paws to dig
into the blanket. ‘You’re not going to make this easy for me, are
you?’ Krystal asked, wondering how thick the bedding was. She could
have sworn the tanglecat was grinning at her.
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There was the sound of voices to follow,
but there was also the cat. Nightshade trotted out of the room,
down a corridor, and through another door ahead of Krystal, and
Krystal suspected that he was leading the way. The voices just
confirmed things.

There was not much light to
guide her either. While dressing, she had noticed that the room was
lit by candles and had no windows. The corridor was also windowless
and it had only a couple of oil lamps. The room Krystal found
herself in after following Nightshade was larger than the little
bedroom, but it also had no windows. It was illuminated by four
light spells set in the rafters which, Krystal suspected, were
long-term spells kept running at all times. A trick which suggested
Cadenza had more than a little skill in light magic.

The room looked like a weird
combination of lounge, dining room, library, and workshop. There
were a couple of large chairs set near a fireplace which was,
currently, not alight. There was a trestle table which might have
been used for dining, but it also had various pots and books at one
end of it suggestive of potion making. And there were more tables
dotted around the back of the room with various alchemical and
herbal equipment on them, as well as charm-making tools. There were
bookshelves too, and Krystal wanted to get her hands on some of
those books just because of their obvious age.

The misfits were spread around
the room on chairs and benches, and they were all looking at the
door by the time Krystal walked in. Trudy was already on her feet
and walking over.

‘How are you feeling?’ Trudy
asked.

‘Headache,’ Krystal replied,
rubbing at the back of her skull. ‘Otherwise… I’m fine.’ She looked
around for Xanthe. ‘Xan, you got bitten, how–’

Xanthe, seated on one of the
benches at the dining table, looked up from her attempts to attract
Nightshade with some meat. ‘I’m fine, Krys. Cadenza fixed me up. I
probably could’ve taken care of it myself eventually.’

‘That is one scary-powerful
lady,’ Charlotte said. ‘She took care of all of us, after running
those wolves off. Explains a lot.’

‘Huh?’ Krystal asked. The last
remark seemed to come out of nowhere.

‘She certainly is quite the
magus,’ Felicia said. She was sitting on one of the chairs beside
the fireplace. Jesse was perched on the chair’s arm.

‘Not to mention herbalist,’
Jesse added. ‘If your head’s still hurting in a little while, Krys,
she’s got some remedies for… Well, just about everything.’

‘Okay,’ Krys said, ‘so we were
attacked by wolves and–’

‘We were attacked by wolves
which someone sent to attack us,’ Xanthe said. ‘Not even the
wolves in Tangleroots would attack a larger force through
fire. They were being forced.’

‘I would tend to agree, Xanthe
Wild,’ Cadenza said, coming in behind Krystal. ‘You’re up, Krystal.
I’m glad to see you seem to be fully mobile. Next time, try not to
fall on your head.’

Krystal’s brow furrowed as she
saw the other girls exhibiting signs of discomfort. Trudy took
Krystal’s hand in a comforting manner. Felicia looked like she
might start crying. The others were just looking anywhere aside
from at Krystal or, it seemed, Cadenza. ‘What’s going on?’ Krystal
asked. ‘Why do you lot look as though I’ve just had really bad news
delivered?’

Cadenza was putting food on the
table. Her back stiffened, though she continued working. So, it
seemed that this news, whatever it was, was something to do with
Cadenza.

‘Not bad news, darling,’
Felicia said.

‘Maybe a little disturbing?’
Trudy suggested.

‘I have no idea what you’re
talking about,’ Krystal replied.

‘I… haven’t told her,’ Cadenza
said. ‘Yet. I haven’t told her yet.’

‘I’d have thought she could work
it out,’ Ramona said. ‘We all did. You have used that
sight-correction spell, haven’t you, Krys?’

‘Yes, but–’

Trudy slapped her forehead
sharply. ‘Yes, but she’s never actually seen herself in a mirror,
have you?’

Krystal frowned. ‘Of course I
have! This is getting–’

‘In scales, Krys. You’ve never
actually taken the time to look at yourself in scales.’

‘Oh, uh, no. No, I haven’t.’

‘Well,’ Charlotte said, pointing
at Cadenza, ‘now you pretty much don’t have to.’

‘What? Her hair’s the same,
but–’

‘When you’re in scales, she
could almost be your twin,’ Trudy said. ‘We haven’t seen her
in scales yet, but I bet you look even closer.’

Krystal’s eyes widened and she
stared at Cadenza.

‘You, uh, got your skin from
your father,’ Cadenza said. ‘His hair was that colour too. Um, I
guess we both had the same eyes, and so do you…’

‘You?’ Krystal said, her tone a
little incredulous, and a little angry. ‘You’re my mother?! Why
didn’t you say anything?’

‘I… Well, I really thought
you’d… I thought you’d kind of… work it out.’

‘I simply can’t believe
you’ve never looked at yourself in a mirror, darling,’ Felicia
said. Her tone was light: she was trying to bring Krystal down from
the anger which seemed to be bubbling up.

‘Mirrors were not encouraged in
the orphanage,’ Krystal said through gritted teeth. ‘I don’t spend
much time in scales because I don’t know who my parents are, so it
might be dangerous for someone else to find out, and frivolously
staring at my reflection has never seemed important.’ She faltered
a little. ‘I suppose the hair should’ve… Why did you do it?!
Where’s my father?!’

Cadenza flinched. ‘Your father…
I believe he’s dead. I assume you want to know why we… why we gave
you up. It was for your own protection. Neither of us ever expected
to see you again. You don’t know what it means to me–’

‘You were living practically on
my doorstep! You could’ve seen me any time you wanted!’

‘Krys…’ Trudy said and Krystal
flashed angry eyes at her.

‘I think I should let you…
recover… for a while,’ Cadenza said. She walked past Krystal and
Trudy to the door, and Krystal did nothing to stop her.

‘Krys,’ Trudy said again.

‘No,’ Krystal snapped. ‘I think
I’ve a right to be a little angry. She was here! She was right here
all along. I mean, maybe I wouldn’t have wanted to be raised in a
ruin, but she could have… She could have… I don’t know! But she
could’ve done something to let me know she was here!’

‘Maybe,’ Ramona said. ‘Maybe
not. If you’re just going to glare at her, I don’t think there’s
much point in her explaining.’

‘You wanted to find out who you
are,’ Felicia said. ‘You’ve found more than you could have hoped
for, darling. You have a mother. Speaking as someone who has
recently… suffered some difficulty with her parents, I’d have
thought this was a good thing.’

Krystal let out an exasperated
breath. ‘I don’t know! I need to… think. I need to get my head
around this. Just… Just give me a while to think this through.’

‘If you want,’ Trudy said. ‘I’m
not sure this is something you can think your way through,
Krys. You need to feel it, and that’s not going to be
easy.’
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The idea to explore the ruins had been
Trudy’s. The girls had sat through an almost silent lunch with
Cadenza as Krystal continued to try to work her way through her
feelings, and Trudy had asked whether it would be safe to take a
look around. Assuming that they took some care, Cadenza had said,
the remaining buildings were quite stable.

The reason for the lack of
windows was obvious if you thought about it, but it became
thoroughly apparent when they had to go up to reach ground level.
The ruins were stable, but they mostly lacked any form of roofing.
That meant that a lot of them were overgrown: they had been sitting
in the open for a thousand years, give or take, and that had given
the plants plenty of time to establish themselves. The structures
had once housed homes, kitchens, halls, and utilities, but now
there was little to tell them apart.

‘You’d need an entire
university of archaeologists in here to make sense of the
place,’ Krystal noted.

‘You really think they could
figure any of this out from what’s left?’ Charlotte asked.

‘Well…’ Krystal paused, dropped
to one knee, and picked up a fragment of pot. ‘There is some
evidence around and archaeologists can be great at making
assertions based on a pottery shard. Like, maybe this was part of a
cooking pot, so this was probably a kitchen.’

‘Doubt it,’ Trudy replied. ‘No
evidence of chimneys.’

‘Okay, storage room then. Of
course, someone could just have dropped a pot outside their front
door. I think respectable archaeologists would probably base
their interpretations on more than one shard.’

‘Maybe we should try the tower.
There seems to be more of that still standing.’

Once upon a time, the tower had
to have been quite something to see. From the looks of it, it had
been the corner of a large, two-storey building: the centrepiece of
the castle in all probability. The building had been badly damaged
in the war, leaving little but short runs of stonework to prove it
had been there. You had to wonder why the attackers had left the
tower standing, but there it was. You could climb up about four
storeys before you found yourself standing on the remains of that
level and looking out over the forest. The tower had been circular
and, from the look of the rooms, designed more for residence than
warfare. Then again, the Armonias had not been soldiers, according
to the history books: they were noted for their skill in magic and
diplomacy, not in fighting.

‘You know,’ Ramona said,
musingly, as they stood at the top of the ruined tower, ‘this place
was never really designed for defence. Not siege defence anyway.
The citadel in Scarlin Cantervale has thicker walls and a
buttressed curtain wall. I know we’re looking at ruins, but if this
place came under siege, it wouldn’t last long from what I’m
seeing.’

‘It was never supposed to,’
Krystal replied. ‘From what I’ve read, the Armonias used the Crown
of Harmony to avoid having to fight people. Before that, they
relied on the fact that their lands were on an island and they were
skilled magicians. If you wanted to attack the Armonias, you had to
sail to get to them and invading fleets tended to suffer from
terrible bad luck before they even landed.’

‘But the Nightskys and the
Scarlins managed to march in here and destroy the place.’

‘Supposedly, the Nightskys
managed to create defences against the Armonias’ magic and that
allowed the Scarlins to bring in their armies. I’ve never been
entirely satisfied with the historical narrative, but it was a
thousand years ago. There’s no one around to tell us what
actually happened. I wonder what’s under this place.’

‘The stairs in the tower went
down as well as up,’ Jesse said. ‘We’d need light, but I bet you
can handle that.’

So, they went down. Like the
rooms Cadenza was occupying some five hundred feet away, the rooms
under the tower and its attached building were more intact than
might have been expected. There were some smashed-in doors and one
room showed signs of a small fire which had darkened the stonework
long ago, but as they moved further into the underground corridors,
the damage decreased and the place looked more and more as though
it could be reoccupied following the judicious use of a sweeping
brush.

‘This place makes so
little sense,’ Ramona said. ‘It’s like they swarmed in with all
this righteous fury, flattened the place, and then gave up. I mean,
the stories I was told suggest there should be bodies, well
skeletons, lying around the corridors. Everyone was
slaughtered where they stood. There’s nothing here, and the rooms
all look like the family left this morning.’

Krystal pushed open a door and
lifted the light ball she was carrying with her to see inside.
‘Well, if they left this morning, they went around collapsing all
their bookcases first, but I do see what you mean.’

The room was full of a
lot of bookcases which seemed to have decided that gravity was too
much for them. A few were still standing, but frequently with
individual shelves collapsed. Most were fallen, or had collapsed in
on themselves thanks to the weight of paper they supported. There
was a distinct smell of mildew about the place, but there were
books! There was no way they were keeping Krystal out of the place.
Trudy started giggling as soon as Krystal started examining the
fallen volumes.

‘What?’ Krystal said, tossing a
book aside as the pages crumbled as soon as it was opened.

‘You and books,’ Trudy replied,
still grinning. ‘If there are any in here that aren’t rotten, I’ll
be surprised.’

‘Well, you might be surprised
then. There’s enchantment in here. I can feel it. I think there are
a few magical books in here and those might have survived a
thousand years in damp conditions.’

‘Can you tell where?’ Felicia
asked.

Frowning, Krystal focused on the
sensation she was getting and then pointed toward the back of the
room. ‘That way.’ And she began picking her way through the fallen
tomes, clearing them aside where she had to.

There were several books in a
pile at the back of the room which seemed to have escaped the
ravages of time, and not all of them had any hint of magic about
them. Krystal handed one of them to Jesse. ‘Plants of the
Southern Hemisphere,’ she said. ‘Rare to see it complete and
one of the best works on the plants of the southern jungles.’

Jesse sniffed the book and
opened the leather cover. ‘Needs some airing, but it looks like
it’s still basically sound. Thank you.’

Krystal shrugged. ‘Seems like no
one else wants it.’ She picked up another book, thinner and in
slightly poorer condition. ‘Huh, Jellico Armonia. Compendium of
Spells for the Musician. One for you, Mona?’

‘I’ll take a look,’ Ramona said,
grinning.

‘What about that one?’ Felicia
said, pointing at a thick, heavily bound tome with a metal closure
on it. There was no lock, but someone had felt the need to bind the
book in thick leather with metal bracing on the spine and a metal
lever which held it shut. ‘Nothing written on it.’

Frowning, Krystal lifted the
book. Her fingers tingled. ‘Heavy, and there’s something magical
about it. Uh, everyone stand back a little.’ No one actually moved,
so Krystal shrugged and opened the clasp, then the book. There was
no sudden rush of escaping demons or any other disturbing magical
effect. ‘A Treatise on True Harmony by Nadira Armonia. I’ve
never heard of it.’ She gave a small shrug and added, ‘Of course, I
hadn’t heard of that other Armonia book either. “True Harmony,”
huh? Something to do with the Crown of Harmony?’

‘Maybe Cadenza knows,’ Trudy
suggested.

‘Why would she?’

‘Because she’s obviously been
hanging around these ruins for a lot longer than we have. If she
doesn’t know, maybe she’s got a book that could tell us.’

Krystal closed the book and
snapped its clasp back into place. ‘Okay. I guess I have to talk to
her and this is something safe to start with before I start on…
more recent history. Let’s gather up the books here that look like
they won’t fall apart if we move them. We can give my m–
Cadenza some new volumes for her library.’
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‘You found…’ Cadenza trailed off,
staring at the book Krystal was holding. ‘You’re quite sure of the
title?’

‘I can show you if you want,’
Krystal replied. ‘A Treatise on True Harmony by–’

‘Nadira Armonia, yes. She was
your great-grandmother.’

‘I… Oh.’

‘She had a theory regarding the
perfection of a spell which–’

‘I’m an Armonia?!’ Krystal burst
out. ‘You’re an Armonia? You are Cadenza Armonia. How–’

‘And you are, correctly, Krystal
Armonia. And we are, as far as I’m aware, the last of our family
anywhere in Draconia.’

‘But–’

‘Perhaps we should sit down,
calmly, and talk about… all of this, rather than
continuously interrupting each other.’

‘That would be good,’ Felicia
said. ‘I’m going to get whiplash looking between the two of you at
this rate.’

Krystal glowered at Felicia.
‘Okay. Okay, we’ll sit down and talk. I want it all. The whole
story. I want to know how I ended up in an orphanage.’

Cadenza nodded. ‘The whole
story. I hadn’t really wanted to explain all of it, but…’
Her gaze swept around the room, pausing briefly over each of the
misfits. ‘But I think you need to hear all of it. Perhaps Nadira
did have something after all…’

~~~

‘Once upon a time…’

‘Seriously?’ Krystal asked,
interrupting Cadenza’s flow before she had really started.

Cadenza glowered at her
daughter, though there was no heat in it. They had decided that
waiting for after the evening meal was a good idea: the story was,
according to Cadenza, going to be a long one and the girls had
spent several hours wandering through the ruins. Krystal and Trudy
had helped with the cooking, and that had been such a normal thing
to do with someone that Krystal was having a hard time maintaining
her edge of anger. Or maybe it was just that she was not the kind
of girl to stay angry for long. Whatever, they had eaten and were
now sitting around Cadenza’s ‘lounge’ with a goblet of wine each.
And it was story time.

‘“Once upon a time” is a
narrative convention used to indicate that what follows happened so
long ago that, even assuming it’s true at all, no one remembers it
enough to be sure,’ Cadenza stated.

‘Recorded history goes back a
long way,’ Krystal said.

‘Yes, recorded history
does, but then you have the matter of who did the recording.’

‘Whoever survived to do it,’
Ramona said. ‘One of the prizes of winning is that you get to paint
yourself as the good guy.’

‘Precisely, Ramona Rose. Though,
even recorded history is not entirely unkind to the Armonia family.
However, for the more pedantic listener, some two thousand years
before our current age, Draconia was plunged into an era of
terrible warfare.’

‘The Age of War,’ Krystal
said.

‘That’s what we call it now, but
it’s not an especially accurate term. Dragons under the banners of
the royal families, and others, had been fighting for generations.
The Skylords and Silvertrees were less involved, hidden away in
their mountains and wastelands. The Nightskys concerned themselves,
for the most part, with seeking out new magic to throw at the
Armonias. The Scarlins were determined to unite the southern
continent under their banner, but they relied too much upon the
Verdantas for food, and the Goldstems were strategically difficult
to reach in their jungles. The Age of War began, slowly, when
population pressures led to shortages of food, difficulties with
water supply, and other resource issues.’

Krystal nodded. ‘And thus began
about three hundred years of war.’

‘Well, yes, but you have to
remember that warfare was very seasonal back then.
Frequently, the “wars” came down to raiding parties grabbing
resources. Cattle raids, ambushes on caravans, and sometimes there
would be open sieges and pitched battles, but those were the
exceptions. Everywhere except for what is now Concordance. I won’t
say that the Armonias ran some form of utopian community here, but
they could supply food and water to their population, and that
population was happy for the most part. Both the Nightskys and the
Scarlins mounted attacks on the island, but they were pushed back,
often before they could even land.’

Cadenza paused, sipping her
wine. She frowned. ‘Now, this prosperity was down to magic. The
Armonia family had figured out a way to utilise the magical talent
of all their citizens in the creation of spells which could
have huge effects, but it had its limitations. Long, complex
rituals were needed. It was said that they used a corpus of magic
which no other magi understood. It was said that the family had
learned this magic from demons. Whatever the truth of the matter,
their magic had problems which they sought to solve through the
creation of a magical object of great power.’

‘The Crown of Harmony,’ Krystal
said.

‘Which brought about the end of
the Age of War,’ Felicia added, ‘and began eighteen hundred years
of peace.’

Cadenza smiled. ‘The Crown of
Harmony. It embodied the magic they had used for generations,
creating a bridge between all the members of the Armonia
family. With it upon the head of the family’s matriarch, she was
granted enormous magical power, both vast strength and incomparable
knowledge. Through the power of the crown and the Armonias’ innate
diplomatic skills, the need for war was diminished and peace was
negotiated wherever dragons controlled the land. Many of the
innovations in magic which made our current lives possible happened
in that time, the Age of Harmony. The Guild of Magic Users and the
Weather Bureau were founded in that time. But everything comes to
an end.’

‘History says that the Armonias
began using the crown to gain power over all the other families,’
Krystal said. ‘Over every dragon, in fact.’

‘History neglects to mention
why that happened.’ Cadenza paused again, frowning once
more. ‘Uh, I should point out I’m not that old and I’m
telling a story told to me by someone who did not witness these
events either. My story could be just as wrong as, I believe, the
common version of history is. It’s just that my version tends to
have details in it which are lacking in the official version.’

‘Okay.’

‘Good. For some eighteen
centuries, the Armonias wielded the crown fairly, bringing harmony
and prosperity to Draconia and asking nothing more for that than to
be left alone, just as they had been before the wars began. The
Nightskys pestered for knowledge of the crown’s power, but it was a
secret the Armonias would not give up. They feared what would
happen if the crown’s power fell into the wrong hands. After a
while, the pestering stopped and one young dragon, the daughter of
the then matriarch, fell in love with a Nightsky. The joining of
the two families in this way was seen as a good thing. Everyone was
happy. Two years later, the new matriarch was crowned while still
mourning the death of her mother under… slightly strange
circumstances.’

‘Cadenza Armonia,’ Felicia broke
in, ‘are you implying that the Nightsky family assassinated the
matriarch of the Armonias to gain access to the Crown of
Harmony?’

‘Actually, no one knows for
sure. Considering what happened afterward, it’s quite possible,
even likely, that Ganar Nightsky was in it for himself. He could
not control the crown himself, but he had managed to gain
near-total power over his wife, Marriam Armonia, the new matriarch.
She controlled the crown and, due to the nature of the thing, her
will influenced that of all of the family. The Armonias did
try to take control of the whole of Draconia, but they did it under
the influence of Ganar Nightsky, and he wanted it all. When the
Armonias threatened to withdraw their support from the other
families, the Nightskys were not excluded.’

Krystal was frowning now. ‘But
that doesn’t preclude the possibility that the Nightskys were
behind Ganar. If, secretly, the Nightskys wanted the crown but knew
that they could not take it without the other families turning on
them, just as they did on the Armonias, they would need to keep up
the pretence of being victims. As it was, everyone turned on the
Armonias and there was no chance of the Nightskys being worse off
than anyone else. And, if I remember right, the Armonia forces only
attacked the Scarlin cities.’

‘Yes, but they would,’ Ramona
said. ‘It’s considered a textbook strategic choice. The Scarlins
were loudest in declaiming the Armonias and they had the biggest
force of troops and ships. The Armonias defended themselves against
the magic of the Nightskys as they always had done and used their
magic to make the Skylords effectively useless, but to defeat the
Scarlins they needed to attack. You never fight on multiple fronts
if you can possibly avoid it.’

‘Yes, agreed, I guess,’ Krystal
said. ‘But the Nightskys represented a worse real threat. No
one had ever managed to get to Concordance unless the Armonias
wanted them to because of their magic. Attacking the Scarlins and
leaving the Nightskys to plot and plan was just stupid. It wasted
dragons fighting to invade a well-defended coast and gave the
Nightskys the time to work out how to get past the Armonia
wards.’

‘Yes, and no,’ Cadenza said.
‘You are right that the Armonia assault on the Scarlin cities was a
waste of life, but the Nightskys did not find a way past the
Armonia wards.’

‘What? But that’s what–’

‘What the Nightskys said they
did? Yes, I know. But the power of the spells protecting this land
came from its populace and its ruling family. A substantial portion
of that populace was sent to war with the Scarlins, led by several
prominent members of the family. That was the great
strategic mistake and, from what I was told, Ganar did not realise
it was a mistake until it was too late. He knew how to manipulate
Marriam Armonia, but he did not really understand the nature
of the crown or how it was used. The move to armed conflict doomed
the Armonias because it sapped their powerbase, not because it gave
the Nightskys time to plan. The spells weakened, the Nightskys saw
it, and they tried to invade the island on their own.’

‘They came in to support the
Scarlin counterattack,’ Ramona said, though she sounded as though
she was not really sure about that.

‘Not before a failed attempt two
years before the Scarlins sailed north. The Nightskys claimed that
their magic kept the ships safe, but by that time the war was
effectively over. Oh, there was more fighting, but the Armonias
were a broken family. Those sent out to fight the Scarlins had
passed beyond the influence of the crown, and the matriarch, and
Ganar Nightsky. They returned knowing that, somehow, the crown had
been corrupted. One of their number was Nadira Armonia, the author
of that book you found, and she knew more about the magic of the
crown than anyone else. She had long believed that the enchantment
was imperfect, that any enchantment would be imperfect, and
that the magic needed a “perfect balance of dragons” to achieve its
true effect.’

‘What would a “perfect balance
of dragons” be?’ Krystal asked.

‘That’s not really important to
the story at this point. I believe the precise theory is in the
book. Nadira was able to shield a group of her kin from the effects
of the crown and, when they returned to this land, they set about
dismantling the power of their own family.’

‘Why didn’t they just try to
take the crown back?’

‘Because Nadira persuaded them
that the crown had been a mistake or, at best, a solution to an
immediate problem which should have been cast aside long ago.
Perhaps it was needed to create the Age of Harmony, but the
longer it existed, the more likely it was that its power would be
turned to chaos. It was, she thought, inevitable. It took them
time, and this city was under siege by the time they finally got to
Ganar and Marriam, and the crown. History says that the crown was
lost, carried away from the city in the last days of the war, and
hidden. It was destroyed. That was what took the top floors off the
tower.’

‘History also says that the
Armonias were slaughtered to the last child,’ Charlotte said, ‘but
here you are.’

‘Anyone who tells you that
they’ve destroyed an entire family is lying, Charlotte
Cloudborn.’

‘Charley,’ Charlotte said. ‘I
hate being called Charlotte.’

‘Very well,’ Cadenza replied,
smiling. ‘Nadira freed her immediate family from the crown and
smuggled them out of the city months before the siege. She was
quite a brilliant woman, by all accounts. In all, perhaps only two
dozen escaped, many hiding among our most loyal retainers, who
stuck by us through the decades following the war.’ Cadenza turned
and looked toward Trudy. ‘The Black family.’

Trudy blinked. ‘No one ever told
me we used to be royal retainers!’

‘Hardly surprising, darling,’
Felicia said. ‘Loyalty is one thing, and refugees can be hidden in
secret, but let it be known that you were the family favourites of
the Armonias and there would be consequences.’

‘It, uh, does explain why one of
my ancestors picked one of your ancestors to pass on
the message,’ Krystal said. ‘So, the Crown of Harmony is gone, the
Armonias are dead, or scattered. No one can have the big prize, the
magic of the crown, so they decide that they can get by without it
and we get Concordance and Concord City.’

‘Yes,’ Cadenza agreed. ‘Nadira
believed that the crown had been unnecessary for centuries. The
family had shown everyone that it was better to live in peace,
given the world time to advance so that it could cope with its
population, but the power behind that was no longer
needed.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘She was in the tower when the
crown was destroyed. It’s likely that she destroyed the
crown and died doing it. So, the Armonias were killed because of a
marriage with a Nightsky and, almost a millennium later, perhaps
the last of them was foolish enough to fall in love with another
one.’

‘My father was a Nightsky?’

‘He was.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Trudy said.
‘Cadenza Armonia, can you sense magic? Like a feeling of it around
you?’

Cadenza nodded. ‘One of the
family traits of the Armonias.’

‘So, Krys, you got a bit from
both families. You’ve the Nightsky vision and the Armonia magic
sense. And the Nightskys usually have indigo-like colouration in
their normal shape, so that explains your hair and eyes. And a
child from the two most powerful magical families on Draconia would
probably have pretty good magical talent…’

‘You came out with strong
magic?’ Cadenza asked. ‘I tried to keep track of you, but it wasn’t
easy. I knew you were far from mundane and quite skilled, but never
quite how good. I knew you’d left Appleyard, but I wasn’t sure
where to…’

‘The Celestina School of Magic,
in Concord City,’ Krystal replied. ‘I’m… fairly good at magic.’

‘Pfft!’ Felicia exclaimed.
‘You’re practically a genius, darling. There probably isn’t a
student in the school who can match you in general theory. Some may
surpass you in practical spell shaping, but your general skill is
quite amazing.’

‘I–’

‘Don’t be modest,’ Trudy said.
‘You know she’s right.’

‘But–’

‘Just live with it, Krys,’
Xanthe said, and everyone else just looked at their embarrassed
friend until she gave up.

‘Okay, I’m very good at
theory. Not quite so good at the practical, except with
light and meta-magic spells. And I’m better in scales.’

‘I’m a little better in scales,’
Cadenza said.

‘Oh, I’m a lot better in
scales. This isn’t explaining how I ended up learning magic in an
orphanage.’

‘I’d say that’s fairly obvious,
darling,’ Felicia said.

‘I still want to hear it.’

Cadenza nodded. ‘But I need more
wine for this.’ She got to her feet. ‘I’ll get another bottle.’

Krystal bent down and picked up
the book which was sitting beside her chair. Somehow it had seemed
right that she and Cadenza would take the chairs, and somehow
Krystal had not wanted to let A Treatise on True Harmony get
too far away from her. She undid the clasp and opened it to the
first page, which was basically a foreword explaining why the book
had been written. Well, it was fairly obvious why, really, and
Krystal turned the page. Her eyes caught the end of the foreword:
I do not believe that I have captured in this work the ultimate
expression of True Harmony. I leave it to one of my descendants to
fully understand it and complete my work.

‘She doesn’t believe she’s
really got to the bottom of this,’ Krystal said. ‘Nadira Armonia, I
mean. She says she doesn’t think she’s got it right.’

‘No,’ Cadenza agreed, ‘but she
has a pattern which she thought would work with the right
dragons.’

‘This “perfect balance?”’

‘Yes, though it’s not that
complex at its most basic level. There are some details which can
make the configuration more effective, but it requires one
dragon of each colour willing to take part.’ Walking back to the
chairs, Cadenza pulled a cork from a bottle and began filling
glasses. ‘She called the resulting effect the “Harmony
Configuration.” Seven dragons, joined together to create something
capable of great feats of magic, working as a coherent, harmonised
whole.’

‘You mean us,’ Trudy said.
‘We’re seven friends, one of each colour. We could do it.’

Cadenza smiled and took her
seat. ‘Perhaps. Now… I met your father, Krystal, at the Midwinter
festivities in Concord City. We sat and talked through Midwinter
Night. He was handsome, charming, intelligent… and he had no idea
who or what I was, of course. When it became apparent to me that I
loved him and he loved me, I told him who I really was, fully
expecting him to run for the hills. Instead, we both ran to the
forest. We came here, hiding from the world, and things were fine
for a while.’ She blushed a little as she went on. ‘As you can
imagine, contraception is something of an issue when one is living
in a forest. You were a rather inevitable consequence, Krystal, and
not an unwelcome one until we discovered, during the pregnancy,
that your father’s disappearance had been noticed. The Nightskys
were hunting for him and, somehow, they had discovered who he had
left Concord City with. We had to run, but I was heavily pregnant
and, once you were born, things were not going to be much
better.’

‘So, you hung on until I was
born and then took me to the orphanage,’ Krystal said.

‘Yes. Don’t think it was an easy
decision. You were here for three days while we both recovered from
the birth.’ Cadenza grinned. ‘You were a good baby. Quiet, calm.
You only ever cried when you were hungry and you did not keep us
awake too much. Letting your father take you away tore my heart out
and then… Then he did not come back. Nothing I tried could find
him. I waited as long as I could and then I left. To Spinyard first
and then south to Scarlin Westervale and the villages of the
savannah. After five years, I could not cope with not knowing what
had happened to you and I returned to Appleyard. The townspeople
know me as a herbalist who passes through now and then, a green
dragon named Clarise Arbour.’

‘You fake being a green?’

‘It’s not a difficult trick.
Recolouring my hair and eyes does for most situations. I’ve let
them see me in scales once so they’re quite convinced.’ Cadenza
peered at Krystal. ‘You’ve never thought of changing your colouring
to disguise yourself?’

‘I, um. No.’

‘You’d make a fine indigo,
darling,’ Felicia said.

‘I said you’d probably be one
when I didn’t know you were a royal,’ Trudy added. ‘No one’s going
to be surprised.’

‘And you’d really only need to
show your fake scales once. Perhaps at the founding event at the
start of term. Charity will do a fine impression of a green.’
Felicia was wearing a rather malicious grin by the time she
finished.

‘I’ll show you the pattern
later,’ Cadenza said. ‘Anyway, the Nightskys seemed to have given
up looking for me, so I returned to this place. I’m the forest
witch to some, Clarise Arbour to others. I discovered you had made
it to the orphanage and I kept an eye on you when I could. Did they
ever give you the copy of Thoughts on the Nature of Magic I
found?’

Krystal blinked. ‘When I passed
the exam for the school and got my scholarship.’

‘Oh, good. “Clarise” knew of a
young orphan, a potential magus, you see? And she would bring books
from time to time to help her. Anonymously. She has a reputation as
a hard-bargaining merchant to keep. I gave them the last book,
Thoughts on the Nature of Magic, and then you were gone the
next time I came back.’

‘Well then, thank you for the
books. I’m still trying to work my way through
Thoughts.’

Cadenza laughed, a melodious,
joyful sound. ‘Mallory Nightsky is a little dense. Nadira
has a better writing style, but her treatise is obviously on a
narrower topic. Mallory Nightsky was trying to capture all
his thoughts on many aspects of magic. I’m not sure I
understood all of it.’

‘That’s encouraging. I, uh, I
think I need some time to take all this in.’

Cadenza nodded. ‘You’re probably
still suffering a little from your fall. You should get some rest
and see how things look in the morning.’

~~~

‘You are supposed to be
resting.’

Krystal looked up from her
great-grandmother’s book to see Trudy giving her what could only be
described as a knowing grin. ‘Yes, and I am. I’m reading.’

They were all, technically, in
bed. There were no rooms set up as bedrooms, other than Cadenza’s
room, where Krystal had woken up, so they had put blankets and
straw down on the floor of the lounge. Trudy shuffled a little so
that she could give Krystal proper, disapproving attention. ‘You’re
reading some sort of treatise on advanced magic. That is not
restful.’

‘Is so. It’s a lot easier to
read than Mallory Nightsky’s thoughts on the subject, and I’m only
reading the introduction. There’s nothing that difficult here. It’s
kind of weird, actually.’

‘Weird?’

‘Yeah, it’s almost like she knew
who would be reading it. I mean… I feel like she’s talking to me.
Which is ridiculous. This thing was written over a thousand years
ago.’

‘Maybe she used divination… or
something.’

Krystal giggled. ‘There’s no
form of divination I know of that could tell her that her
great-granddaughter would be lying here reading her book surrounded
by her six friends who happened to be all the different colours of
dragons. No, I’m sure it’s just the way she writes. Anyway, it’s
interesting, and relaxing, and that means I’m resting.’

Trudy shook her head, grinning.
‘Yeah, for you, that’s probably true. Don’t read too long.’

‘Yes, mother.’

‘Can’t say that now. You’ve got
a real mother to tell you off.’

Krystal did not reply, but it
was sort of true. She did have a mother, but a ‘real’
mother? Cadenza had not been a part of her life for more or less
the whole of it. Could she be a real part of it now?

10th Day of Highsummer.

Something made Krystal open her eyes
and sit up. Nightshade took exception to this, having curled up
against Krystal at some point during the night. Still, when she got
to her feet, perplexed by an odd feeling of urgency which seemed to
have settled into her mind, the tanglecat got up and followed her
out into the corridor.

‘He really has decided he likes
you,’ Cadenza said.

Krystal glanced down at the
tanglecat trying his best to trip her up. The corridor was dimly
lit: Cadenza had not brought a candle with her or made light, so
the only illumination was coming from the lounge behind Krystal.
Still, she could see Nightshade, Cadenza, and Opal, who was sitting
at Cadenza’s feet but looking tense. ‘Your cat looks like she’s
feeling what I am.’

‘No. Opal is reacting to me.
I am probably feeling what you are.’

‘And what am I feeling?’

Cadenza smiled. ‘The city wards
are informing members of the family that someone is attempting to
penetrate them. Perhaps someone attempting to find me, or the Crown
of Harmony. People still come here from time to time believing the
crown was hidden in the ruins somehow.’

‘I… don’t think so. I think
they’re after me. Or us. Me and my friends. Someone set traps for
us in the forest. Those wolves attacked us for no reason. I don’t
know why, but someone has it in for us. Still, it seems like they
want it to appear that we died of natural causes.’

‘Huh. A wolf attack in
Tangleroots would be considered natural causes by most. Have
you made any enemies recently?’

‘No, of course– Um, well,
maybe.’

‘Maybe?’

‘Well, just before Midwinter, we
stopped the spirit of Lorenzo Darkmoon from letting a few hundred
demonic necromancers loose on Concord City. They never figured out
who was really behind that. A-and the Scarlins may not like
us much since we stopped one of theirs from stalking Mona. But it
was Celestina Nightsky who imprisoned him in stone on the roof of
our hall, so I’d have thought they would go after her.’

‘You’ve had an eventful first
year at school.’

‘It had its moments.’

‘Apparently.’ Cadenza looked up
at the ceiling, frowning. ‘They’re backing off, whoever they are.’
The alarm note in Krystal’s head did seem to be lessening. ‘It
seems that they’ve given up for now. You should get some
sleep.’

‘So should you,’ Krystal
replied, turning back to the room she was sharing with the other
girls.

‘I will. Oh, Krystal?’

‘Yes.’

‘Celestina Nightsky. If you’re
ever in real trouble and you need help, Celestina can be
trusted.’

‘She’s always been quite good to
me. To all of us, actually.’

Cadenza nodded. ‘Interesting.
Sleep well, Krystal.’ And then she was gone.

~~~

The cause of Krystal’s sudden
wakefulness was far more obvious this time: Nightshade had dug his
claws into her arm. She opened her eyes, ready to complain, but the
look in the cat’s eyes as he stared back at her stopped her. When
he turned his head toward the door, Krystal followed his gaze and
figured out what had caused the cat to wake her: half a dozen large
spiders were edging their way into the room as though unsure of
what they were doing. At least the spell to straighten her eyesight
was still working, because otherwise the creatures would have been
barely visible.

‘Xan!’ Krystal hissed. There was
no response, so she tried again, louder. ‘Xan!’

‘Whu?’ There was stirring from
around the room, but Xanthe sat up, blinking at Krystal. ‘What? Is
it time to get up?’ She rubbed at her eyes.

‘By the door. What are
those?’

Xanthe did her best to focus,
frowning. Then her face paled. ‘No one move!’ she snapped.
‘Everyone keep very still.’

‘What is it?’ Charlotte
grumbled.

‘They’re brown shadow
spiders.’

‘Spiders!’ Felicia squeaked.

‘Don’t move,’ Xanthe
repeated. ‘They live in the deep forest. They’re almost blind, but
they can sense vibrations in the ground very well. They basically
hunt by touch. They eat small animals, but one bite can put down a
cart-bull.’

‘Spiders don’t usually travel in
packs,’ Krystal said. There were more of the things entering the
room now. Each was bigger than a large man’s hand and covered in
brown hairs which shaded from pale to dark, a pattern likely
designed to provide camouflage in the forest’s shade.

‘No, brown shadows are solitary.
The only time one of them is happy near another one is when they
mate. And then it usually ends in one of them dying.’

‘Like the wolves who shouldn’t
have attacked us.’

‘I don’t care why they’re
here,’ Felicia said, ‘or how they shouldn’t be. Make them
not be here.’

‘Working on it,’ Xanthe replied.
There were still more of the big arachnids, almost falling over
each other as they poured into the room, spreading out as they went
and getting ever closer to Felicia and Jesse, who happened to be
closest to the door. ‘Got it!’ Xanthe exclaimed, and suddenly the
nearest of the spiders reared up on their back legs and then fell
back, scurrying as fast as they could go. More of the creatures
were coming, but each of them reacted the same way: about nine or
ten feet from Xanthe, they twisted and writhed as though in pain
and then backed up.

‘Pain exclusion?’ Krystal
asked.

‘Uh-huh,’ Xanthe replied. ‘I’m
just glad I remembered that Nightshade was there and exempted him.’
Nightshade could not have understood that, and probably just meowed
in Xanthe’s direction at the sound of his name. Really.

‘Are you girls all right?’
Cadenza’s voice came from outside, possibly in her room given the
volume.

‘So far,’ Krystal shouted back.
‘Xan put up a pain exclusion. It’s keeping them back.’

‘Great minds think alike. Opal
woke me up when they came in.’

‘Ha! Nightshade stuck his claws
in my arm. What do we do about them? They’re being controlled.’

‘Yes… Do you think you can cast
some more exclusions to drive them out into the corridor?’

‘If we’re quick,’ Ramona shouted
back. ‘They’re spreading out. We need to hem them in quickly and
then drive them forward.’

‘Right,’ Krystal said, already
shaping magic in her head. She reached out toward one side of the
room and dropped another sphere of pain in the path of the spiders.
Several let out odd hissing sounds as they tumbled back from the
field. ‘You get the other side, Xan.’

‘Already on it,’ Xanthe replied.
‘You know you’re faster at these than I am.’

Krystal frowned. ‘Magic seems
easier here. Like the labs at the school.’

‘Not for me.’

‘Oh.’ Krystal waited for Xanthe
to block off the spiders’ path into the room and then began to put
in more pain exclusions, narrowing the area the spiders could
occupy until they were forced out into the corridor. Xanthe
followed suit, as fast as she could manage, and the arachnids
retreated.

The spell was a fairly simple
one and worked on most animals with a nervous system. It caused
pain while you stood in the area protected, and most living things
preferred to avoid pain. They could decide to stay, if they
really wanted to, but then the pain would stick with them all the
time and, apparently, the control spell which had been used on the
spiders had not overridden their most basic instincts.

‘They’re out of the room,’
Krystal shouted when the overlapping fields pushed the spiders
out.

‘Very well,’ Cadenza called
back. ‘Keep away from the door, please.’

‘I have no intention of getting
anywhere near the door!’ Felicia called back.

‘You’re not afraid of spiders,
are you?’ Jesse asked.

‘No, I am not afraid of spiders.
I simply think that anything with that many legs should be avoided.
Unless you happen to have something to flatten them, and
those spiders look like you would need a sledgehammer to do
that.’

There was a flare of light and
flame from the doorway as, as best Krystal could tell, the entire
corridor filled with fire. The stench of burned hair began to
spread into the room. ‘Or,’ Krystal said, pinching her nostrils
closed, ‘you can just burn them.’

‘All clear,’ Cadenza yelled.
‘Sorry about the smell. We’ll let the exclusions come down and then
we can get the brooms out.’

‘On the bright side,’ Felicia
said, ‘I don’t know about any of the rest of you, but a late
breakfast won’t be a problem. I know I don’t feel like
eating anything right now.’ She found something, a cloth and a
bottle, in her bag, dripped some of the contents of the bottle over
the cloth, and pressed it to her nose with a sigh. She peered at
Jesse. ‘And you said I was being silly bringing perfume with
me.’

Jesse gave a shrug and grinned.
‘I must admit that needing to save my sense of smell from the scent
of burning spider hair did not occur to me when I objected. Can I
have some of that?’

Felicia grinned, looking around
at the others. ‘I accept gold, silver, and gems. No credit. But in
your case, Jesse, we can… come to some arrangement.’

Jesse sighed. ‘Hand it over. The
stench is getting worse. Whatever it costs me, it’ll be worth
it.’

~~~

‘The Armonia family has been shaping
magic on this site for millennia,’ Cadenza said. ‘Of course it’s
easier for us, though the effect is wearing thin. It used to be
more obvious, but it’s still there.’

Krystal nodded. It made sense
and, with the scent of burned spider now little more than a
background irritant, Krystal’s brain was back to working at full
power. ‘The family stronghold of a family of magi. I suppose that
there would be some twisting of reality here.’

‘Yes. It was shaped, manipulated
so that it aided us and not others, but the effect would have been
here, I’ve no doubt, even if no one had touched it.’

‘Which explains why Krystal can
fire off spells so easily,’ Ramona said, ‘but not why someone sent
a load of spiders to try to kill us.’

‘Well,’ Cadenza said, frowning,
‘the why of the spiders is not too difficult. They were too small
to trigger any of the alarm wards.’

‘And they’re entirely mundane,’
Xanthe added. ‘None of the magical defences would be triggered by
them.’

‘Indeed. Of course, that still
leaves us with the problem of who sent them. Ramona Rose, Krystal
mentioned the Scarlins?’

‘Not their style,’ Ramona
replied. ‘Unless they hired someone to come after me, or us, they
would come at us with swords, not traps and controlled
animals.’

‘It would be easy enough
to ensure no one ever found the bodies in Tangleroots. So that
leaves us with the people behind this necromantic spirit you
defeated. How did you defeat such a thing?’

‘Marianne Nightsky’s mass
exorcism spell from Defensive Magic,’ Krystal replied.
‘Though the official story is that we knocked Lorenzo Darkmoon’s
host out before he could complete his spell. No one seems to have
asked where he went after he failed, which is probably for the
best.’

Cadenza grinned. ‘Impressive,
daughter.’

‘It took all of us. Well, except
Mona because she wasn’t there. It’s a hard spell and I needed
everyone to pull the shape together fast enough. We all woke up the
morning after to discover it actually worked. But I don’t think
Lorenzo Darkmoon was at the back of it all. Someone had to help
Charity – uh, she was the host – to get in touch with Lorenzo and I
don’t believe he was behind what happened to Glinda.’

‘Glinda?’

‘My best friend,’ Charlotte
said. ‘Someone killed her and turned her into a zombie. Krys killed
the zombie, with a fireball.’

‘And,’ Krystal added, ‘we never
found out why Glinda was killed. I still think she was
sacrificed for a ritual of some sort.’

‘I know the name Lorenzo
Darkmoon,’ Cadenza said. ‘He was associated with the Lords in
Waiting.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And the Lords in Waiting are
associated with Shastin Nightsky.’

‘I’ve heard that name too,’
Krystal said. ‘But he’s dead, or should be. I know he keeps coming
up as the man behind all sorts of atrocities, but it can’t
really be him. Dragons just don’t live as long as–’

‘Somehow, Shastin Nightsky
has lived that long. The Nightskys don’t talk about him
much. They disowned him long ago, but they know he’s still out
there. If you’ve made an enemy of him, then you have a problem. He
holds long grudges, but he won’t show his hand too
obviously. Staying in the shadows is important to him. While people
believe he is little more than a legend, no one tries too hard to
find him.’

‘It would make sense if it was
him then,’ Ramona said. ‘He waited until we were in the forest
before trying anything. In here, no one is going to notice when he
takes his revenge.’

‘Then we must get you all out of
here,’ Cadenza stated flatly. ‘I can get us all to Appleyard
without difficulty. He won’t openly attack you there. We’ll go
tonight, as soon as it gets dark.’

~~~

There was a lot of symbology in Nadira
Armonia’s book that Krystal simply did not recognise. In truth, she
had not had enough time to do a full study of the text, which might
have explained her difficulty, but she was not entirely sure about
that.

The symbols had the same style
and form as the Ancient Draconian symbols commonly used in magic.
The language was dead. So far as anyone knew, there were no living
dragons who understood more than a few hundred glyphs, and those
were only partially known. It was believed that any given glyph
could have a number of meanings, somehow differentiated by context,
and only the ‘mystic’ meanings had survived down the centuries
together with a very basic grammar of sorts which indicated how to
put them together into spells. The real grammar and much of
the pronunciation had been lost. And, apparently, so had these
symbols since Krystal had never seen any of them in any book she
had read.

On the other hand, the weird
thing was that, as she pieced together the shape of the spell
Nadira Armonia described, the one she called the ‘Harmony
Transformation,’ it made some sense. Partially it was what Krystal
had managed to get from the text she had read in the treatise, but
there were bits and pieces from Thoughts on the Nature of
Magic which seemed to fit with the new spell. There was
something there, right on the edge of Krystal’s understanding, and
she was almost certain that the spell could be worked…

The sudden sense of alarm was
stronger this time. Krystal could become fairly oblivious to the
world around her when she was focused on a book, but the feeling of
urgency from the wards around the city broke her out of her reverie
with a gasp.

‘Krystal?’ Trudy asked, looking
up from packing her bag.

‘Don’t know,’ Krystal said,
getting to her feet. ‘Something… something’s trying to get in.’

‘Spiders?’ Felicia asked in
something of a squeak.

‘I don’t… No. Something a lot
bigger than spiders.’

‘It’s a dragon,’ Cadenza said as
she walked in. She was walking fast, but just walking: calm and
urgent all at once. ‘A true dragon. He’s circling over the city,
looking for a way in, I think.’

‘Shastin Nightsky?’ Krystal
asked.

‘That I don’t know, but it’s a
big one. A fully mature true dragon. I want you all to get your
things together and get out of here. Go past my room. The passage
will take you out to the edge of the city. Stay low and
you’ll–’

‘No!’ Krystal exclaimed. ‘I am
not running away while you go fight something that powerful.
I haven’t even had a chance to figure out whether I like you as a
mother and you’re going to get yourself killed? No!’

‘Krystal–’ Cadenza bit off
whatever she was going to say, her brows knitting. ‘I gave you up
once to keep you safe. I can’t do less now. Run. Just… run.’ Then
she turned and headed for the door, turning right as she exited to
head for the centre of the city.

‘Well, that’s a stupid plan,’
Ramona said. ‘Does she think this guy won’t come after us when he’s
finished with her? He’s obviously given up on being secret about
this. It’ll be seven girls against a true dragon. We wouldn’t stand
a chance.’

‘Yes,’ Felicia said, ‘but what
can we possibly do to help her?’

Krystal slammed her palm down on
the open book beside her. ‘We can do this.’

‘The harmony thing?’ Charlotte
asked. ‘How is that even going to help?’

‘If we’re all willing to be part
of it, it’ll bring all our power together as a unit. We’ll be
stronger together than any dragon on the planet, even a
thousand-plus-year-old true dragon. I… I don’t know exactly
what it’ll do to us, but Cadenza’s right, we’re perfect for this.
Seven friends, each a different colour.’ Rainbow sparkles were
already dancing around her as she transformed. ‘If we do this,
together, I don’t believe there’s anything that could stand against
us.’

‘But you’re not sure what will
happen to us?’ Felicia asked.

‘No, but Cadenza said it… My
mother said it. She gave me up once to keep me safe. I’m not
willing to let her give herself up to protect me a second
time. If you guys aren’t in, I’m going out there to help her on my
own.’

‘You know I’m in,’ Trudy
said.

‘And we aren’t going to get
away, even if we do run,’ Ramona said. ‘If I can help, I
will.’

‘Self-preservation is always a
strong motive,’ Felicia agreed. ‘And I have a certain sympathy for
someone who has suddenly found her mother again. I’m in.’

There was the distant sound of
falling masonry. Above them, battle had been joined.

‘Let’s get on with this,’ Xanthe
said. ‘Only the ancestors know what’s going on out there.’

‘All right,’ Krystal said,
‘everyone gather around me and, um, think harmonious thoughts.’

~~~

Cadenza stepped up onto the open top of
the broken tower and looked around for the dragon. From a few steps
below, Opal let out a meow. ‘Use your words, cat,’ Cadenza
suggested. ‘And stay down there.’

‘This is foolishness.’ The words
were soft, feminine, a little on the regal side, and inside
Cadenza’s head. A familiar could not talk, unless it happened to
come from a species which could, but there was a mental link
between owner and creature which obviated the need. A familiar
could speak into its mistress’s head across almost any distance. It
was just a shame it did not work both ways.

‘He attacks on my home ground,’
Cadenza replied, though she was not so certain just now. Above
them, the sky had darkened. Black clouds swirled rapidly in the air
currents, but the hulking, black form of the true dragon which was
flying above her was not bothered by the winds. Somehow, this one
had managed to funnel the effects of the warding spells aside. The
spells of protection anyway; the alarm spells had been left in
place, so he had wanted her to know that he was here.

‘He’s setting a trap, Cadenza,’
Opal said.

‘I’m sure he is. Just stay out
of his sight. If he attacks you, that is not going to help
me at all.’

‘Very well.’ There was a
definite mental sigh in with the words, but Opal vanished further
down the staircase, out of sight, and Cadenza turned her attention
back to the sky.

The dragon was turning, wheeling
about. He was a big one, easily fully mature and twenty feet
from nose to tail. His wings flapped lazily as he came about: no
dragon really flew by natural means and the reason for the wings on
true dragons was unknown. He was black. Not the iridescent black of
Nightshade’s feathers, but a dull, stony black which seemed to soak
up the light. All except for the horns at his neck, another marker
of age and masculinity, which were grey.

He opened his mouth and roared,
and Cadenza saw something bright and flickering along the maw of
sharp teeth. She moved, ducking back down the steps of the tower.
Light flared above her and there was the sound of thunder as the
dragon unleashed whatever lightning spell it had been holding
ready. There was a crash from above as the bolt shattered part of
the tower wall.

‘Break my home, will you?’
Cadenza muttered. She stepped back up in time to see the dragon
turning away, readying himself for another attack. She lifted her
hand with the ball of orange shimmering energy she had been
readying in her palm and tossed it out toward the retreating
dragon. The orange orb caught the dragon’s right rear foot and
blossomed into flame, and the creature let out a roar of pain
before turning sharply in the air and letting out another blast of
lightning. Cadenza saw it coming and shifted aside even as the hair
was rising on the back of her neck. The bolt missed her but
exploded against the stone behind her, and she was buffeted against
the remains of the wall by the shock of it.

Shaking her head, she looked up
to see the dragon closing on her. She had seconds before the
thing’s jaws would be closing on her head.

~~~

Krystal worked carefully through the
directions her great-grandmother had transcribed into the book.
There were components she did not understand, elements and
symbology she felt sure belonged to no corpus she had ever
encountered. Somehow, Nadira Armonia and her family had learned
magic no one else knew, but understanding was not required to make
the spell work. If Krystal followed the directions for the shaping
carefully enough, performed the spell exactly as described,
it would work.

Around her, her friends were all
in scales now. It had seemed right: one of each colour, so why not
demonstrate that they were one of each colour. There was
nervousness there: no one knew exactly what was about to happen.
They were going to, somehow, be connected together, but no one knew
how. They were going to fight a true dragon magus, probably a very
old one with a lot of power, and no one knew how that would work
out. But there was also determination. Here stood seven friends,
determined to stop one of theirs losing something very
precious.

As Krystal shaped the spell, a
swirl of light appeared around them. A rainbow ribbon circled out
from Krystal and began to twine around each girl and it was soon
joined by other, meteor-like streamers of red, gold, indigo… The
bands merged as the silver streamer representing Trudy joined them.
White light burned in a circle which expanded into a sphere.

‘Oh,’ Felicia said, her voice
sounding distant. ‘I feel a little… strange.’

And then the entire room filled
with blazing, white light.

~~~

Cadenza had been ready for the claws.
The claws had swept over her head as she ducked. The tail… The tail
had been another matter. The pain was considerable and she was
having trouble breathing; she had managed to hold onto the spell
she was shaping, but whether she could stay awake to cast it was
another matter. She could hear Opal yowling from below her and she
knew the dragon was swinging back to finish her. She had to
keep trying.

Then, as her vision narrowed and
she knew she was not going to make it through the spell, she felt
something. On the edge of her dimming consciousness, Cadenza felt
something happening far below her. It was like no other magic she
had ever felt, but it was there, happening.

‘She can’t have…’ Cadenza
whispered to no one, and then her world went entirely dark.

~~~

There was light and colour. For a second
or two, Krystal stood in her mother’s lounge-cum-laboratory as the
world refocused itself around her and, she thought, nothing seemed
to have changed.

‘But it has.’

‘Where is everyone.’

‘Did it work.’

‘I feel different…’

‘…but the same.’

The jumble of voices came all at
once and none of them were Krystal’s voice, but they all seemed to
be within her. ‘I think it worked,’ she said. ‘I think it worked
and we’re all… me.’

‘Oh, perfect,’ Felicia’s voice
said. ‘I’ve always wanted rainbow scales.’

Krystal raised her hand to look
at it, and realised that there was nothing there. There was light,
white light with flashes of colour marbling it. She had no arm.
‘Well, sorry, I don’t think we’re me as in my body. I think we’re…
something else, but I think I’m driving.’

‘Well then,’ Charlotte’s voice
said, ‘why don’t you drive us out of here so we can go help
Cadenza.’

Krystal looked at the door.
‘Excellent suggestion,’ she said, ‘but how do–’ She was moving as
soon as she had the intention to, flying out into the corridor,
turning and racing forward, up, past the tanglecat crying on the
stone steps of the tower and up into the sky.

‘There!’

‘Cadenza.’

‘She’s hurt.’

‘Unconscious.’

‘We have other worries,’ Krystal
said, though she was beginning to have a little difficulty working
out if it was her speaking.

The dragon was closing on
Krystal, fast. Or closing on all of them. Or… Whatever, it was
moving too quickly for a magical attack. From the looks of Cadenza,
the dragon had used some sort of physical attack on her and it
seemed to be trying the same thing on… whatever the misfits had
become.

‘Huh, that has new meaning.’

‘Yeah, we really are misfits
now.’

‘Or just the one misfit with
seven voices.’

Claws flashed at Krystal’s face,
or seemed to be coming at her face, and she shifted aside, only to
have the dragon’s tail sweep in as it passed. Krystal gasped, but
the thick tail, built to club opponents into submission, passed
through her as though she was made of smoke. Still, it felt as
though she was bruised and a few of those blows might cause
problems. Krystal looked out into the distance and began
accelerating away.

‘He’ll come after us.’

‘The way we’re accelerating,
we’re faster than he is.’

‘Is he really Shastin
Nightsky?’

‘Should we just run for it?’

‘And leave Cadenza back
there?’

‘We’re going back,’ Krystal
said. ‘I want to put some distance between us and the dragon. Then
we’ll see who he is.’ Krystal flew out in a straight line for five
or so seconds and then turned, circling around the city and the
true dragon trying to close the distance. It had little chance:
whatever they were, it was faster.

‘I’d say we’re as fast as I am,
more or less.’ Charlotte’s voice for sure that time.

Lightning flared out from the
true dragon, missing by a few feet. ‘Good thing,’ Krystal said,
‘since he’s tossing lightning bolts around.’ She let go of the
spell she had been shaping as she arced into a banking turn. ‘Yes.
That’s Shastin Nightsky, but…’

‘So it is him!’

‘How? He’d have to be–’

‘Older than any dragon–’

‘I’ve ever heard of.’

‘There’s something weird about
him,’ Krystal said. ‘It’s him, but it’s like he’s not really there.
Whatever that is out there, it has no spirit.’

‘That’s crazy. How–’

‘You can’t be alive if you’ve
no–’

‘Is he undead?’

‘He’s alive,’ Krystal said, ‘but
he’s not alive in that body. Right. Let’s finish this.’

‘Yes!’

‘Get him!’

Krystal began shaping a spell as
she began to close the distance with Shastin Nightsky. There was
every probability that he was preparing another lightning strike,
but Krystal could feel the power at her command, the immense power
of the Harmony Configuration, her great-grandmother’s concept made
actual. She rushed the spell and drove toward Shastin Nightsky. His
jaws opened, electricity flaring around his fangs, building to the
point where he would unleash it, and the way Krystal was moving, he
would have a point-blank shot.

Except that she was closing too
fast, and her spell was ready first. The dark clouds above them
opened with a shudder. It was almost sunset and there should have
been little light coming down from above, but light there was,
brilliant and white, burning the clouds away before it shot down to
engulf the dragon. There was a roar of pain and, when the beam of
light faded, there was a burned circle in the undergrowth below the
falling body of the dragon, twisting and turning, end-over-end, as
it dropped.

‘Got him!’

‘Check him.’

There was little doubt in
Krystal’s mind as she watched the dragon crash into the burned
forest floor that whatever life had been in it was gone, but she
summoned up the power for a spell anyway. ‘He’s dead,’ she said.
‘If he was ever alive at all, he’s not now, but…’ She shook her
head, though, when she thought about it, she was not entirely sure
she had a head to shake. ‘Let’s see whether Cadenza is better
off.’

~~~

Cadenza Armonia opened her eyes and
groaned. Surprisingly, the pain was gone. It seemed as though
someone had healed her wounds, though it also seemed unlikely that
the dragon she had been fighting would do that, and then there was
the fact that Opal was beside her, eyes fixed on something… Cadenza
turned her head to look at whatever it was and gasped.

In front of her, hovering just
above the now further damaged top level of the tower, was a ball of
light perhaps nine feet across. The thing seemed to be shifting as
she looked at it, a turmoil of white flecked with reds, yellows,
blues… All the colours of the rainbow danced across the glowing
surface.

‘How are you feeling?’ Krystal’s
voice, but also not Krystal’s voice. It came from the
glowing ball, but it seemed to echo out of the air.

‘Better than I was.’ Cadenza got
to her feet. Now she thought about it, Opal did not seem to be
distressed, just… interested. ‘You got the spell to work. The
Harmony Transformation.’

‘Yes,’ Krystal’s voice said. ‘It
was Shastin Nightsky.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘He’s gone. The body’s down on
the ground.’

Cadenza rushed to the wall and
looked down. There was a burned circle of bushes among the ruins
and, just off-centre, a body. The dragon had returned to the shape
of a man upon death, but it was a burned corpse which lay there in
the blackened circle. ‘No!’ Cadenza turned and found herself
looking at seven girls who were blinking as they tried to get their
brains back together. ‘Nadira said that killing while in the
Harmony Configuration was bad. She–’

‘Was wrong,’ Krystal said. She
squeezed the bridge of her nose, shook her head, and then looked up
at her mother again. ‘Not entirely right anyway. I need to read the
whole of that book, but it doesn’t matter anyway. Shastin Nightsky
isn’t dead.’

‘But–’ Cadenza cut herself off
and took a deep breath. ‘I think I could do with a drink, and with
him out of the picture for a while at least, I guess you can stay
another night, if you wish.’

Krystal glanced around at her
friends and then nodded. ‘I… wasn’t exactly happy about having to
leave so quickly as it was.’

‘Good,’ Cadenza said, smiling
even if the smile looked a little forced. ‘No one has, to my
knowledge, ever successfully cast the Harmony Transformation. I
want to hear all about it.’

~~~

‘It was weird,’ Ramona said. ‘I felt
like I was there, but I couldn’t do anything, except that I was
doing things.’

‘Yes,’ Felicia agreed, ‘the same
here, but it was the power that got me. I felt like I could
do anything. But then I couldn’t do it, it was down
to Krystal.’

‘But I was Krystal,’
Trudy added. ‘Well, not exactly, but it sort of felt like that. I
could hear everyone talking, in my head, but also not in my
head.’

‘It sounds confusing,’ Cadenza
said.

‘Oh, no,’ Jesse said. ‘I mean,
now that we aren’t in it, it sounds confusing, and I’m a little
confused, but at the time it was… beautiful.’

‘Harmonious,’ Ramona said.

Krystal nodded. ‘It was
confusing, in a way. I don’t think I really tapped into the full
power of the thing because… Well, I just had immediate concerns to
deal with. I was me, but not. We were physically there, all of us,
but we were kind of, um, diffuse. Shastin Nightsky’s tail went
through us and barely touched us.’

‘I feel a little bruised,’
Charlotte said.

‘Yeah, but it would’ve flattened
us normally.’

‘It certainly flattened me,’
Cadenza said.

‘Exactly. There was power there.
I mean, I pulled that light spell together in half the time it
should’ve taken without any trouble. But there’s a purpose behind
the power. Nadira was right about the killing thing, sort of. I
knew it would be all right to hit Shastin Nightsky with everything
we had, but even if he had been alive, I could have killed
him to save someone else. I think… I think that the Harmony
Configuration is designed to make more harmony, or to eliminate
chaos and disharmony.’

‘But Shastin Nightsky
wasn’t alive before you… killed him?’

‘I don’t understand it myself.
He was alive, but he couldn’t have been. There was no spirit in his
body, so he couldn’t be alive, but he was. He wasn’t undead either.
I’d have sensed that. He was alive, but without–’

‘His spirit,’ Cadenza
interjected. She picked up her goblet and sipped some of the rather
nice red wine she had poured earlier. ‘I think I’ve heard of
something like that before. I’m sure it hasn’t been done for
centuries. A way of locking the spirit away in an object.’

‘Shouldn’t that kill you?’
Charlotte asked. ‘I mean, you’d be a corpse which was maybe
animated by magic, so you’d be undead. Wouldn’t you?’

‘Apparently not. The pattern for
the spell has been lost, but perhaps Shastin Nightsky has uncovered
it. I think you’re right, Krystal. I think he’ll be back as soon as
he can get another body. We haven’t seen the last of him.’ Cadenza
paused, peering into her goblet as though she expected something to
appear in it. ‘Perhaps you could help me put some food together. We
can work out what we’re going to do about this in the morning.’

‘Sure,’ Krystal replied, ‘but
there’s something I need to do first.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, I’m going to incinerate
that corpse outside. I’ve no idea whether he can reanimate it
somehow, but I’d prefer not to find out.’

‘I can take care of that,’
Ramona said. ‘Knowing fire magic is useful for more than just
fireballs.’

Krystal nodded. ‘Okay, Trudy and
I will start cooking. Everyone else, go with Ramona. Better safe
than sorry, right?’

‘With that guy… yeah.’

11th Day of Highsummer.

Krystal sat at the trestle table in
Cadenza’s lounge-cum-laboratory, reading Nadira Armonia’s treatise
and fending off paws as they seemed determined to get in her way.
Dinner was, once more, cooking and Trudy was watching the pot.
Cadenza was watching Krystal and Nightshade, and Opal seemed to be
doing the same.

‘That young man seems to have a
considerable interest in you,’ Cadenza said after a while.

Krystal looked up. ‘Huh?’

‘Nightshade. He likes you.’

‘I thought he just liked
pestering me. Though he also seems to like cuddling up to me when I
sleep.’

‘Who could blame him?’ Trudy
asked.

Krystal blushed and Cadenza
said, ‘Opal has had a word with him, and he’d quite like to return
to Concord City with you.’

‘That would be… great, but the
school doesn’t allow animals in–’

‘They allow familiars,’ Xanthe
said. ‘I’ve thought about it, but I’m not sure which of my animals
I’d want to be a familiar, and I’m not really sure any of them
would go for it. I mean, you can force it, but you end up with a
mean familiar.’

Frowning, Krystal looked at the
tanglecat lying on the table beside her book. ‘Are you offering to
be my familiar?’

Nightshade looked at her, then
he raised his nose and yowled. There was an answering yowl from
Opal, and then Nightshade got to his feet and stretched up to rub
his nose against Krystal’s.

‘In case you hadn’t guessed,’
Cadenza said, ‘that’s a yes.’

‘I have no idea how to make
something into a familiar.’

‘Oh, it’s–’ Xanthe cut herself
off. ‘Actually, no. It’s not easy, but I bet you can do it if you
take your time. I’ll write the pattern down for you.’ She glanced
at Cadenza. ‘A-and then, maybe you could check it over for me? I
looked it up last year and I think I remember it all right,
but…’

Cadenza smiled. ‘Of course I
will. And well done for taking the opportunity to make a learning
experience of the situation.’

Xanthe was searching for a piece
of paper and a pen on Cadenza’s desk, but she turned and frowned.
‘I am? Ancestors damn it! I’m supposed to be on holiday.’

~~~

It was a fairly complex shaping.
There were multiple transformations performed on both the
prospective familiar and the magus, and Krystal took her time over
it. Nightshade seemed to think it was all great fun, however, and
sat there quietly while Krystal stroked his feathers and set the
shape of the spell in her mind for almost fifteen minutes. And
then…

‘Well, that wasn’t too bad.’ The
voice in Krystal’s head was clearly masculine, with a soft purr in
it which was rather pleasing.

‘That may take some getting used
to,’ Krystal said.

‘I’m sure you’ll adapt,’
Nightshade said.

‘What will?’ Trudy said almost
over the top of the cat.

‘Nightshade is talking to me,’
Krystal told Trudy. ‘In my head. Like telepathy.’

‘Oh. I’ve never really met a
familiar before him or Opal. All I’m saying is that I like
cuddling up to you in bed, so he’s going to have to sleep on the
floor.’

‘No chance,’ Nightshade stated
flatly.

Krystal looked between the two
of them. ‘This is going to be trouble.’

‘He can understand what I’m
saying, can’t he?’ Trudy asked.

‘Apparently.’

‘The spell expands the
familiar’s mind as well as fixing the connection between mistress
and familiar,’ Cadenza said. ‘Part of that is allowing the familiar
to understand the magus’s language.’

Trudy frowned. ‘At least when I
tell him off, he’ll understand me.’ She narrowed her eyes at
Nightshade. ‘She’s mine and I’m bigger than you. You can have a
basket.’

Nightshade got up and stretched.
‘She may be bigger, but I have claws. She’ll adapt. I understand
dragons are good at adapting. And if you got a big enough basket,
she could sleep in it.’

Krystal dropped her face into
her hands. ‘What have I done?’

‘One other thing you should
remember,’ Xanthe said, ‘while you’re dealing with your sleeping
arrangements.’ Krystal growled and Xanthe decided to go on quickly.
‘The two of you have a sympathetic link now. If Nightshade gets
hurt, you’ll feel it. So, it’s a good idea to keep him safe.’

‘But there are a few
advantages,’ Cadenza said. ‘You can draw from Nightshade to help
with your spells, but you’ll likely find your reflexes improve when
he’s nearby. Given that you seem to like making enemies of powerful
magi, I’d imagine that would be useful.’

‘Oh, ha ha!’ Krystal said,
lifting her head. ‘Have you decided what you’re going to do?’

‘Yes. I’ll transport us all over
to Appleyard tomorrow. Clarise Arbour can pay a short visit to town
and then she’s going to go on a journey. I’ll stay clear of this
area for a few months. I know it’s not ideal, but we should avoid
seeing each other too often. I’ll… I’ll try to call in at the
school when I’m coming back.’

Krystal nodded, but she was not
especially happy about it. ‘I don’t really know you, and now I’m
going to lose you again, but… I suppose it has to be.’ She turned
and looked at Nightshade. ‘And you’d better say goodbye to
your mother. You’re not going to see her for a while.’

The tanglecat looked across to
where Opal was curled up in Cadenza’s lap. ‘I know. It’s not the
same for us, but we’ll say goodbye before we part.’

‘He’s about of an age where
they’d be parting ways anyway,’ Cadenza said.

‘Oh yeah,’ Xanthe added. ‘After
about nine months or a year, the kittens always leave home.
Otherwise things have a tendency to get… testy.’

There were two yowls, and both
Krystal and Cadenza burst into giggles.

‘Opal says she has never been
“testy” in her life,’ Cadenza said. ‘She’s a lady, don’t you
know?’

‘According to Nightshade,’
Krystal said, ‘no gentlemanly cat would ever strike a lady.’

‘Oh, uh, right,’ Xanthe
said.

‘But he’s willing to make an
exception for you.’

12th Day of Highsummer.

Krystal looked out over the forest from
the tower of the castle her family had once ruled from. The sky was
clear again and the summer sun was blazing down on the misfits as
they waited for Cadenza to come up from below.

‘I’m starting to think we should
all live underground in summer,’ Trudy said. ‘It’s far
cooler.’

‘You’re not getting me down
there full-time,’ Charlotte said. ‘I haven’t been able to do any
real flying for days.’

‘Oh, you poor thing,’ Felicia
cooed. ‘I’m sure your legs must be getting terribly tired.
Having to support your weight for so long must be a terrible
burden.’

‘Don’t think I won’t push you
off this tower.’

‘Now, now, girls,’ Krystal said.
‘We’re all friends and misfits.’

‘Yeah,’ Xanthe said. ‘Once
again, the misfits have beaten the bad guy, together.’

Jesse giggled. ‘We are the
misfits, and we kick evil’s butt.’

‘Now with added harmony,’ Trudy
said, giggling in turn.

Nightshade chose that moment to
jump off a slightly taller section of wall onto Krystal’s shoulder.
She was already carrying the extra weight of Nadira Armonia’s
treatise, wrapped in a blanket, along with her pack, but Nightshade
seemed to take her sudden lack of balance, caused by his arrival,
in his stride. ‘Mother and your mother are coming up the stairs,’
he said.

‘Are we ready, ladies?’ Cadenza
asked, appearing on the staircase. Her hair was now a dark,
mossy-green colour and, when she looked up at them, her eyes were
also green.

‘Ready as we’ll ever be,’
Krystal said.

‘Good. I did give you the
pattern to change your scales, didn’t I?’

‘I have it.’

‘Perfect.’ Cadenza held out a
cloth-wrapped bundle to Trudy. ‘Now, I’ll give this to Trudy, but
it’s for you. You’ve got enough to cope with carrying Nightshade
and that book.’

‘What is it?’ Trudy asked.

‘It’s a dress. And a few other
things. It was supposed to be my wedding dress, actually, but it’ll
make a perfect coming-out dress for Krystal. As you say, we’re
pretty much identical in build.’

‘Well, except in the bust. You
definitely didn’t give all of yours to her.’

Cadenza smirked. ‘The way this
hangs, that won’t be an issue. Now, let’s get going, shall we?’ She
reached down for Opal, who bounced up into her arms and then took
up a position on Cadenza’s shoulder, much as Nightshade was doing
with Krystal. ‘Make sure you’re all carrying whatever you want to
take with you.’

‘We’re ready,’ Krystal said,
glancing around at her friends.

‘Good. If you’ve never been
teleported before… Well, this will be a new experience, won’t it?’
There was a sensation rather like being twisted in three different
directions at once, and then the castle’s tower was gone, replaced
by a grassy slope beside a small pond surrounded by trees.
‘Everyone take a second to take their bearings. That can be very
disorienting.’

‘I feel fine,’ Trudy said.

‘Lucky you,’ Krystal
grumbled.

‘Me too,’ Ramona said.

‘Ancestors!’ Charlotte
exclaimed. ‘I’m used to twists and turns, but that felt like my
insides were being sucked out my ears.’

‘Where are we?’ Trudy asked,
looking around as the others shook off their stupor.

‘Uh… This looks like Glass
Lake,’ Jesse said. ‘About a mile north of town.’

‘That’s right,’ Cadenza said.
‘It shouldn’t take us too long to walk in from here. I’ll come with
you. There’s nothing strange about travellers meeting on the
road.’

‘No,’ Krystal agreed, ‘and it’ll
be good to have you along. What time is it anyway?’

‘Around midday.’

Trudy grinned. ‘Which means, by
the time we get into town, it’ll be…’

‘Muffin time!’ the girls
chorused and then started giggling as they set off for the
road.

Cadenza frowned. ‘Am I missing
something?’


Epilogue

Concord City, Concordance,
2nd Day of Autumngate, 1000.

‘Nervous?’ Trudy asked.

‘Yes,’ Krystal replied.

‘You… don’t look nervous.’

‘Good at acting, remember?’
Krystal reached down and smoothed the front of her dress, not that
it needed smoothing, or could be called a dress, in her opinion.
‘Cadenza was going to get married in this?’

‘It’s an elegant dress,’ Felicia
said, ‘very suited to a high-class wedding. With the added
accessories, it makes you look absolutely stunning.’

Krystal smiled, with an edge of
mischief. ‘Yeah, I figured that when I had to get a mop to clean up
Trudy’s drool.’

‘I didn’t–’ Trudy began and then
cut herself off into a mumble. ‘You’re mean to me. That dress makes
your behind look fat.’

Krystal paused in front of the
door of the school’s Grand Hall and ran her hands over the bit of
the dress which covered her buttocks. ‘No, it doesn’t.’

In truth, there was not much of
the dress covering anything. It had somehow been manufactured as a
single loop of white cloth with silver embroidery decorating it. It
looped around the back of Krystal’s neck, down over her breasts,
though it left a lot of skin on display as it did so, crossed over
her lower stomach and then around over her behind, hanging in such
a manner that it hid all the important areas while giving the
distinct impression that it could shift and reveal everything at a
moment’s notice. On her feet, Krystal was wearing only jewellery:
beaded threads were looped around her ankles and second toes. The
other jewellery she was wearing had come with a note saying that it
had belonged to her grandmother, and it was silver and had a dragon
theme. There was a bracelet and ear cuffs in the form of winged
dragons, and a necklace which had a draconic feel to it, but it was
basically a carved, silver collar with a blue-and-purple enamel eye
set over Krystal’s throat.

Using Cadenza’s disguise spell,
Krystal had changed her scales and hair to purple, and her eyes now
shone with a vibrant, purple light. Felicia had come in and put
Krystal’s hair up into an elegant bun and painted Krystal’s lips a
deep, dark red. And Krystal had looked at herself in the mirror and
known that, while her stomach was turning over at the thought of
walking into a room full of people dressed like this, she could
pull it off. The fact that Trudy had been wiping at the
corners of her mouth when Krystal looked around had helped.

‘Yes,’ Krystal said, ‘let’s go
make them all think I’m an indigo.’

‘Darling,’ Felicia said, ‘once
they see you like this, you’ll never be treated the same way
again.’

‘This is going to be fun,’
Charlotte said from behind them. ‘Go on, Krys, open the doors.’

Stepping forward, Krystal pushed
open the doors to the hall and the misfits walked through. A wave
of silence preceded them, punctuated by whispers, and Krystal found
herself the object of a lot of stares. To the new first years, she
was an indigo and that was that, but to the older girls, she was
the one they had looked down upon, suddenly risen in rank to equal
the highest-status dragons in the room.

Except for one. Celestina
Nightsky appeared from somewhere out of the crowd, smiling.
‘Krystal, you look stunning.’ Of course, she had known beforehand
what was coming: Krystal had informed the school’s administration
of her assumed colour when the girls had returned from Appleyard.
Still, Celestina seemed to be taking a rather inordinate amount of
pleasure in the looks on some of the faces of the other girls.

Krystal bowed her head –
anything more risked a wardrobe malfunction – and smiled at the
school’s founder. ‘Thank you, Celestina Nightsky.’ Krystal spotted
Charity among her friends and all of them were looking daggers at
the newcomers. ‘Actually, I feel quite good as well. I’m looking
forward to the new term. It should be… interesting.’

 ###
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