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  Face-First Into the Conflagration

Being an Essay on History, Family, and the Illegal Racing of Dragons through City Thoroughfares; by Dr. Shenireen Agama


It’s a scene from later in my interviews, but I can’t think of a better place for it than here:
“In the ’stream we have three talismans,” says the new mother. Her wife is rocking the baby to sleep, off in a back room shushing like a typhoon; we are seated at the dining table, lit softly by a glowing carving of a feathered serpent on the ceiling. “These date back to the Sky-Eaters, before your people or mine set foot on these shores.”
She grasps the goggles dangling from her neck, sky-blue glass in battered leather. The lenses match her hair. “Nimiennë, protector of sight.”
With more effort than it should take, she lifts her shoulders and shrugs the brown leather jacket from the back of the chair behind her, then twirls it so I can see the back: It’s tooled with a slim-snouted dolphin, rendered in the blocky, two-dimensional old Kayalim style, the amaranth pink of its body stark on the black leather. “Nimaïvola, protector of the heart. Since it protects your heart, it needs to be infused with your animating force. Zaya’s is an orca: power and single-mindedness. Mine’s a boto, adaptability and guile.”
“I’ll take your word that all makes sense,” I say. “What’s the third?”
She reaches inside the jacket and draws out a squat knife. I flinch before I can stop myself. It’s a beautiful piece of work, the back of the blade serrated and the flat inlaid with the outline of a winged serpent, in the same displayed attitude as the one on the ceiling but in a much different style, all slender curves and wicked barbs. “Nimiando-alunor, the protector when all else is lost. These days we just call it a saddle-knife.”
“What’s it for?” There’s something hypnotic about the inlaid serpent; it’s a gleaming purple-black I’ve never seen in metal before, which helps hide the fact that it’s not particularly attractive and slightly off-center.
“So we can cut out of our saddles if we need to. The Sky-Eaters rode bareback, of course—but if you’ve crashed in the middle of the jungle and your leg’s caught under a ton or two of dead dragon-meat, well…”
“Say no more,” I say, frantically writing. “Really useful. Thank you.”
Zaya Shearwater emerges from the back hallway, her blazing magenta hair tousled, flushed with victory. “The baby’s asleep,” she says. “I win.” She looks over at her wife. “Blood of mine, don’t stab the journalist, the paper’ll charge us for a replacement.”
Kiriki Shearwater’s eyes have already closed, her body relaxed back into the chair.

      ***The house was the second thing I asked Zaya Shearwater to show me. It’s a Kayalim-built flat above a mate shop in Lilac Precinct, co-domiciled with a Celadon Precinct flat by the broodspire. From that description, you could imagine the kind of place a High House scion would rent while she puts the final touches on her experimental song cycle, and those of us who’ve been to a few such houses would see some similarities: The walls and floor are clad in big, battered planks of rich dark wood, with low ceilings decorated with animal hieroglyphics on the surface and geometric scrollwork on the cornices. But this place hasn’t been redone the way a High House scion would do it, with lamps all over, the kitchen walled off from the parlor, and most of the private rooms merged with each other or a common space. I note this, early in my interview with Zaya and her ground crew, and her wife and co-pilot Kiriki tells me this: 
“It’s a traditional Kayalim family home. It’s built to serve the daily work of the family, so the kitchen is open and the common space is centered on the dining table. It accommodates guests, but it doesn’t center them.”
“That is not,” I say unwisely, “what I expected to hear from a woman who bought her place with gambling winnings from the dangerous and illegal sport of dragon-racing.”
Kiriki, who is easily seven years younger than me and two heads shorter, smiles at me the way a kind professor might at a hard-working student of moderate brightness who’s just realized she’s been going at the problem all wrong; and Zaya, in the corner of my eye, smiles at her the way I imagine an almond sapling does at the first raindrop of spring.
The first thing I asked Zaya to show me was the dragon.

      ***At Zaya and Kiriki’s request, I won’t name the precinct the stable is in, or describe its surroundings. I can describe the interior, which has less the air of a farm or prison than you’d expect; the wyrms have individual enclosures, which themselves are only partly enclosed, so air can circulate and the dragons have sight-lines to one another. They’re fed regularly and they have a few tough toys to keep them occupied—huge logs to chew and burn, balls to bat around, springs two fingers thick with boulders at either end. The proprietor, whom I’ll call Fsalaan to protect their privacy, explains the five rules of the stable as I marvel at the peace and calm that reigns in this warehouse full of massive feathered lizards: 
	Pay your rent on time.

	Common dragons only: Dawn Wyrms, Dusk Stalker Wyrms, Ranger Wyrms, and Eyrie Shrike Wyrms.

	Any dragon who isn’t fed on time is out.

	Any dragon who doesn’t leave to exercise once a week is out.

	Any dragon who attacks another dragon is out.



“Rule 5 is most important,” says Fsalaan, as they walk me and Zaya to the enclosure of the dragon known in the ’stream as the Mule. (“The ’stream” is the brimstone slipstream, which which kicks you in the face like a mad ostrich as soon as your wyrm hits racing speed and doesn’t abate until you land or else fall off your wyrm from the stench; how this term has become a metonymy for the entire dragon-racing scene is beyond me.) “Rules 2 through 4 are ways to get to 5. Common dragons are gregarious, they know each other. They don’t test each other unless there’s something to fight over or there’s nothing else to do. As for the feed rule: Every ’streamer has their special diet that they swear makes their wyrm fart propitious breezes and shit bricks of diamond mortared with gold. I can’t manage all that and I don’t want to, but I won’t let a wyrm starve in my stable. So if you’re late, I’m going to stuff your wyrm full of the cheapest tilapia or cane-rat I can find at the night market, I’m going to bill you like it was the very Diadem of House Tuatara, you’re going to take a very happy, logy dragon to your next race, and you’re going to thank me for my services like you mean it.”
I infer, out loud, that Rule 1 is the least important. I’m expecting some kind of stinging riposte, but Fsalaan just nods. “If I wanted clients who could pay on time, I’d set up in some middlebrow Mrineen precinct, admit exotic dragons, provide diet consultations… and then get stiffed twice as often as I do now, because I’d pull in a bunch of forever amateurs just burning cash. House Shearwater values what I do. They might not always come through on time, but they come through. And it’s a pleasure to host fine wyrms like my good friend the Mule.”
As if on cue, a head rises to peek above the enclosure labeled with the Mule’s name.
What strikes me immediately is how normal it looks—facial skin and scales sun-faded from azure to sky blue, a rich magenta crest and slightly duller pink feathers on its neck, the size of its head and length of its neck entirely unremarkable for any Dawn Wyrm you might see circling over the bay, or couriering a few bushels of barley from an outlying farm. It puffs out a cloud of bright yellow smoke and fixes me with an orange eye. I ask Zaya and Kiriki whether it’s all right to toss it a dried anchovy, then do so. A couple of other close-by dragons have taken an interest, a slightly slimmer Dawn Wyrm and a Dusk Stalker in faded indigo plumage. 
Up close, the Mule remains obdurately average to the untutored onlooker, but Zaya happily speaks to its peculiarities. Carrying herself and Kiriki, she observes with a pointed look up at me, isn’t as hard as you might think relative to carrying a single well-fed Mrineen, and the load is better distributed—but it is still a little hard, and seconds count at the front of these races, so they have to compensate for the added weight. 
Some of that is in the build of the Mule, which is stocky and long-winged for a racing wyrm. 
Some of it is in the minds of Zaya and Kiriki Shearwater, the first Kayalim empaths ever to compete at the highest levels of the ’stream: Their psionic link to the Mule comes with a reaction time that’s an order of magnitude or two faster than conventional reins and pressure cues. 
And some of it comes from the talents of their crew.

      ***Back at House Shearwater (the name carved and painted into a beautiful sandalwood sign on their door, courtesy of Jinako te-Vala of Rust Precinct, who consented to be named in this report), Kiriki has gone to lie down and Zaya has left off her tea-making to burp the new baby, Jaliki, a serious and observant little person who seems deeply disturbed by whatever betrayal is currently playing out in their stomach and intestines. Perhaps it’s their lamentations that bring a slim Ililuë woman out from one of the chambers, bleary-eyed but agreeable. With no words exchanged, Zaya hands her the baby, whose hysteria ebbs noticeably at the transfer, and she joins me, bouncing and patting, at the table. 
Cerminir of Cildinior Amalgam is House Shearwater’s physiologist, which means in practice that she’s in charge of what the Mule puts in its gut. This isn’t a thing that other ’streamers do—everyone basically knows brown rice for long races, white for short, and no rice in between, and anything beyond that is generally viewed as feckless nerdery. But feckless nerdery is Cerminir’s baseline. She came to the Yemareir Agricultural College frustrated that a fertilizer of her innovation was only increasing cassava yields fourfold instead of sixfold, then worked through most of a doctorate before the bursar’s office expelled her for nonpayment of tuition. She won’t say much about her subsequent life on the dole except that there wasn’t much of it: She soon joined the community of Ililuë street people in the Greens, where she found herself briefly posted to a work crew after getting caught raiding a trash bin outside an alchemist’s shop for reagents she could use to track the advancement of her ketosis as she starved. She says she made her first contact with House Shearwater on that work crew, but she won’t say who it was.

      ***CS: You’re the reporter? 
SA: That’s right. I’m told you supervise every scrap of food that goes into the Mule.
CS: I can’t vouch for any rats it might catch in the stable…
SA: Can you talk to our readers about how you use nutrition to make the Mule a better racer?
CS: What?
SA: How do you… I don’t know, use food to make the Mule go faster?
CS: I don’t know, how does Kiriki use her tits to make the nugget here grow bigger? 
Cerminir holds the baby out in front of her, coos, and tosses them about three feet up; their head snaps alarmingly down at the throw, then up at the top of the arc, and three solid seconds pass before they regain the self-possession to begin bawling in Cerminir’s face.
ZS: Cer, don’t throw the nugget; his neck isn’t strong enough. And be nice to the reporter. She knows you put the food inside the dragon. The question is what food and why.
CS: I don’t put the food inside the dragon, my arms aren’t long enough.
ZS: Cer.
Cerminir gazes very intensely at me.
CS: Dawn Wyrms are mostly fish-eaters, you could be forgiven for thinking they’d need hand-feeding for tougher fare. Or strange fare—can you imagine a face like that three feet into a vat of grape tomatoes, like? Or polenta?
ZS: Cer.
CS: Anyway, modern science, by which we mean the decontextualized and grievously contaminated scraps of truth that Mrineen colonial academic practice occasionally flakes off the epidermis of the world that is the case, would have you believe that—are you writing all this down?
SA, frantically scrambling: As much as I can.
CS: Why?
SA: I would very much like to publish an article about the Mule and its riders and crew, in no small part because I will be paid to do so. 
Here, Cerminir gives me an apparently sincere look of interest that says, “Go
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