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“Stay back! It’s huge!”

Haydn’s dad threw out his arm to hold Haydn back against the rock face. Haydn watched the massive beating wing of a dragon, inches from his face, heading west, towards the setting sun. It was unlike any dragon he had seen before. He turned to his dad expectantly. His father watched the creature disappear, one hand shading his eyes against the light. His eyes gleaming, he looked down at Haydn.

“It’s incredible! If I’m not mistaken, that’s ... that’s ...” He took a deep breath and blew it out in a long stream towards the ocean. Haydn had never seen his father overcome like this. Jeremiah Caledon was a quiet man, friendly but reserved, and people generally kept him at arm’s length because of the job he did. It was more than a job, really. It was the only path in life he could have followed, and Haydn had been destined to follow the same path since the moment he was born.

“Dad?” Haydn said, after a moment. 

“Son,” said his dad, putting a weathered hand on Haydn’s shoulder. “That was a Tibowara! The Memory Stealer. The rarest dragon in the world.”

“I thought they were just a myth!”

Jerry shook his head. “I thought so too at your age, but my grandfather went to the Ice Islands once, in the far northern oceans. He saw a colony there, but I’ve never heard of another ... I thought they all must have died out. To think I would see one here! Right here!”

He looked back towards the dragon, now little more than a speck against the golden sky. Haydn squinted. His view of the creature had been such a hurried glimpse. The sunset was glorious, a sea of gold with the tiny silhouette of a three-masted ship on the near horizon, but he would rather have had a proper look at the dragon. Tough, leathery, black-gold scales with an odd icy shimmer to them, enormous yellowing talons and powerful wings. He hadn’t seen its face, but his mind supplied him with an image: horned and broad nosed, with wicked black eyes. 

“What shall we do now, Dad?” he asked. “Should we go back to the camp, or ...?”

He’d guessed right. His father looked back at him, a mischievous smile glinting in the crags of his face. Seeing it, Haydn felt warm all over. Back in the village nobody ever saw his dad like this. It was only here, in the mountains with the dragons and the danger, that brought out the fun in him, and since Haydn was the only person who came with him, Haydn was the only person who saw it.

“Of course,” his dad said. “We can’t go back now, not knowing that dragon was here. Who knows? It might never come back again.” He whistled softly, looking over the water, thinking. “We’ll go and check out the nest, see if we can tell whether it’s planning to stay. That way we can decide if we need to come back again tomorrow to study it.”

Satisfied, Haydn followed as his father began to climb back the way they had come. As they walked, Haydn tried to remember all the details he could about the Tibowara from his father’s large dragon journal, the one that had been kept by generations of dragoners before them. It was full of information and sightings and drawings. It had rubbings of scales and skins, and scribbled notes about what the dragons ate and where they nested and how they reared their young. As Haydn grabbed a tussock of dry seagrass to stop himself from sliding down a narrow gorge, all that came to mind was a picture that tied in with the image in his mind’s eye: a large, dark dragon hunched protectively around an unseen egg, its eye glinting dangerously. Below the pencil drawing there was a note in an unfamiliar hand that said simply, “Tibowara. Memory Stealer. BEWARE.”

Jerry hurried along, dipping in and out of sight along the mountainside as the shadows grew. Haydn felt the cool evening air whirling around the back of his neck. It made him shiver, even though he was hot from trying to keep up. His dad never stumbled. Even when the light was dim, he knew these mountains so well that every step was like an old friend. Haydn’s own feet faltered, unsure of the path. As was always the way at this time of year, once the sun slipped below the waves, the night grew quickly, rushing in from the east as though determined to cover the whole island as fast as possible. 

They climbed a long way down. He heard the waves crashing, although the sea was still far below them, and he could smell the salty air and the hot, dry scent of the dragon’s nest. They had left this one alone, this time. It was the closest nest to the village, which was hardly saying anything since the village was still over a week’s walk away, but on this expedition they had gone to the far northeastern mountains to see the other nests and steal an egg from the Angiolov, a brownish-green species of dragon much smaller than the startlingly big Tibowara. The dragon colonies were spread out all along the northern seaboard, clinging to the sides of mountains that rose up sharply from the depths of the sea. Haydn had studied each of them. Each small community was set around a couple of nests—one nest was for hatching dragon eggs and rearing young, and the other was a sleeping quarter for the younglings who weren’t yet big enough to have families or colonies of their own. He and his father would hide in their lookout points and observe them for hours, watching how they interacted with each other and their neighbouring species, learning all they could. 

Other islanders barely believed dragons existed. The few that did were afraid of them, would curse and hate them, but Haydn knew that was only because they knew nothing of them. Once you’d watched a Vionnaise soaring gracefully in flight, or watched three baby Angiolov playing catch in a meadow, you couldn’t hate them. They were just big animals, that was all. 

Huge animals. They climbed into the tree hut that was the nearest lookout point, and Haydn was as astonished as usual at how enormous the dragons were, close too. In this nest was a mother Angiolov with a baby. Her tail curled around it while she looked over the edge of the nest onto a stretch of grassland, where three younglings played and stretched in the long shadows. And there beside her ...

“Four of them,” Haydn’s dad breathed. “Can you see them, son? Four!”

Four eggs as black as ink, neatly stacked together in the centre of the nest, were surrounded by rocks so hot that they glowed a faint pink. Haydn stared. It was lucky to find a nest with two eggs in it. Three was rare—he had only seen one nest of three ever, and his father had said it was unheard of to get more than that. It was the reason they only ever took eggs from nests with more than one. You couldn’t take a dragon’s only egg. Sometimes that meant they trekked all the way here and left with nothing, arriving home weeks later to eat porridge for a month before trying again. But four eggs, here in front of them! He knew without his dad saying a word that they were going to climb down there straight away and get one.

“Right, lad,” his dad whispered. His face was completely serious now, though Haydn could feel the excitement still shimmering off him, like a heat haze. “That’s got to be a Tib egg. I don’t know why it’s set itself up here, in another dragon’s nest, but the mother’s not going to be gone for long. Not with four eggs to take care of. It’s the heat,” he added, although Haydn already knew this. “Four eggs use up more heat than one, which means the mother can’t afford to leave the nest for as long as she might otherwise. And the other dragon,” he nodded at the Angiolov, whose youngling now playing with her tail, “might tolerate her being here, but they’re not related. She’s not going to be looking after eggs that aren’t hers.” He glanced appraisingly at the sky. “It’s taken us a good half an hour to get down here. I’ve no idea how long the Tib will be, but I can say for certain that we haven’t got much time.” 

He put his backpack on the floor and emptied out the things they wouldn’t need during the extraction: the saucepan, kettle, cups and bowls, blankets they would wrap around themselves when dragon-watching until late into the night. The bulk of their belongings were left at their campsite; they took very little with them whilst studying, just utensils for heating up food, and paper and pencils for sketching and making notes. From the bottom of the bag, Haydn’s dad pulled out his heat resistant gloves made of dragon leather, and with them a bag similar to the one Haydn had in his own backpack, where an Angie egg from further along the coast already rested. These items he checked over carefully before pushing them back into the now-empty bag. They would not be surviving on porridge this season. 

“Right,” Jerry said, and sat down on a three-legged stool so that he could look Haydn right in the eye. It was unsettling. “This isn’t going to be like our usual exercises.” He squeezed Haydn’s shoulders to stop him from protesting. “I don’t know anything about this dragon. I don’t know how well she can hear or how far she can see; I don’t know the pattern of her movements. It would be stupid to take you down there with me and lose the opportunity to have you study and sketch her.”

He laughed at the surprise on his son’s face. “You thought I would just leave you here to wait? We may as well kill two birds with one stone, Haydn. It is too dangerous for you to come—I’ve taught you not to take risks with these animals. It’s not worth it. But I do need you. I want as much information about that dragon as you can possibly get. Don’t take your eyes off her, from the second you see her until the second I come back. Mark down everything. And if anything happens—don’t look at me like that, you know I have to say it—if anything untoward happens, I want you to take the egg and retreat to higher ground as soon as it’s safe to do so. Then you go back to the campsite—yes, I mean it—back to the campsite and wait there for me. And if I don’t come after three nights?”

Haydn stared into his dad’s eyes, which were still lit up blue from the last of the sun’s light. “I go home,” he said dully, feeling the familiar horror and fear growling in the pit of his stomach.

“Good lad.” He ruffled Haydn’s hair and sprang up, flinging the almost-empty bag lightly onto his shoulders. “Right then. I’m going now, before the light drops completely. What’s the most important thing to remember?”

“Stay hidden.”

“And?”

“Don’t light any fires.”

“And?”

“You love me.”

“Yes I do.”

Haydn watched his father step out of the hideout and out of sight then reappear moments later a few metres below on a deer track that ran along the edge of the dragon meadow. He never understood why the deer still came here. His father had tried to explain it to him, something about supply and demand and the fact that there were lots of deer all over the mountain and it kept numbers down. Haydn had nodded but privately thought that the deer must be stupid to keep coming out into the open in a field full of dragons and expect not to be eaten.

Jerry was in the shadows of the hawthorn bushes on the western edge of the field, but Haydn could still see him walking—or could imagine it, anyway. Jerry was not that tall but was solidly built, with a thatch of blond hair chopped short and bright blue eyes under fair brows. He walked silently, like he was part of the mountain, his powerful arms and legs moving him efficiently along as he looked around him with interest and soaked up every detail: the sapling that had been pulled around over there, the way dark dragon scales had been scraped along a vast shelf of rock. He found something interesting at every step. It calmed Haydn a bit, to watch him walk so purposefully along.

He’d been so intent on watching his father that he almost forgot he was supposed to be watching the sky, too, and so it was with terrible suddenness that the vast shape of the new dragon detached itself from the darkness to the east, its wings moving the air so that Haydn could feel it even where he sat. He grabbed at the book leaning against his knee and tried to sketch it as best he could without actually being able to see what he was doing. It was sinewy, strong-haunched and supple; it curved in the air with incredible dexterity. It must have circled the island. That was strange. The other dragons usually flew north, if they went anywhere. They were sometimes seen from the eastern or western shores, but the people in the southern lands didn’t believe they were real, so rarely had they been seen there.

The dragon was close enough for him to smell it. It smelled different to the other dragons too; it had a sort of sour and salty scent, perhaps it had been in the ocean. His gaze flicked down to the meadow again, and he froze in horror.

His dad was leaning on the rocks that edged the outside of the nest. How on earth had he got there so quickly? He must be sweating. Those rocks were hot enough to fry an egg on. A hen’s egg, obviously; dragon eggs were considerably tougher. Haydn saw Jerry put on the bag—it was like an apron—so that he could put the egg against his chest and fold the bottom of the bag up and secure it to cocoon the precious thing whilst still taking its weight. Then he pulled on each glove, readying himself. Haydn held his breath. Surely this was too close? Surely he wouldn’t do it now, would wait until morning. His heart hammered in his throat, and his back felt as sweaty as his dad’s must. The dragon swooped lower, lazily, with no idea what was going on below. She mustn’t see him! Haydn watched his father look over his shoulder, make a decision, and vault over the rocks and into the nest. 

Not able to bear it any longer, Haydn darted through the door and ran to the next vantage point from which he could see the field below. It felt much scarier out here. The dragon’s scent was everywhere, hot and overwhelming, and he felt very small and obvious against the open ground. The dragon was wheeling in towards her nest, her nose pointing downwards, and Haydn knew the very second at which she saw his father move. She let out a deafening roar, and he found himself flat against the ground with his hands over his head. Looking up, he had no idea what was going on. The other dragon mother was sitting upright, watching the Tibowara coming closer and making some staccato kind of alarm call that made two other dragons appear far beyond, against the night sky. Not far enough. There were four adult dragons now; one of them huge and angry and of an unknown disposition. Should his father play dead? Hide? Make a run for it? Even his dad, with his vast reservoir of knowledge, didn’t know how to react. Haydn felt the panic rising up inside him.

“Dad! Dad!”

The light had all but gone. Haydn could see the glowing rocks of the nest, but he had no idea where his father was. All thoughts of recording the dragon had fled. He stayed as still as he could, staring at the dragons rearing up and searching the ground. Jets of flames were lighting up the sky and siren calls echoed off the rocks. He had no idea how long he lay there, but at some point, he realised two things. First, it was now completely dark, and the dragons’ battle cries had faded. Only one sound remained, spiralling terribly through the night air. A continuous cry of anguish and grief, a sound he had never heard before. The cry of a Tibowara dragon mother who had lost a precious egg.
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Scouts spotted pirates approaching the small fishing town of Ingoe, on the northwestern shores, and my father, King Kotuku, sped overland to the aid of the people who lived there. I followed his army, as befitted the only daughter of the king, to encourage the troops with my presence and learn about the art of warfare and defence. When my father was injured by a pirate’s arrow, I was not allowed to attend to him in the military surgeon’s tent, nor follow him back to the castle. I had to stay on and oversee the final, victorious rout.

I say oversee. What I mean is that I oversaw the generals doing the overseeing. Really, I was just agreeing with whatever they had already decided, trying not to look as though I was in the way. It became my private mission to avoid hearing the words “Princess Elfridie, if you could just ...” silently followed by “stay out of the way.” As soon I could, I left instructions—the chancellor’s ready-prepared instructions—for the remaining troops to flush the enemy out from the sea caves and alleyways in which they had hidden and to secure the coastline once more. Then I took my horse and rode south.

I was followed by an assortment of armed men—princesses are never allowed to ride around the countryside alone, even in her own country—but I stayed as far ahead as I could, covering many miles each day and arriving at the walls of my beloved city early one evening. I passed the guards with a brief salute and left my horse panting in the courtyard, waiting for the stable boys who were running to the sounds of the welcoming horns. I thanked them over my shoulder as I ran and met my little white dog as he bowled down the steps to greet me, and then beneath the fluttering flag I turned my face inwards and left the fresh, warm air for the cool dark of the castle. 

I took the stairs two at a time. My boots rang on the stone as I went, and the ringing bounced back from the walls until I reached the royal residence wing, where carpets and brightly coloured tapestries muffled the sounds. Then I heard only my own breath, panting, and my heart pounding in my ears.

As I neared my father’s chamber, I stopped to catch my breath. My pulse raced. Sweat slid down my back, from a combination of heat and fear, and I clenched my jaw to contain the latter. Determined to show my father a cheerful face, I shook out my shoulders, lifted my chin, and knocked lightly on the polished oak door.

“Enter.”

A guard slid away as I crossed the room to the bed. Sweet smoke filled the air, mingling with the cool evening breeze that blew through the windows on either side of the room. I imagined I could smell the scent of pine sliding down from the distant mountains to the north, and from the west and south came the gentle shush of the sea, with salt and brine and fish on the air. The tide was in and with it the fishermen, who were unloading their catches in the harbour. South, through the large closed window above the headboard, the rays of the evening sun glinted on the rooftops. All this I took in in an instant, before my attention was wholly absorbed by the figure on the bed.

“King?” I bowed formally before sinking down to my knees and clasping his hand with both my own. “Father? Daddy?”

I was reassured by the strong grip of his hand, although his face remained still. I waited, controlling my impatience, and at length he took a breath and opened his eyes. His brown skin was grey, and perspiration stood out on his forehead, but I could see that he was still himself, and I let out the breath I hadn’t known I was holding. 

“Tell me,” I said quietly, and settled back onto my heels.

The king mimed drinking, and a figure detached itself from the shadows near the fire. I heard liquid being poured, and the castle healer, Caladria, the most skilled medic in the country, glided softly towards us bearing three glasses on a tray. Tall and stately, she wore a white headdress over her dark braids, white wide-legged trousers, and a long white tunic, embroidered in gold, that flowed like water around her. She smelled of herbs and incense, and I saw a tiny golden ring shining on the brown skin of her smallest toe. 

“My king,” she said formally. “Elfridie,” she added warmly, and handed me a glass. I took it and watched as she helped my father sit, arranging pillows for support behind his back. I lowered my eyes as he contained his pain by putting his hand on his ribs. The drink was warm but refreshing, and minty, with another flavour I couldn’t identify. The king took a long breath in and began to speak.

“I’ve been waiting all day to see you,” he said plaintively. “I thought you were coming to breakfast.”

I glanced at Caladria, uncertain. “Father, I have just returned from the northwest shore, remember?”

Caladria put a warm hand on my shoulder as she leaned over towards the king. “Drink, sir.” She encouraged him to raise the cup to his lips, and I heard him swallow. As he sipped and swallowed, sipped and swallowed, I swore I saw a change seep across his face, like clear sunshine after a storm. He blinked at me and his face was filled with sadness. 

“Elfridie. My darling girl. I am so sorry that you have to witness this.”

“Daddy, what’s going on? The messengers said your wound was healing well.” I pointed to his ribs, at the point where the arrow had pierced them. “You couldn’t move like that when I last saw you.”

“We think the arrow was poisoned,” the king said, and he glanced up at Caladria. “Would you sit with us, my dear Cala, and recount the story? You know more details than I.”

He leaned back against his pillows as the healer brought herself a chair. I noticed with a small shock how thin my father looked and how gratefully he relinquished the telling of the tale—he, who had told me stories all of my life. My heart began to chime in an insistent, anxious pattern, fast and regular, like the steady beating of an alarm drum.

“It is an unusual poison, different from any I have seen before,” Caladria said. Her voice was slow and soothing. Only someone who knew her well could have heard the faint thread of fear running through her words. “When the soldiers first brought him to me, he was wild with pain. The tip of the arrow was deeply buried and that, along with his other flesh wounds, took some time to correct surgically. But it became clear very quickly that his raving was not simply due to the discomfort he was suffering.” She paused. “Your father is a stoic man.”

I nodded. I knew. My father never let physical ailments stop him from doing anything. He had carried out every duty ever required of him and hid his pain deep inside; I had rarely seen him complain even of a headache.

“So what is this poison?” I asked. “Where did it come from? Are other soldiers affected? He wasn’t the only one to be shot.”

Caladria and the king shared a glance. “He wasn’t the only one to be shot, no,” she said slowly. “But we believe his was the only arrow to have been poisoned. And so far, we cannot ascertain who might have held the bow. I believe the majority of the enemy escaped back to their ships.”

I nodded glumly. That was the trouble with pirates. They could ransack a town and leave within hours, if they wanted; it was pure luck that their distinctive three-masted ships had been spotted approaching our shore in time. If not for a devastating fire at the naval dockyard, we would have sailed and got there quicker than the wind. 

“Yes, almost all of them got away,” I said. “I think there are a few prisoners, but as far as I know, they are the cabin boys or the injured. All able-bodied men took to the sea as soon as they were free of the fighting.”

Caladria helped Kotuku sip more of his drink, and he took a mouthful of water before continuing.

“A dragon was sighted by the scouts, in the air, far to the north. It is our belief that the pirates have been trading dragon eggs with certain members of that village. It would explain the ferocity of the attack, perhaps. Early reports suggest that they had an ulterior motive for arriving as they did, that they had some prior arrangement, perhaps, or—“

“But what does that mean for the poison?” I interrupted, ignoring the illegal trade in goods. “Why would they be using it on us, if their main objective is to trade dragon eggs?”

Caladria looked up at the wall hanging beside the bed, chewing her bottom lip. I couldn’t wait.

“What is it doing to him?“ I asked urgently. “Why is the medicine not working? I thought you could heal anything.”

I heard the bitterness in my voice. Caladria really was the best healer in the city. If she was worried, I couldn’t help but be afraid. I tried to be reasonable.

“Look, he’s still moving. Alright, he’s lost some muscle—and no wonder, he’s been lying in bed all day!” I gave him an affectionate smile, but his gaze upon mine was troubled. 

“It is not only the physical wound that is causing the trouble,” he told me gently. “This poison affects the mind, so that even while my superficial wounds heal, my brain is beginning to deteriorate. I suppose you could say that I am going slowly mad.”

A cold spear of fear spiked my heart. 

“What do you mean?” I whispered.

“It is the Darkness,” he said, and closed his eyes.

I turned to Caladria, the sweat down my back now chilly as the breeze struck my shirt. 

“I thought the Darkness was a myth,” I said. “Is this part of him losing his mind? He thinks it’s the Darkness?”

The healer shook her head sadly. “I have never seen it before, and nor had my grandmother, but I think it is as real as any other disease we have, and even more wicked.” She straightened her back and looked directly at me. “The only way to create an antidote is to collect ingredients that are as ancient and mythical as the poison itself. We need magic.”

We sat silently for a few moments. Caladria watched the king, a slight frown showing between her dark brows. I looked between them both, searching for something that would make sense of what I had been told. No sense came. The Darkness was a fairy story, the wickedness that mothers used to scare their naughty children, the malady that mad old men would shriek about in the streets. The Darkness, the thing that made those suffering from it lose their minds, that came like a cloud in the air to touch everything and everyone, setting dogs howling like wolves, causing sisters to fight, mothers to no longer recognise their sons, friends and neighbours to forget all that they had ever been to one another. Each person lost in an individual hell. And magic ... magic was forbidden in the kingdom, too unstable to be managed, as unknown an energy as the Dust itself. I cleared my throat and took a deep draught of the cooling drink in my hand. 

“So what do we do about it?” I asked. 

My father smiled, his eyes still closed, and reached out for my hand. 

“For the interim we have all that we need here, in the castle gardens or within the city limits. We have people foraging in the fields and on the edges of the plains to find those fruits and leaves and roots that we don’t have. But for the other ingredients ...”

“Mmm.” Cala’s rich tones made me realise how thin my father’s usually strong voice was. “For the other ingredients, Princess, we need someone to travel to the far reaches of the kingdom to receive what cannot be taken, to earn what must be given freely.”

“What?” The pressure was making me cross. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Caladria nodded understandingly. “You must go to the great eagle goddess, Imoen, who lives at the peak of the mountain which bears her name. You must call upon the mysterious Peasel who lives in the valley. You must appeal to the mighty Frufru who inhabits the Great Plains, and petition Brooha, who controls the birds of the sea.”

“Those are fairy tales!” I spluttered. “Those aren’t ... real!”

“Nevertheless, you must find them,” Caladria told me, “and collect what is needed from each place. Only then will your father’s mind be restored and a leader returned to our people. If you cannot ...” She stopped, swallowing visibly before continuing. “If you cannot, I fear the Darkness will spread. That is how it happens in the old stories. Darkness and insanity will descend, and all will be lost, forever.”

I felt a desperate urge to push myself away, but my father’s grip was strong.

“This is madness!” I said.

The king laughed bitterly. “This,” he said, pointing to his head, his bloodshot eyes open wide, “is madness. My dear girl, there is something desperately important that I must tell you, but I cannot remember ... This is my only chance.” He coughed and took a deep breath, holding his ribs as he did so. “I have never said it before,” he said. “And I pray that I will never have cause to say it again. But I cannot lie. I am afraid.”

Everything in the world stopped. The sea paused its rhythmic hushing, birds were suspended midflight. The smoke from the chimneys stilled in gentle spirals, and the dogs ceased to bark as the shadows crept. Only the truth sat between us, as immovable as the mountains watching over us from the north. I felt myself nodding before I even realised that my decision had been made. 

“I’ll go,” I whispered. My voice was husky. “Just tell me what to do. I will go.”

Kotuku let out one long, shaky breath, and his head slackened onto his pillow. 

“Thank you, my darling child,” he said, and closed his eyes.
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Haydn & the Captain
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The trade went exactly as his father had planned, although the captain of the pirate vessel hadn’t been too impressed at seeing a young, scrawny, dirty boy instead of the renowned and impressive dragoner he had been expecting.

“Who are you?” he barked.

Haydn eyeballed him. He might be small, he thought, but he had the goods that the captain wanted. Captain Maidment was taller than Haydn’s father but not as broad, and although he was also fair, his lank blond hair was tied roughly back from his face, and he was missing several teeth. Haydn lifted his chin a little, then shrugged.

“My father is in the northern mountains,” he said casually. “He sent me to deal with you. If you’d rather wait for him ...” He held out a hand, palm up, to his side. “I can’t say how long it’ll be, but it’s up to you.”

He sauntered to the bar, whistling lightly, and hopped up onto a stool. The barmaid, Dakota, gave him the slightest wink from beneath her mass of brown hair and pulled a glass from the shelf behind her. “The usual, Haydn, lad?”

“Yes, please,” he said. He tensed his stomach to stop himself from turning around, and he instead looked at the dimpled reflections in the line of glasses, trying to see what the captain was doing. If he didn’t take the egg, then all of this was for nothing. He could still sell the egg, but he would have to trek to the city, and that would mean his mother and grandfather would have to eke out the little food they had left for many weeks more. 

He pushed the thought of his mother deep down into his belly. He hadn’t yet returned home to see her. He knew that if he had gone straight away to break the news of his father’s death, she would definitely have tried to stop him from coming here and completing the prearranged transaction with the captain. And since he, Haydn, was the dragoner now, he had to make these decisions. 

The drink Dakota poured for him was cool and sweet. Haydn sipped it, looking at his hands. He had dirt under his fingernails and scabs from climbing trees at speed. He was concentrating on not tapping his fingers when the shadow of the captain fell across him.

“I assume you know the terms your father set out?” he said.

Haydn nodded. “Of course.”

“Then let’s get one thing straight.” Maidment’s voice dropped to a malicious growl. “If I discover that you’ve cheated me, I’ll come back and string up your mother, and see to your grandfather while I’m at it. And I’ll make you watch, before you spend the rest of your days at sea, under my command as my prisoner.” He leaned so close that Haydn could see his nose hairs glistening in the lamplight. “Do you understand?”

Haydn breathed in carefully. The man stank of fish and onions, and rotten teeth. His skin was weathered from weeks at sea, but beneath the colour he looked clammy and unhealthy. Haydn opened his mouth to answer, but a low, gravelly voice emerged instead, from the other side of the bar.

“You’d do well to trust this lad, Captain, unless we go calling for the King’s men. You’ll be aware that they’re in the town.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” the captain said. “You’d implicate yourselves.”

“Who are they going to believe? You”—the newcomer pointed one large finger at the skinny man before him—“or me?”

The speaker was a large man with a dark beard and shoulders that were even more powerful than Haydn’s dad’s. Caspar had been a friend of his father’s for as long as Haydn could remember, and he worked here at the Dragnet with his wife, Dakota, serving customers and rolling barrels. In the evenings he supplemented his income by singing with his banjo, keeping the peace, breaking up fights, or making sure people paid even when they didn’t want to. But he was also known as the man who crept onto the king’s lands to poach his pheasant or hiked into the mountain foothills to bring back deer, sharing whatever he had with those who had little of their own. Everyone in the village owed him something. Jerry had always said Caspar had a finger in every pie. Nobody would say a word against Caspar, even if they wanted to.

“It seems we have a deal, then,” the captain hissed through gritted, broken teeth. “Do you have the goods here?”

Haydn swung his backpack off his shoulders and pulled it open. Both the captain and Caspar leaned forward, as though magnetised, as Haydn reached in and pulled out the heavy, green-blue egg from its fireproof cover. It was no longer hot and instead seemed to glow with an internal light of its own. And even though he’d had every opportunity to look at it before, Haydn still found himself staring, almost awestruck, as he placed it on the wooden bar.

“I’ll never get used to seeing those,” Dakota said, putting down her tea towel and coming for a closer look. She reached out a finger to touch it, but the captain snapped and flicked one of his hands up into the air.

“Don’t touch it! That is not your property!”

“It’s not yours either, yet,” Haydn reminded him. “You should feel it, Dakota. It’s so smooth, it’s amazing.”

She did, stroking the surface of the egg with her mouth slightly open and her eyes wide. Haydn, looking up, saw that Caspar was watching him. Their eyes met briefly, and Haydn could see that he had questions, but thankfully he turned away instead of asking them and began to sweep the floor. Haydn turned to look expectantly at the captain.

“I know the price my father charged you,” he said coolly. “And I have another buyer interested in case you fail to comply with the terms you agreed to.” 

He could hardly believe that these words were coming out of his mouth, but he’d heard his father speak this way for so many years that it came naturally. It was as though his dad were speaking through him. The thought gave him a little comfort.

The captain looked as though he wanted to dispute those terms but, glancing at the massive bulk of Caspar, he took out a satchel instead and opened it to reveal enough money to feed the family for a year. 

“Would you like to count it in front of me?” he snarled, “or can you just trust me and get this deal over with.”

“No offence, but my father would never forgive me if I didn’t check that I had it all,” Haydn said, taking the wallet from the captain’s hands and laying it out in front of him. “Imagine if I took it back and there was less there than there should be—who do you think would get thrashed for stealing?”

He almost smiled as he said this. His father had never thrashed him in his life—well, other than the time he had almost run out onto the dragon meadow in excitement at the first baby Angiolov he had ever seen. 

The captain scowled but said nothing, and Haydn checked each note and each coin, counting carefully. When he was satisfied that all was correct, he patted the wallet flat again and folded it up.

“My thanks,” he said formally, as his father would have done. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

After leaving the Dragnet, Haydn headed back out of the village, keeping his head down and sticking to the side streets rather than the main roads. The place was swarming with armed soldiers scouting for pirates, and he heard the sounds of skirmish. Fortunately nobody was interested in what a young lad was doing. Most children were at home with their families, safely out of the way, but he wasn’t the only kid out and about. The fisher families couldn’t afford to stop work in the harbour. Even when they weren’t out on the sea, there was plenty to be done, mending nets and servicing the boats and selling fish. They ignored the menacing soldiers and the pirates, who skulked down the alleyways like rats back to their ships, taking whatever they had stolen. There were scuffles here and there, but the real fighting hadn’t broken out yet. It would. Haydn could feel it in the air: violence and threat. When that happened, the fishermen and their families would vanish back into their cottages on the seafront, barring the doors until it was safe to venture out again. Haydn hoped that by the time the soldiers turned their interest on anyone left out in the open, he would be long gone; at the top of the steep hill that took him inland towards the moors and out of sight.

“Hoy!”

His heart sank. A pair of soldiers stood at the crossroads ahead of him, their swords out of their sheaths and glinting in the sun. He stopped with his back to the sea, and they had to shade their eyes to see him.

“What are you doing?”

It was a routine inspection, that was all. He allowed himself to breathe again and tried to look casual.

“Just going home. My mother said if there was trouble, I had to go home immediately.”

“Where’s home, then?”

The soldier had a strong south-island accent, and Haydn had to concentrate to understand him.

“Up the hill.” He gestured vaguely east. “On a farm.”

“Where’s your father?”

His heart gave a huge jump and then began to beat erratically and so strongly that he felt sure they would be able to see it pounding through his chest. He had to remind himself that they had no idea who his father was—they would be doing a lot more than talking, if they knew. 

“He’s dead, sir,” he said. The words stuck horribly in his throat as he realised that they were no longer a lie. “It’s just me and my mother, and my grandfather, but he’s old.”

They looked at one another, snickering, and he felt uneasy. Another soldier was approaching from further down the hill, though, and the two men straightened up. 

“What news, men?”

The newcomer was tall and stern-looking, with black skin and eyes, and the navy uniform of a senior officer. His sword was sheathed, but Haydn could see a wickedly sharp blade glinting within easy access at his thigh. This wasn’t a man he had seen before, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Just making sure that none of them ruffians have made it up this far.” The first soldier who had spoken, a balding young man with spots across his cheeks, was looking down the hill but was still managing to look up at the officer. “We—“

“Is this child under suspicion?”

Haydn bristled at being called a child and straightened his shoulders, but kept his mouth shut. The straps of his bag were cutting into his shoulders, reminding him of the fat money pouch stuffed into the bottom of it. Money that would definitely not usually be in the possession of a child. He was suddenly so aware of it he was sure it must be glowing through the leather, obvious to any of the three men who were now looking at him.

“Not exactly. That’s to say, they’re all under suspicion, aren’t they?” The second soldier was fiddling with his sword hilt, as though trying to dislodge something uncomfortable from beneath his palm. The officer strode forward, looking impatient. He waved a hand at Haydn, looking away from him almost immediately. 

“Child, leave. Go home to your mother.”

Irritated, Haydn ground his teeth together and strode up the hill, being careful to keep to the other side of the road until he was well past all of the soldiers. He felt as though he had two spots at the back of his neck, as though the points of a dragon’s claws might be ready to fasten onto him and carry him away at any second. The feeling didn’t go away until he’d reached the bend halfway up the hill, twenty minutes later. 

The sun was hot on his back, and once he had turned off the main road, he stopped to take off his jacket and tie it around his waist, repositioning the bag on his back. He wished he’d thought to fill up his flask with water at the Dragnet. He had eaten lunch there. Dakota had given him a chicken pie. He’d eaten it so fast his stomach still hurt. He hadn’t realised how hungry he’d been until he’d tasted the pastry, but it had been the first proper food he’d had in three days. His supplies had run out before he’d made it back to the village. Without his father, who supplemented the stores by hunting, Haydn’s food had run low quickly, and he had been so anxious to get back that he’d been reluctant to waste time setting his own traps.

He began to walk
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