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The Dragon
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The cave was a haven and a prison. When he’d taken shelter within its dark and dank confines, he had barely fit, but now – two years later – his body was so shrunken that the cave seemed almost spacious. He rarely moved. His energy levels were so depleted that, to make the slightest movement, exhausted him, and that meant he couldn’t hunt and – if he couldn’t hunt – he couldn’t feed. 

Each morning, when he awoke, he was surprised to find that he was still alive. By rights, he should have died when the atomfire almost destroyed his heart. For a long time, he’d wondered why it hadn’t ended his life, and he then realised that the previous attack – when the healing waters of the great lakes had revived him – he’d received a limited immunity. He wished that hadn’t been the case, because - as the months had slipped into years – starvation, loneliness and depression became intolerable.

With each setting sun and each ascending moon, he endured the hunger and the thirst and prayed for death to take him. If not today then tomorrow, he repeatedly thought. If not tomorrow, then the day after.

The morning dawned as it always did – crisp and clear – and there was nothing to suggest to the dragon that it would bring with it anything that would cause him to summon the energy to stir himself. The day would be long. The days were always long. The light would gradually diminish, and the shadows would fade, and, for a time, he would watch and hope that an errant sand squirrel or a family of scrub lizards would venture in and offer themselves as a scant meal.

Every evening - just as the ink-black blanket of night would begin to descend, he would think of them - Flozanya, dead those past two years; his child now sure to be fully grown; Astra, his blood sister; and Serillia, the tragic queen. Memories and visions would deepen his melancholy to such an extent that, even if the sand squirrel or the scrub lizards presented themselves, he would refuse to eat them.

On this new morning, his breath was visible in the cold air. It, too, had diminished over the many months of self-imposed imprisonment and it no longer resembled the fiery breath of a dragon. Nothing about him resembled the dragon of two years ago. His leathery wings now hung like rags from his back and his scales had all but gone, leaving a soft and greasy hide that even the tiniest thorn could penetrate. His once magnificent head was nothing more than a skull with a covering of thin translucent skin and his eyes no longer sparked with flame. He was less than a shadow of himself. He was a wraith.

He drew in a shuddering breath and was reminded that breathing was always painful. The atomfire had not been content to attack his heart, but had also scorched his lungs and, even after all the time that had inevitably passed, the damage remained severe.

Another dawn and the birth of another torturous day brought him nothing but misery. He hoped that this dawn and this day would be his last.

But it was not to be.

As soon as the sun reached its pinnacle, he felt the first stir of fire in his belly.  At first, he mistook it for the all too familiar gnawing hunger, and he paid it little heed. When it spread out and travelled in waves across his chest - he raised his head, confused. 

He refused to hope. He refused to countenance even the slightest prospect of deliverance, then - when he felt the fire reach his lungs – he suddenly knew.

Although the cry that escaped his parched throat was nothing more than a mewling whine – it was enough to demonstrate that his mind had been turned from thoughts of death to a desperate need to live.

She was coming. He was convinced of it.
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Jac’ leath Tarr walked with the grace of an athlete - with a long, smooth stride and a supple, flowing roll of his body – and no one watching him cross the road would be in any doubt that he was a man of great vigour and not to be messed with. He looked human and – indeed – he was human, but there was an air of the alien about him, brought about, no doubt, by the fact that he had neither been born nor raised on Earth. 

He had just come from an audience with the Intergalactic Coalition and his terse expression and clenched fists suggested that all had not gone well. 

The gynoid eyed him speculatively as he approached and – although not prone to outward shows of frustration – she sighed and shook her head at the sight of him.

She wasted no time with niceties. ‘Well? How did it go?’

‘As expected.’ He turned and looked over his shoulder, expecting to see a Xanetteian spy or an assassin at his back. ‘We’d better leave immediately. I have a feeling some members of the Coalition have put a price on our heads.’

Macha wasn’t perturbed. She shrugged and pushed herself forward. ‘You worry too much. There isn’t an assassin born who could kill me.’

Jac’ didn’t doubt it. The gynoid was a fearsome warrior and renowned for her ferocious skill and prowess. The fact that she had an emotion chip and was, therefore, capable of great anger, meant that there was often a passion in her confrontations, and that didn’t bode well for anyone who crossed her.

‘Still,’ she went on, ‘There’s no point hanging around. The sooner we get back to Malass, the sooner we can plan our next move.’

Malass – the planet of witches – had been their home for 

the past two years and their queen and their friends and allies 

were waiting to hear the news from Earth. Jac’ didn’t believe that the Coalition’s refusal to help Astra take her rightful place as Icarrion’s queen would come as any surprise, but, nevertheless, he was loath to be the bearer of such bad tidings. He knew that - without the Coalition’s help and support - Sytor, the Xanetteian slug who’d stolen the throne and the crown – couldn’t easily be ousted.

‘If you give me a little more time, I could probably persuade one or two members to come down on our side. Not every member of the Coalition is in the Xanetteians’ pocket.’

‘I don’t want to see you wasting any more of your breath,’ Macha returned. ‘One or two won’t cut it. We need the whole lot of them.’

He knew that she was right, but it rankled. He hated the thought of failing Astra – not that she would hold it against him.

It was market day and the streets of Old London were crowded with stalls, venders and milling, bustling customers. It was the perfect setting for a covert dagger in the back or a surreptitious attack from the rear, so they made haste to leave and make their way to the space port at Heathrow.

More than one set of eyes watched them push their way 

through the crowd and more than one hand reached for a weapon. The bounty of one hundred thousand gold medallions was too great a sum to ignore and, even those who knew better – who knew that their lives could very well be forfeit – were willing to risk all for that life-changing reward.

Macha’s peripheral vision was exceptional, and she saw the threat even before the man made his move. Without breaking stride, and without a word to Jac’, she reached behind her to remove the blade from its sheath, struck out to the side and cut the would-be assailant in two.

Jac’ twitched involuntarily and took a step back from the gush of blood, halting his momentum and saving his life. The sword meant for his neck, swung wide and caused the second assailant to lose his balance and gave Macha the precious second that she required to remove his ugly head from his equally ugly body.

There were screams and panic and, in the melee and confusion, another assassin struck. He was luckier that the 

others, insofar as he succeeded in drawing blood.

Jac’ felt the blow and immediately dropped to the ground, sweeping one leg out, catching the attacker unawares, and felling him.

Macha finished him off with a sword to the chest.

A fourth – easily recognisable as an Icarrion soldier – sprang forward and took a swing at Jac’s head with a double-edged battle-axe.  Jac’ ducked, rolled and parried with his sword. The clash of metal on metal was jarring and Jac’ felt his arm go numb.

Macha wasted no time. Grabbing the assailant by the hair, she hauled him two feet off the ground, swung him around and drew him close enough to punch a hole in his chest and rip out his heart. Tossing his body to the side, she reached down and yanked Jac’ to his feet.

‘You’re hurt, but you’ll have to grin and bear it. I see a dozen soldiers heading our way, so we had better run.’

The streets were narrow and clogged with shoppers and that made for slow progress, but - if it was slow going for Macha and Jac’ - it was equally slow for those who pursued them.

The space port at Heathrow was sixteen Earth miles from Old London. Once away from the busy streets, Macha could run that distance in less than twenty minutes, but Jac’ was slower.

‘Get on my back,’ Macha said. ‘I’ll carry you.’

He didn’t need to be told twice and, at the gallop, reached out, grabbed her shoulders and swung up from the ground to throw his legs around her waist. He held on for dear life as she swerved past and through the bustle of people in their path and did his utmost not to be flung – as if from a bucking Kallip – back to the ground.

The wound on his left arm had split the skin all the way to the muscle and it meant that his hold on the speeding gynoid was severely hampered, but his thighs were strong, and they kept him anchored.

Macha bore his weight easily and her speed never faltered. They cleared the narrow streets quickly and were soon in sight of the city’s limits. The wise thing might’ve been to find somewhere to hide and contemplate their escape, but Macha’s sense of survival – and her uncanny perception for danger – kept her on the move.

Overhead, a small craft followed their progress. Macha glanced up at the sound of its thrumming engines, swore under her breath and re-doubled her effort to reach the relative safety of the space port.

*
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ASTRA SMILED UP AT the dragon and ran a hand over her 

flank. She was a beauty with her mother’s blue-black body and her father’s regal features. At two years of age, she was full-grown – standing eight feet tall to the shoulders - and fast reaching maturity. At times, when she was so close to the dragon that she could inhale her unique scent, Astra felt overwhelmed with emotion. Her love for the dragon was always tinged with the pain of loss and – even after two years – she still hadn’t accepted the death of the dragon’s parents. Although there had been nothing she could’ve done to prevent their slaughter, having their child in her life brought a whole host of bittersweet feelings that were difficult to cope with.

When she thought of the tiny infant being thrust into her arms, and recalled the sudden, terrifying feeling of responsibility, she never failed to quail. That she hadn’t shirked that responsibility – despite her father’s ongoing entreaties – was a testament to the love that had subjugated all other emotions. At seventeen years old, she had taken on everything that raising an orphaned baby dragon entailed and had been rewarded a hundred-fold by the dragon’s loyalty and devotion. 

That fateful night, when death and destruction rained down on Icarrion – and when two magnificent dragons perished beneath the onslaught of atomfire – Astra’s dragon had been born into an uncertain future. That she lived was a miracle. That she thrived was an even bigger marvel and each and every day Astra thanked the Sun God for sparing the infant’s life. 

Astra made no apologies for loving the dragon more than any other living creature. She loved her with a fierceness that brooked no interference from anyone – least of all her errant father, Bill Collins, pirate and renegade – and no one of her acquaintance dared to come between them. Their bond had been forged in tragedy and was unbreakable and not even the gynoid, Macha - or any one of the Malass witches - questioned the strength of that bond.

‘Tell me again about my mother and my father.’

The special language they shared was known only to them. It was a phenomenon shared only between dragons and queens born of the dragon bloodline. Centuries before, a new-born Icarrion princess had been close to death. Her mother, the queen, had died in childbirth and her distraught father had given the child to a nursing dragon to suckle in the hope that the child would be nourished and survive. The result of that union of infant and dragon had been a dynasty of queens forged on dragon genetics. Those queens became of the bloodline. Astra was one such queen. Now that Astra’s milk had nourished and saved a dragon, they had come full-circle and the connection was now inviolate.

‘There isn’t time, my darling.’ Astra drew back and looked up into her eyes. Unlike her parents, the dragon’s eyes held no fire. They were a soft violet and held no promise of the unleashed rage that was ever-present in Flozanya and Ozdyrion’s gaze. ‘You know that I have to make ready.  Laylamunger is probably waiting impatiently for me in the spell room. You know how she hates to be kept waiting.’

The dragon used those soft eyes to good effect. She knew that their gentleness could melt even the hardest heart.  ‘Please, Astra. Just tell me of the love they shared. Please...please...’

‘Well,’ Astra pretended to consider the request. ‘As you know, I never met your mother. She was Serillia’s dragon and she rarely ventured from her side. Your father and your mother met because Serillia brought your mother with her when she went to Icarrion, and it was there that she met your father. They’d both spent their whole lives – centuries, in fact – never meeting another dragon and, when they finally encountered one another...well, your father told me that it was love at first sight.’

‘Did he tell you how beautiful she was?’

Astra nodded. ‘The way he described her... well, I imagine 

that you look just like her. You have her colouring and her bearing, but you remind me so much of your father.’

‘I wish I had known them.’

‘I wish that, too. I’m so sorry that they were taken from you.’  

They’d had that very same conversation countless times, but Astra knew that the dragon needed to hear it over and over again because it was the only thing that could keep her parents’ memory alive.

‘Tell me again of the moment of my birth.’

Astra didn’t like recounting that terrible moment. Although she hadn’t witnessed it for herself, Macha had described it in great detail.

She frowned.  ‘Are you sure you want to hear this again? It’s so terribly sad and it puts you in a mood for days after.’

‘I won’t go into a mood... I promise.’

Astra wasn’t convinced, but she could deny the dragon nothing. All she had was others’ memories to feast on and to make her whole and she wanted every memory – the good as well as the bad. She glanced at her watch. ‘What if I promise to go through everything later when I have more time? You don’t want me to rush it.’

‘You really promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Okay.’

Astra laid her head on the dragon’s great belly and sighed. She wished that she could promise her that her future would be a happy one, but there would come a time when she would be left alone to live her life through many centuries without the love and companionship she had come to depend on.

‘You mustn’t be sad,’ the dragon said. 

‘I’m not sad,’ Astra lied. ‘I’m just worried about my ranking test.’

‘You’ll ace it. Laylamunger said you were the finest witch she’d ever met. She admitted that you were even better than 

she is.’

‘I sincerely doubt that. She was just being kind.’

‘Nonsense. You’re very clever when it comes to spells and I’ve seen what you can do with fire orbs.’

‘Spells and fire orbs are the least of it. To reach high rank, 

I have to demonstrate a great many magical skills. You know that I get nervous when I’m being tested.’

‘If you pass, it will mean we can go home.’

Astra was always surprised when the dragon referred to Icarrion as her home. She had been raised on Malass, and had known no other home. Although, she had been born – torn from her mother’s womb – on Icarrion, and been carried to Malass at a mere few hours old, she had never considered it home.  

‘I long to take you to Icarrion,’ she said quietly. ‘I want you to fly in the same sky as your parents, breathe the same air.’

‘And, you long to take what is yours,’ the dragon responded pointedly.

‘The throne? Yes, I long for that.’ She shook her head. ‘Sytor is destroying our home and our people and I feel it is my destiny to do something about it. Icarrion is where your father was born... where he was killed. It’s also where you were born... and it’s where your mother hoped to have a life.  

For all of that – it is a sacred place.’

‘I hear Macha talking to Zax about the terrible things the Xanetteian has done to Icarrion. He sounds as if he is a very 

evil creature.’

Astra nodded and pulled herself back from the dragon’s body. ‘He is worse even than Damanacree. At least the Plutonian would’ve preserved the planet to some extent. His ambition was to gain his home planet of Plutonia membership of the Intergalactic Coalition, and he needed Icarrion intact to achieve that.’

‘Macha never said what happened to Damanacree and his mate. Are they dead?’

Astra shrugged. ‘No one knows.’
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Damanacree could never be described as graceful, but, when he picked up a sword and expertly flourished it at his opponent, he resembled a ballerina - albeit a leathery, muscular one. He could also never be described as kind, or tolerant, or fair, and nothing he said or did would ever give anyone the impression that he was anything less than a monster. 

Analaision, his bonded mate and wife, could attest to that.

She watched him fight from the confines of her bedroom window, an unhappy scowl making her ugly features even more grotesque, and marvelled at his grace with the sword. As she looked down onto the courtyard - with its fighting square neatly tucked into one large corner, and the swordplay within mustering great attention – she had to force herself to remain standing and observe the fight to the end. She knew that he would ask her about it and, if her response to his questions didn’t please him, she would suffer a slap or, worse, a punch.

Despite hating every bone in his body, she didn’t regret bonding and mating with him. She still had hopes of being a queen and, now that she was with child, her hopes extended to her son being a king. Damanacree was their passport to sovereignty and, most females, would’ve felt that putting up with, and accepting such brutality, was a small price to pay for such a rich reward, but Analaision wasn’t most females.

She was born to rich parents and, although never a beauty, she had a good brain and quick wits, and knew exactly how she was going to make her mark in the universe. Her fortune – inherited when her parents died – meant that she could be wholly independent, and not have to depend on a male for anything... except, of course, a crown.

She had bonded and mated with one of the pretenders to the Icarrion throne, and then murdered him so she could join herself to Damanacree – knowing that he was more likely to 

succeed in getting her heart’s desire. He needed her fortune to buy mercenaries, weapons and space craft, and she needed to bond and mate with his bloodline to get what she wanted. It should’ve been a match blessed by the Sun God, but there had been no accounting for the clash in their cultures, their personalities, and their ambitions.

Over two years, he had systematically weakened her and stripped her of most of her pride. She was forced to live in a male dominated world where she had no voice and no rights, and even her fortune was no longer hers to spend. She hated herself for her naivety and for allowing her naked desire to blind her. 

Settling back against the wall, she continued to watch. His opponent of the moment was hampered by a shattered knee and a gaping head wound, but that didn’t prevent Damanacree from hammering him into complete submission. Unfortunately, for the soldier being systematically dismantled by her husband’s sword, it was unacceptable to concede failure until only a few breaths remained in his body. Damanacree was always rather put out if his opponent gave in too soon and they – more often than not – suffered a cruel death for their cowardice.

The courtyard was awash with strong sunlight and the glare hurt her eyes, but her gaze didn’t falter. She didn’t dare allow it to falter in case she missed something important.

At last, the fight was at an end and she could safely push herself off the wall and move to the bed to rest. She carried the baby high and the weight of her swollen abdomen made her weary. Standing for prolonged periods made her ankles swell and caused the baby to kick ferociously – a sure sign that he was his father’s son.

She guessed that she was in her third trimester. It was difficult to tell because there were no records of a Plutonian impregnating a Platton before so, goodness only knew, how much longer the pregnancy would last. Not much longer, she 

hoped.

She held no fear of childbirth. No Platton female in history had ever died giving birth. Her species was special. The blood of a Platton had magical properties, including incredible restorative powers, and – out of the thousands of species dotted across hundreds of galaxies – Plattons were the strongest and healthiest of them all. She wondered how strong her son’s blood would ultimately be. She had a feeling that her genes needed to be dominant in her son if he was to survive to meet his destiny. Babies born on Plutonia didn’t often thrive and - if they were lucky enough to reach adolescence - wars, rivalries and disease soon whittled down their numbers. Being Damanacree’s son would probably ensure that he didn’t succumb to any battle-wounds, or perish at the hands of a brigand, but it wouldn’t afford him any great protection against the ravages of Plutonian influenza or the plague. But, being of her bloodline, would.

Her blood had already saved his father’s life. Two years previously - during the ill-fated battle with the Icarrion army - Damanacree had sustained a near-fatal wound. Without her blood, he would have certainly died. For a time, he’d been grateful and had been kind to her. He’d shown her what life with him could’ve been, and she had almost loved him then. But, all monsters must always revert to type, and it wasn’t long before he began to torment and torture her.

She recognised his footsteps on the stairs and pulled herself into a sitting position on the bed, stiffened her spine, and waited.

She didn’t have to wait too long before he burst into the room, red of face and panting with exertion.

‘Well?’ he said, unbuckling his sword and throwing it at her feet. ‘What did you think?’

She never ceased to be amazed at his almost boyish craving for praise. That he desperately wanted her opinion of his prowess in the fighting square was a great mystery, because he refused to accept her opinion on just about everything else.

‘Magnificent, as usual, my lord,’ she replied, knowing it would not be enough to satisfy him.

He was not impressed with her scant response. He wanted more – much more - but he refused to beg for it.

She would have gladly taken a beating just for the pleasure of denying him the praise he so desperately needed, but she had the child to consider, so she smiled and shook her head – ensuring that there was a look of wonder on her face – and said, ‘You had him easily beat, my lord... not because he was an inferior fighter,’ she added quickly, noting his sudden frown, ‘but because you had his measure. Your keen eye spotted where he was weak, and you punished him quickly and expertly.’

He nodded, appeased.

‘I witnessed an improvement in your agility and your speed,’ she continued – making it up as she went along. ‘I think that your tutor has clearly brought out the best in you. 

He deserves a reward, I think.’

A reward for doing his job? I think not.’ He sat down next to her on the bed. ‘What else?’

She racked her brain for more words of commendation. She knew that they had to be new words, fresh words, because he hated repetition and he remembered every single word of praise that she’d uttered on previous occasions.

‘I was particularly impressed by the riposte – your counterattack when he parried. He didn’t see that coming and suffered a cut, I believe?’

He nodded. ‘A mere nick, but he felt it.’

‘And, then you shattered his knee.’ She grimaced for effect. ‘I could hear the crack of the bone all the way up here.’

His pouty lips turned up into a smile. ‘He screamed like an infant.’

‘He did, indeed, my lord.’

‘Did you see me open his head?’

She nodded. ‘It made me feel quite faint.’

‘You?’ The smile dropped off his face. ‘Blood doesn’t make you queasy. You’re a blood-thirsty vixen who relishes the sight of gore.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d believe that you were trying to make a fool out of me.’ He grabbed her throat and squeezed. 

Black spots formed before her eyes as her oxygen was cut off. She knew better than to struggle and simply implored him with her eyes to cease and desist.

He loosened his grip a smidgen and she had just enough 

air to squeeze out, ‘The baby, my lord... he makes me queasy.’

His eyes narrowed as he contemplated her explanation and, satisfied, he released his grip fully. ‘Yes, I had heard that pregnancy can turn a female’s stomach, but I thought you made of sterner stuff. You disappoint me.’

She nodded and rubbed her neck. ‘I’m sorry if I offended 

you and I will try not to disappoint you in future.’

He flapped a meaty hand in her face. I can forgive you anything, so long as it’s related to bearing my son.’ He stood and began to remove his chain-mail. ‘What else did you observe? What other improvements?’

Was it never to end, she thought? This incessant need for admiration?

‘Your agility astounded me, my lord. I noted that you seemed younger and fitter than usual. I swear – after every moon – you grow stronger.’

They both knew why that was. His nightly feasting on her blood had invigorated him and brought a youthfulness to his ageing body. Of course, he would never admit it to her – or to anyone. He would never associate his strength with the taking of her blood.

‘There is no other warrior on Plutonia to equal you,’ she added. 

He was pleased. She had passed the test and he felt inclined to be kind.

‘You look weary,’ he said. ‘Are you taking care of yourself and my son?’

‘I eat well, my lord, and I try to take rest when I can.’

‘I’ll have my physician visit you directly. I think you would benefit from a tonic. You are too pale.’

Because you almost strangled me. Because you have me live in terror every waking moment. ‘Thank you. A tonic would be most welcome.’

‘Rest before dinner and I’ll come and escort you down later.’

‘Thank you, my lord. I am weary. The baby gives me little respite... always moving, always kicking. He is proving to be a fighter, just like his father.’

‘You are sure it is male?’

She nodded. ‘I’m sure.’

He smiled at that. He had many bastards dotted across the planet, but this child would be legitimate and would be a welcome heir. It was good that it was male. On Plutonia, females were less than worthless. Like his mate, he wondered what sort of creature would ultimately be born. He had no awkwardness about his own looks - Plutonian males could never be considered handsome – but his mate’s ugliness rubbing off on his son would be a little more difficult to stomach.

He voiced his thoughts. ‘I wonder if he will take after me? I wonder if he will be a true Plutonian?’

‘You have Icarrion blood in your veins,’ she returned. ‘Your bloodline is royal, and our son will benefit from that mix... as well as from my Platton heritage. He will be much more than a mere Plutonian.’ She said the words with pride, not considering how he might take them.

His face darkened momentarily. He saw himself as Plutonian – first and last – and didn’t appreciate the hint of disparagy in her tone.

She immediately saw her mistake, and quickly back-peddled. ‘Of course, the Plutonian side of him will certainly be the most dominant. How could it be otherwise?’

His features settled. ‘Yes, there will be no doubt of his Plutonian lineage. All other bloodlines are inferior and no son of mine will display them in look or person.’

She bowed her head, acknowledging his wisdom.

When he left her, she sighed with relief and dropped back onto the pillows. She owed it to her child to bear life with his father. She would learn to suffer every indignity with gratitude, knowing that, one day, she would be rewarded. First, she would be queen of Icarrion and, when she finally got around to murdering Damanacree, she would have the pleasure of placing her son on the throne. 

What were a few punches compared to that?
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Chapter Three
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Laylamunger didn’t go easy on her. To achieve high rank, the witch must prove herself perfectly accomplished – and that meant no mistakes. Witches of the highest rank must show themselves to be fluent in all spells – both verbal and non-verbal - and they must possess an inner power over all of the elements and have the ability to summon them at will.

What differentiated a witch of the high rank from those of lesser ranks was not only the manner in which they cast, but the whole range of magical powers at their disposal. Every high witch – not that there were many – had different areas of expertise, but every one of them shared a common ability across all areas.

Astra was unique in many ways. Up until the age of seventeen, her powers had been dormant. She had grown up on Earth pretty much as a normal human girl, and - although she had known from an early age that she was destined to be queen of Icarrion - she had been ignorant of both the witch and dragon bloodlines in her genes. Her normal human upbringing included spending her early years, and much of her adolescence, training as a warrior and learning how to hone a whole raft of skills that would not only keep her alive but teach her how to rule. So, when Queen Aggerron had finally named her as her heir, she had been poised and ready – which was just as well because there were several pretenders to the throne who wanted her dead.

At seventeen years of age, Astra had set off to claim her throne, armed only with good sense, courage and two short blades. It was only when she was forced to seek refuge on Malass that the witch in her was rudely awakened.

Now, Laylamunger watched the young girl prepare herself for the test of high rank and marvelled at her composure. In two short years Astra had come a long way and she was very proud indeed to be privy to witnessing her becoming one of the greatest witches to have ever been born. 

Laylamunger didn’t take any credit for her transformation. She may have taught and mentored her, but she believed that - being of the dragon bloodline - accounted for the incredible enhancement of her powers. Something in that bloodline had altered ordinary witch genetics into something quite remarkable and she was just about to see the extent of that extraordinary metamorphosis.

At nineteen years old, Astra had no more to learn. Her maturity as a witch was complete and the final test was all that stood between her apprenticeship and the acknowledgement of her mastery. She would be the youngest High Witch and the most powerful – even more powerful than Laylamunger – the High Witch of Malass, the home planet.

‘We will begin,’ Laylamunger said. 

Astra gave a tiny nod and dragged in a breath.

‘Your first task is to read the mind of the cook in the lower kitchen.’

‘Mattrid?’

Laylamunger nodded.

Astra smiled. It was an easy beginning to the test. She closed her eyes, concentrated for a few seconds, then said, ‘I’ll spit in Bill Collins’ food if he dares to criticise my puddings again. Who does he think he is? Jumped-up human garbage – that’s what he is.’ Her eyes flew open. ‘I could go on.’

‘No, that is enough. I read her mind and can concur with your findings. Well done.’

Astra smiled and waited. She knew that it would get more difficult from thereon in, and she braced herself for the second test.

‘Now, for mind-control.’ Laylamunger tried to keep the smile from her lips. The next task would surely test her. ‘I intend to make this as difficult as possible by making it multi-faceted. You will make Sam bring you his favourite toy, but you must direct him to come here via the kitchens. When he passes by Mattrid you must make the cook offer him a tasty morsel, but Sam must refuse it and come straight here.’

Astra felt her jaw drop. Laylamunger couldn’t have made the task any more difficult. She not only had to control the mind of a dog, but make it refuse a tasty morsel. She also had to control the mind of the cook. She doubted herself for a moment. Mind control was one of the most difficult skills to get right and it had the potential for disaster. She worried that she might, inadvertently, make Sam bite the cook. She decided to give it her best shot.

Sam, being a dog, had limited capacity for thought and that made mind control especially difficult. For mind control to be successful, the witch had to plant thoughts directly into the brain, and then those thoughts had not only to be understood, but acted upon. 

Astra had to think outside the box and, after some consideration, she came up with the idea of planting images rather than the usual method of wrapping thoughts up in words. Images would make it much easier for Sam to understand.

Ten minutes after planting the first image, and following it up with others, Sam padded into the room with his favourite squeaky mouse between his jaws.

It had been a near-impossible task and both Laylamunger and Astra were taken aback by the ease of its success.

‘Well done.’ Laylamunger bowed her head in congratulation. ‘I thought that it might’ve taken you a bit longer. I had a similar task when I was being tested and it took me from sunrise until sunset to master it.’

‘Sam is a clever dog. I can’t take all the credit.’

‘Nonsense. It was very well done.’

Astra felt herself blush. She didn’t take praise easily. It always embarrassed her.

‘We will now do levitation, telekinesis and all of the paralytic spells, and then we will go through all the spells controlling the elements. You shouldn’t find any of these difficult, but we have to cover the basics as well. There’s no point in a witch being an expert at mind control if she can’t summon the wind, cast a fire orb, or raise herself off the ground.’

Astra successfully completed all the tasks and spells associated with a witch’s basic knowledge and skills. Laylamunger had been right – she found none of those tasks arduous.

‘Finally, I would now ask you to demonstrate your control of the crystal.’

Astra absently rubbed at the glowing crystal embedded in her abdomen. She couldn’t always control its power and she knew that this was the one area where she could quite conceivably fail. The crystal – a gift from Laylamunger - had a life and a mind of its own. It was temperamental at the best of times and now – when it needed to behave – she could feel it stir in a very alarming way.

No other witch had ever been tested as stringently. No other witch – except Laylamunger – had ever possessed such a crystal, so it seemed unfair to test her on her control over its powers. It wasn’t a normal part of the assessment and she wondered if Laylamunger meant her to fail.

‘What would you have me do?’ she asked, resigned.

‘Show me Damanacree and his mate. I want to see where they are and what they’re doing.’

That was a tricky one, and Laylamunger knew it. The High Witch was well aware how problematic the crystal could be. She knew that Astra had already attempted to use it to summon a vision of the Plutonian and his Platton mate, and she also knew that she had failed miserably. It was obvious that - where visions were concerned - the crystal always dictated the form and the content, nevertheless the test was important.

Visions wasn’t really an accurate description of what the crystal could do. A more precise explanation was that it projected and manifested Astra’s thoughts and foresights. It revealed what was in her consciousness but, better than that, it inserted either real-time or future images into her mind. It could prophesise, and it could predict, and it could generate enough power to turn Astra’s spells nuclear. To Astra, that was more than enough.

So, she wasn’t going to even try to do as Laylamunger asked. If that meant she would fail, and be denied high rank – then, so be it.

Laylamunger was well acquainted with the tight-lipped expression on Astra’s face. She saw it whenever she’d made up her mind about something and knew that no one was going to like it.

‘You’re not going to even try, are you?’

Astra shook her head.

‘Are you going to tell me why?’

‘It’s simply not my place to dictate to the crystal. It shows me what it believes I need to know.’

‘I’m sorry that you think that way, Astra. I’m also very disappointed. The crystal is a tool... your tool... and you can’t achieve high rank until you learn to master and control it.’

‘Then, I will never reach high rank.’ She said the words without regret. ‘I won’t make the crystal into something it was never meant to be.’

There followed a strained silence broken only by a quiet hum emanating from the crystal.

As their eyes dropped to Astra’s abdomen, both witnessed a rapid kaleidoscope of changing colours as the crystal geared up for something spectacular.

Astra immediately closed her eyes and forced her mind clear of all thoughts. The images came slowly, almost tentatively, and then there was an explosion of impressions that were confusing in their intensity.

‘It’s Jac’ and Macha,’ she said. ‘He’s hurt and they’re in trouble.’

Suddenly, the images seemed to leap from her head and there was an eruption of sound that was loud enough to shake the walls.

They stood in inky blackness, and were then surrounded by glinting, glistening stars. Above their heads, three space ships seemed engaged in a deadly battle. The room was brightened and rent with the screaming sounds of laser-fire and the thunderous noise was deafening in its intensity

‘They’re being attacked.’

‘Is it happening now... at this very moment?’ Laylamunger had to shout to make herself heard. She turned full-circle and instinctively ducked as one of the ships appeared to dive-bomb her.

Astra nodded. ‘They’ve just left Earth. Jac’ can’t make the 

space fold and one of their engines is damaged.’ 

‘Can’t you do something?’ Laylamunger was now on her knees with her arms wrapped around her head. 

Astra mentally groaned and racked her brain. What could she do? They were too far away to cast a protection charm and she had to consider the terrible fact that there really wasn’t anything to be done to save them. 

She winced as the heat from the crystal radiated across her abdomen and crackled up to her chest. It was showing her the images for a reason and that meant that there was something she could do to change the ongoing events. But what? 

The air in the room grew cold and, despite the heat of the crystal, she shivered. A huge explosion knocked her onto her knees and, when she looked up, was gratified to see that one of the attacking ships had been blown to smithereens. 

Laylamunger dropped her arms and threw Astra an urgent, silent question. 

‘I’m thinking,’ she returned on a shout.

Astra’s anxiety spiked as a picture of Jac’s face – pale and pained – entered her mind. She stilled and forced all feelings of fear and panic from her head and her body. With the stillness of her being came an immediate silence and a cessation of all movement in the images above their heads. It was as if everything had been freeze-framed.

She closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids she felt as if a thousand tiny insects were stinging her and it took a tremendous effort not to open them and rub furiously with her knuckles.

Seconds ticked past and the multi-coloured radiance of the crystal changed to a throbbing, pulsing blue. She stiffened, and her lips began to form the words of the incantation. Laylamunger recognised it and she pressed her forehead to the floor and echoed Astra’s ritualistic uttering of the words.

Astra took shallow breaths so as not to disturb the flow of the spell and, when the final word was uttered, her eyes flew open and the blue charge from the crystal erupted from them like two bursts of ferocious cold flame.

A pure blast of energy seemed to rip the room in two and, suddenly – miraculously – Jac’ and Macha were crumpled on 

the floor at Astra’s feet.

Jac’s injuries were substantial, but easily healed. The spell wasn’t a difficult one, but it still earned Astra some points with Laylamunger.

And, then, Astra dropped to the floor in a faint.
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Chapter Four
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Ozdyrion sensed the return of his fire. It came slowly – tingling through his veins like a charge of electricity – and its heat warmed him and gave his body much-needed vivacity. He was, by no means, robust. He had very little stamina and the strength in his muscles was still hampered by long months of starvation, but something was giving him life. Something touched the cells in his body, bringing them alive, and he knew with certainty what that something was.

Astra had obviously grown strong – so strong that, even across the great distance of space, their common bloodline had touched and fired. 

He had to make ready. She would need him.

*
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ASTRA WAS EXHAUSTED. The crystal’s power had faded to black and, as it died back to almost nothing, Astra’s ability to remain conscious waned and failed.

She woke in her bed with a pounding headache and a stiffness in her body that suggested she’d just run a marathon. She wasn’t alone. Jac’, still in a little pain despite Astra’s healing spell. sat at her bedside with an expression of dread on his face.

When she opened her eyes and looked at him, his face seemed to collapse in on itself and he unashamedly cried.

‘I’m all right,’ she managed to say. ‘Are you all right? Is Macha...?’

‘She’s fine... I’m fine.’ He knuckled back the tears. ‘I don’t know how you did it, but...’

‘I don’t know how I did it.’ She smiled and pulled herself up onto an elbow. ‘I guess I aced the test?’

He returned her smile, banishing the last of his tears. 

‘Laylamunger is remaining tight-lipped about that.’

‘I bet she is.’

They stared at one another in silence for a few moments – each simply savouring the sight of the other – before Astra said, ‘I should never have sent you to Earth. I knew it was dangerous.’

He shrugged. ‘We had to try to get the Coalition on board. What choice did we have?’

‘None, I don’t suppose.’ She leaned forward and brought her lips to within an inch of his. 

They didn’t kiss. They’d never kissed, but the temptation to do so was there, thick and urgent.

Jac’ was the first to draw back. A kiss would complicate matters.

Astra was unperturbed. It didn’t matter.

‘We can’t leave it any longer. We have to make ready to leave for Icarrion immediately.’

Jac’ considered that and gave a small shake of his head. ‘They’ll be expecting it.’

‘Perhaps not,’ she returned. ‘Your ship was destroyed. The Coalition will believe that you and Macha didn’t make it back to Malass.’

He considered some more. ‘Not immediately, then – but soon.’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow.’

They were interrupted by the door being flung open and Sisasskaa tearing across the floor to throw herself into Jac’s arms.

‘You’re back... you’re back,’ the child cried. ‘I was so worried about you.’

Jac’ hugged her close. ‘I missed you,’ he said. ‘Have you been good?’

‘I passed all of my elementary exams with flying colours... top of the class. Cauldronia said I was the best.’

Jac’ bent to kiss the tiny Icarrion’s forehead. ‘Well done, my love. I knew you would.’ He turned his eyes to Cauldronia who had just entered the room. ‘You taught her well.’

The Malass witch snorted down her long trunk-like nose and grinned. ‘She’s truly gifted. Her mother must’ve been a 

very powerful witch.’

‘She was... she was,’ Sisasskaa intoned. ‘My mother was a special witch.’

Sisasskaa had mentioned that before – that her mother was a special witch – but no one had discovered exactly what that had meant. She’d died saving her child from a swarm of snow wasps – using her magic to shield the child from what deadly stings she could and altering the poison in her daughter’s body sufficiently to render it harmless. But – special witch, or not – she was unable to save herself.

‘Where’s my father?’ Astra asked Cauldronia.

‘Skulking off somewhere. I haven’t seen him since he was told that your test had begun.’

Her father hadn’t accepted that she was a witch. He tried to make out that it didn’t bother him – not as much as her mothering of a dragon bothered him – but Astra hadn’t been fooled. His abhorrence for her powers was too great to be hidden.

Jac’ shook his head. He would never understand Bill 

Collins. Even after two years, he was still amazed at the fact that the man still couldn’t come to terms with his daughter’s abilities, or her choices.

Sisasskaa tugged at his hair and demanded his attention.

‘Do you want to see me spell, Jac’? I can do levitation... do you want to see?’

Jac’ loved his ward. He’d rescued her when her father and uncle abandoned her, and he’d watched as she’d transformed from a defenceless scrap of a child - mute following the harrowing trauma of watching her mother being stung to death by snow wasps – into a bright, boisterous fledgling witch who talked non-stop and who captured every heart she touched.

‘Yes... yes... show me,’ he said, laughing.

‘Show all of us,’ Astra put in.

Sisasskaa dropped from Jac’s lap and immediately summoned the spell. She raised her hands until they were parallel to her waist, looked intently at the stool across the room, muttered the magical words and brought about the marvel that was levitation. 

Jac’ watched the stool rise a few feet in the air and clapped 

his hands. ‘Well done... well done. You’re such a clever little witch.’

Her concentration broke, the spell collapsed, and the stool dropped to the floor.

‘That happens, sometimes’ she said, not in the least perturbed. ‘Shall I do it again, Jac’? Shall I?’

‘No, not just now. You can show me all that you’ve learned after we eat.’ He looked her over with careful eyes. ‘You’ve grown since I last saw you and...’ He tilted his head to the side and squinted. ‘I think you’ve become even prettier.’

Sisasskaa was much too young to blush and she took the compliment in her stride – believing it to be true and not of any real consequence. She would much rather have compliments about her witchcraft than her looks and knew that she was sure to get them once Jac’ had filled his belly.

‘Can I bring you something?’ he asked Astra. ‘You must be famished.’

‘Perhaps later,’ she said. ‘I need a little more sleep before I eat. You go along with Sisasskaa.’

He nodded. ‘But, we’ll talk again later. We need to make plans.’

Outside the room, with the door firmly closed, Cauldronia ushered the child off to the kitchens to hurry the cooks along and then pulled Jac’ to the side.

‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Was it the Coalition who attacked you and Macha?’

‘I don’t think so... not directly.’

‘Who, then?’

‘Xanetteians. The Coalition listened to me – I’ll grant you that – but I believe most had already made their decision even before I opened my mouth and the Xanetteian members made things very difficult during my audience.’

‘Do they not see the danger? Do the Earth members – at least – not see what the Xanetteians are doing to Icarrion?’ Cauldronia – not usually prone to melodrama – threw her hands in the air, flung her body around, and cursed like a star-trooper. 

Jac’ watched her with a small smile on his lips. Malass witches were strange creatures, with their trunk-like noses and huge, pointy heads, and to see one throw a hissy-fit was extremely amusing. But, it wasn’t the time for amusement.

He said, ‘I don’t think they understand.’

‘Not understand?’ Cauldronia dropped her arms and turned to stare at him. ‘Icarrion is a gateway to the wider universe and it’s in the hands of a despot who is determined to destroy it. Aggerron named Astra as her heir and they don’t understand the importance of supporting her claim to the throne?’

Jac’ understood her incredulity and her frustration perfectly. ‘Sytor has them brainwashed.’

‘They’re all fools if they think Sytor will bend his knee to their authority... and how do you think it will work out when the Coalition has need of Icarrion’s strategic position? Do the members think that Sytor will help them?’ She snorted and shook her head. ‘Fools – every one of them.’

‘There’s peace across the galaxies and that means there is no imminent threat to any of them or their planets, so they think that they don’t need Icarrion. As far as the Coalition is concerned – Sytor, and the Xanetteians, can keep it.’

‘So, we are alone?’

He nodded. ‘We’ll get no help from them.’

‘Astra must win high rank,’ Cauldronia said. ‘The whole of Malass – and every witch across every planet – will come to the aid of a High Witch. Even the Gobbleskypes and the fire-breathers will be forced to assist her.’

‘If she achieves high rank?’

She nodded. ‘Only then.’

‘Do you think that Laylamunger will grant it?’

‘After what Astra just pulled off... are you kidding?’

‘It was pretty spectacular.’

‘It was more than that.’

‘Oh?’

‘It showed us all that there is no greater witch alive than Astra. What she did... what she did was impossible.’

‘She did the impossible.’ It was a statement and not a question and it was uttered with wonder.

‘She cast her spell across millions of light years. She transported you and Macha across three galaxies in the bat of an eye. No one quite believes it, because – yes – it is impossible.’

They were distracted when Astra’s father approached with Sam, as usual, trotting at his heels.

Bill Collins hadn’t changed much in the two years he’d been at his daughter’s side. He still refused to accept the dragon – having wished it dead on more than one occasion, so as to save his daughter the responsibility of rearing it – and he still couldn’t reconcile with the fact that Astra was a witch. The added fact that his daughter was of the dragon bloodline was something he refused to even think about.

‘You’re back, then,’ he said directly to Jac’. I don’t suppose you bring good news with you?’

‘I’m afraid not. The Coalition is so far up its own backside that there’s no getting to it.’

‘No support... not from a single member?’

Jac’ shrugged. ‘A few words of support, here and there, I suppose, but that’s all they were... words. The Xanetteians soon put down any hint of sponsorship. Did you hear about Macha and I being attacked and how Astra saved us?’

He’d heard nothing, and said as much.

Jac’ explained, and finished up the telling by saying, ‘It, more or less, means that we’re completely on our own.’

Bill Collins turned a wary eye on Cauldronia. ‘I guess, it’s up to us, then. Will Malass help?’ That was his round-about way of asking if his daughter had won high rank. He had no intention of asking the question outright. To do so would be to admit the importance of her, not only being a witch, but being a witch of the highest rank. He knew that – across the whole universe – you could count on one hand the number of witches who’d won the accolade of high witch. Every one of them – his daughter included, should she pass the test – would have, by divine right, the authority to govern the actions of any witch, on any planet... including the thousands of witches on Malass.

Cauldronia cut her eyes at him, but made no response. She had long ago ceased to understand his continuing antagonism towards his daughter’s destiny. Let him wonder, she thought. Let him wait on the official proclamation like everyone else. 
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Chapter Five
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The scream rang out, but was quickly choked off. Behind the cell door there was loud groaning, gasping and the sounds of slaps and thuds. The Lord Cantor could hear all of those sounds from his own cell and, although they were familiar to him – having heard them on and off for nearly two years – they never ceased to terrify him. He knew that - there but for the grace of the Sun God - went he.

That particular episode of torture had been going on since sunrise and it was now nearly sunset. Cantor didn’t know the reason for the poor unfortunate’s treatment – that’s if there even was a reason - but what he was sure of, was the fact that Sytor placed him in his current cell so as to bear witness to the suffering he was all too ready to inflict on his prisoners.

There was the sound of a loud bump against the wall which was almost certainly the result of a body being thrown against it and Cantor found himself standing with his ear pressed up against the cold stone in a parody of eavesdropping. Despite his terror of the harrowing experience, he remained grotesquely fascinated by the sounds coming from the adjoining cell and was almost compelled to listen.

He now heard some low-voiced argument and perceived that the torturers were disagreeing over whether to finish the victim off or leave him half-dead and available for yet another round of abuse
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