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There are nineteen provinces in the Land held aloft by nineteen pillars. Above the earth there is sky, and nobody knows what goes below except the Nineteen Dragons.
That is all you need to know, but that is not all there is to be known.





This is the First Dragon.
Look at him: he is a wizened man of advanced age with trembling fingers and a broad smile. He hobbles to the street corner leaning on a cane wrapped with scaly flesh. Its ruby gems reflect the golden sun onto the cobblestones like a prism.
“Good morning,” he says to the newspaper man, who pretends not to hear him.
He curves his free hand around the paper and tucks it under his arm. The newspaper man watches out the corner of his eye to ensure the hand dipping into his pocket brings out change—two silver coins. It used to be that newspapers cost a brass coin, but such times are long past even if they are sharp in the First Dragon’s memory.
The newspaper man sweeps up the coins and goes back to ignoring him.
“Have a nice day,” says the First Dragon, whose violet turban is also encrusted with gems. His voice sounds human, and his skin hangs from his bones like any man who reaches old age. His joints are too big for the rest of his body. The tufts of hair coming out of his ears surely must make him half-deaf.
The First Dragon hobbles to a bench nearby and lowers himself onto it. He rests the cane against his knee and opens the newspaper, bracing it against his lap. Such things are too heavy for him to hold up now.
He slips his fingers into his pocket once more and brings them out again with a glimmering crystal monocle, which sinks neatly into place between his cheek and brow. It has all but grown into his face after being worn every day for many years.
The news is grim. Isn’t it always these days? The wars would be bad enough on their own, but violence abroad has translated into tension at home, which makes people do strange things.
The First Dragon tuts to express his disapproval at the headlines: rapes and robberies and murders and things set aflame.
“What a world!” he says to the newspaper man, who is reading a book and refuses to look at him.
The First Dragon reads the birth and death announcements and his tuts turn to smiles. Such is the natural order of the world: Gerald Bertram the Third, survived by his son and grandson. That is a good death. That is the order such things should happen. And look, so many new lives in the nurseries of New Haven. Irys and Mykaila and Peter.
He lifts the newspaper up the newspaper man can see. “Isn’t this wonderful? My third great-grandchild was born last week, and I love her so. Do you have any children?”
Of course, there is no response, but the First Dragon doesn’t mind. The newspaper man sells him a paper every day, and the First Dragon always shares it with him on that very bench, but he never responds. The old man hums to himself as he reads on, tutting and smiling in turns.
“Looks like a new circus in town this week,” the First Dragon announces as a woman with silver boots purchases a paper. “It sounds very exciting!”
A man dashes past on bare, dirty feet. He snatches the cane from beside the First Dragon without losing stride.
“No!” cries the First Dragon, but the thief is already halfway down the street, arms pumping and knees flashing under his torn shorts.
“Oh my,” says the woman in the silver boots. “That’s not good.”
“I need my cane. Please, sir! Can’t you help me?”
The newspaper man pretends not to listen, and the woman is offended. “How dare you! Can you truly be so cold to your elders? I am ashamed.” She returns the newspaper and strides after the thief without paying.
“Please help me,” begs the First Dragon again. “I need my cane.”
The newspaper man closes his book. Sets it on the shelf. “You’re making me lose business,” he mutters in the thick accent of Those From the Mountains. “Blast it. Very well. Suppose I don’t need to tell you to wait here.”
“Thank you,” says the First Dragon, sagging with relief.
The newspaper man gives chase. He is very fast. Many years ago, he was an athlete at the Great University and won many medals, but an injury took away his ability to race and his passion for learning.
Busy streets give way to a busier market, and it is all the newspaper man can do to trail the thief through hanging silks and vegetable stands. He knocks over a jeweler’s table and calls “Sorry!” without stopping.
A commuter balloon lifts as flames blast hot air into its belly. A rope dangling from the basket drops into the crowd.
Leaping, the thief catches the rope and rises into the air.
Rationality says the newspaper man should not give chase because the tendon in his knee is throbbing and it is ill-advised to leap onto a balloon in such a fashion. But he cannot bear the thought of returning to the old man without his cane, and so the newspaper man leaps as well.
They are swept into the sky under the belly of the balloon, feet dangling meters above the rooftops. The thief grins. He is missing several teeth, and half of the remainders are carved of wood.
“Give me the cane!” shouts the newspaper man over the gusting wind, clinging to the rope with both hands.
Cackling, the thief grips the cane in his teeth and scales the rope. The newspaper man hurries to do the same.
They meet on the deck of the commuter balloon. The newspaper man takes a swing at the thief, who ducks it easily. The people within gasp and press themselves to the walls of the basket.
“Why would you steal an old man’s cane?” demands the newspaper man.
“Do you see these gems? This skin? It is worth more money than I can beg on the streets in ten years!”
“Is it worth the grief you have caused an elder?”
The thief cackles again. “Yes! Yes it is!”
He swings the cane and it connects with the newspaper man’s temple. The sharp rap sends him to his knees.
The pilot turns the yoke over to his assistant. “Please, there is to be no fighting on my balloon! I will summon the police!” The thief spins, swinging the cane again, and strikes the pilot in the face. Blood blossoms from his nose as he falls into the arms of a woman swathed in an expensive red dress.
“How badly do you want this?” asks the thief.
Getting to his feet, the newspaper man shakes his head. “Not at all, personally, but a very old man needs it.”
“Then come get it!”
The thief flings himself from the edge of basket and disappears.
“Blast it,” mutters the newspaper man.
Something akin to madness seizes him. He jumps without giving so much as a glance over the side. Women shriek and a man tries to grab him, but it is too late. He has launched himself into space.
The newspaper man is surprised to land safely on a rooftop they had been passing. The thief is running for a stair on the side of the skyscraper.
Getting to his feet, he follows. It has been a very long time since the newspaper man ran anywhere. His knee throbs to remind him why that is.
Hurrying down the wrought iron fire escape, the thief leaps to the adjacent building. The newspaper man follows. The impact of striking the stairs shocks through his entire body.
“Stop!” he wheezes.
The thief ignores him and climbs through a window into an office, slamming it shut behind him. The newspaper man struggles to open the window to no avail.
There is only one door to the building on the street below. He hurries to intercept the thief at the doors.
But he does not emerge.
The thief is nowhere to be seen. The newspaper man has lost him.
“Curse it all,” he swears, leaning his hands on his knees to catch his breath.
By the time the newspaper man returns to the bench, the First Dragon is clutching a hand to his chest and wheezing.
“He got away,” says the newspaper man. “I’m sorry.”
The First Dragon’s face collapses. “Oh dear.”
His bones liquefy and he tumbles to the cobblestone street. He struggles for breath. The newspaper man gathers his frail body into his arms.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” he asks, but the First Dragon can no longer reply. His mouth opens and closes and his eyes squeeze shut. The newspaper man clasps the old man’s hand in his. “Somebody get help!”
A passerby takes pity and hurries to summon a physician. It does not matter. The First Dragon was dead as soon as his cane was snatched away.
The newspaper man suddenly thinks back to the hundreds of mornings that the old man came to his stand to buy a newspaper, and the hundreds of times he shared the most interesting articles aloud. He wonders why he never responded.
“Tell me your name,” rasps the First Dragon.
“My name? I am Phyl,” he says, “and I came from the north.”
A smile touches the old man’s eyes. “Thank you Phyl from the north. I am the First Dragon.” Of course, the newspaper man cannot accept this as a truth, because he has never seen a dragon that looked anything like what he holds now in his arms. “Your chase was marvelous. You run like a zephyr.”
“Why are you dying?” he asks.
The First Dragon hooks a gnarled finger at the newspaper man, who puts his ear to the old man’s lips to hear his final words. “Didn’t I tell you I needed my cane?”
His hand falls to the cobblestones. A final breath whispers from him as every muscle goes soft. The newspaper man lays him down and presses a fist to his mouth. Although he has not cried once since the injury in college, he is suddenly struck by great grief.
The physician arrives too late swathed in antiquated black robes and a mask with a long ivory beak. He smells like roses and camphor and holds a slender wooden wand in one hand. He kneels beside them, gives a brisk examination of the old man, and shakes his head.
“I will register this death on the Day of Our Lord one thirty-three and twelve,” says the physician. “I am sorry for your loss, sir.”
The newspaper man cannot speak. It is as though a hand has closed on his throat.
A strange aura settles over them, and the First Dragon’s turban unravels on the street. His folds of skin fall away. What uncurls from within him is impossibly large. Look at the way his long neck and tail spool out of the old man like long ropes of ribbon. His scales are ruby-gold and his eyes are glossy. His beak shines and fine silken whiskers dangle from his cheeks.
The newspaper man falls back with a cry. Everyone on the street stops mid-stride, stilling in the midst of their hurried lives to watch the passing of the First Dragon.
He loops and loops again, swirling into the sky on a gust that rings wind chimes down the street. Although he is indescribably huge, larger even than the commuter balloons suspended amongst the clouds, he strikes no trees or buildings as he ascends through billowing factory smoke.
The newspaper man shields his eyes to watch him rise. The First Dragon unfurls his grand wings, flashes in the sunlight once, and shatters into a thousand-million droplets of golden rain that shower upon the newspaper man.
He is gone.
Turning to see where the body had lain, the newspaper man is somehow unsurprised to find that the skin and turban have vanished. The only sign that the First Dragon once lay in the street are the scattered pages of his newspaper.
“Dragons,” scoffs the physician. “You can never trust the dratted beasts. Adventurers had the right idea in killing the lot of them!”
The newspaper man wonders how many other dragons have passed by his stand unnoticed.
He gathers the pages of the newspaper and sits down at his booth. He reads the birth and death announcements the old man had tried to share with him. There will be no announcement for the First Dragon. Such passings are never publicly observed by mortals.
Even so, the newspaper man misses him. He goes for a run the next morning instead of opening his stand. He runs each consecutive morning as well.
His injured knee never hurts him again.





A pillar is crumbling somewhere and the province is going with it. One could not count the lives lost. It is almost an entire half continent, and in a moment, it has vanished.
“It is the war,” some say upon hearing news of the devastation.
“It is a lie,” decide others, certain that such horrible rumors could not be true.
Both are wrong, of course.





The Second Dragon is the first to enter her mortal vessel when the Dragons finally agree to become human to survive. She is eager for all the sensual delights of humanity. She loves to gamble and drink. Although her form is petite and doll-like, she can take her alcohol like a sailor thrice her dimensions, and she finds liquor to be the best lubricant for attracting men to wagers.
“Care to bet against me on this game of cards?” she asks, and sometimes, “What would you like for a roll of the dice?” or occasionally, “Flip a coin?”
She loops her arms with the prettiest men in the pub as she swirls and skips and lets her head fall back as she laughs. Most are happy to lose to her, which is fortunate, because everyone loses to her. She is beautiful. They will lose to her a thousand times if it means a moment of her favor.
Not everyone is so good humored about losing, of course. Some grow angry. But the Second Dragon has a disarming laugh and a way about flashing an ankle to defuse ill moods. This is before the war will escalate, so everyone is, for the most part, content.
The Second Dragon leans an elbow on the bar and shoots her sweetest smile at a cloaked stranger. She holds a gold coin between her finger and thumb and lets it catch the light.
“Heads or tails?” she asks.
The wager is more complex than that. They talk for some time. The details are not important. But the conversation concludes with a flip of a coin, and the stranger watches it spin through the air with hungry eyes swathed in a black shroud.
Of course it lands in her palms tails up—the Second Dragon is always tails—and she giggles and slaps him and demands her prize.
The prize is in his motor-carriage, he says. Come get it.
The alley behind the bar is dark and isolated. Indeed, there is no motor-carriage at all. “A trick!” she says, delighted. “Wonderful!”
He is not so delighted. He is furious. The man in the cloak does not like to lose, and so he approaches her with a pistol.
Of course, she is not concerned.
“Don’t be such a sore loser. Come! I’ll let you make another bet. A better bet. Say, for my life? Heads and you can take your fury out upon me. Tails, and I’m free to flee.” The Second Dragon offers him the gold coin, certain that he will not be able to resist her bet.
He fires the pistol into her belly.
Her eyes widen with shock. Nobody is immune to the carefree charms of the Second Dragon.
Nobody but another Dragon, that is.
“Which one, cousin?” she whispers as he reloads.
We shall not discuss what ensues.
A physician finds her in the alley some time later (maybe hours, maybe days) and takes her to a hospital. Surely she will die. This is of no consequence, of course, because at that time Dragons reincarnate.
Dragons do not gamble, and they do not drink, so she refuses to release her vessel. Bit by bit, with the help of physicians and the finest mechanic minds, she pieces herself back together, sewing her body into a tight corset and tall silver boots and leather gloves. She cannot walk unassisted. She is nothing but a bag of bones.
They manage to save her face, but that is all, and by the time they are done she looks like she wears a mask. Her exposed brain is sheltered behind glass. Her stripped muscles are replaced with silver pistons. Her hands, once deft and slight, become robotic.
And so the Second Dragon lives on to wager again. She does not forget that one of her cousins lost poorly and beat her, and she plans revenge.
The opportunity does not come as she expects.





The bell over the door tinkles and a beautiful woman in a red dress enters. She is swathed in folds of velvet cinched with steel boning, and a choker dripping with rubies spills across her chest. She has just arrived at the Sky Market Plaza via commuter balloon. Her hair is pinned in place against the whipping wind, and she slides her cloak from her shoulders with a sigh.
Every inch of the octagonal walls in the shop are covered with ticking clocks and swinging pendulums. They tick and buzz and flash as golden pieces swirl in the sunlight. Even the floor is a sparkling mosaic of cogs.
It is a busy place. Everything moves—everything except the clerk behind the counter, who is frozen in concentration.
“It has happened,” she says, setting the cloak on a stand and wringing her hands together. “I witnessed it not one half of an hour past.” Anxiety makes hard lines stretch in her throat and on either side of her mouth.
The clerk twists the dial on his magnifying lenses and leans closer to his work. He is performing an autopsy on a failed clock. Little gems sparkle amongst the golden cogs and shining springs.
He doesn’t look up at her entrance. This is a great offense to most women who are as concerned with their appearance as his visitor, but she is so distraught that she doesn’t mind. “Who are you now?” he asks. “You were Yolanda when we last spoke.”
“I am Patryce, but my identity is not of concern. We have far bigger worries.”
“What has happened?”
“The marvelous Device! It has been taken and the First is dead!”
Setting down his tweezers, the clock man looks up at her. His right eye is magnified a thousandfold and bulges toward her. “Who took it?”
“A thief! I did not recognize him, but it must have been one of us. Who else would steal such a thing? Mortals have no use for the Device!”
“You leap to conclusions so quickly,” he says, gazing at the innards of his clock to extract the ribs protecting the finer mechanisms. “It looks expensive, and it is indeed priceless. I am sure an ignorant pawn shop would pay a platinum coin for it with no inkling of its purpose.”
“You are naive.”
The clerk makes a sound of assent. “Funny thing, clocks,” he says, closing the tweezers around a tiny ruby pressed against a cog. “So many parts. One little thing awry, and it all... falls apart.” He plucks it out. It is hardly bigger than a grain of sand, but he is certain it is the cause of the clock’s malfunction.
“Fie on your damn clocks!”
He sets his tweezers down and gives her his full attention. “Why would one of us want to render ourselves mortal? There are no exceptions. The passing of the First and the loss of the Device will eventually kill all of us. The mere suggestion is preposterous.”
“I hoped you might know the why of it. Goods are not the only thing that pass through the Sky Market Plaza, after all. Information flows like blood.” He takes up the tweezers again and carefully maneuvers the ruby crystal back into place. “Have you no sense of urgency, cousin?”
“None whatsoever. Time has a way of bringing all things to their natural conclusion.”
She throws her hands in the air. “If you don’t care, I’m sure the Second will! Promise me you will watch for the Device at the very least.”
“I will watch for the device,” he says, “but I assure you it will not pass through the Sky Market.”
The Fourteenth Dragon flings the cloak around her throat and pins it once more. “Third,” she spits. “You old bastards think you’re so coy and calm. Ossified is more like it! We are all mortal now. We can die!”
The clerk lifts the magnifying lenses off and sets them beside the clock. “Everything dies. Given enough time, even immortals fade into the threads of eternity.”
She flings a curse at him and exits the shop. Once the bell tinkles with the shutting door, his shoulders sag, and he covers his eyes with his hand.
The implications of her announcement settle into him. This is not the first time they have lost the First Dragon—indeed, they have all died before—but they have always come back. Without the device, the First Dragon will not return. None of them will. The finality of it all tastes like bile in the back of his throat.
Each clock chimes at once. Some jingle, some ring, and others play a song. They are perfectly synchronized. Clocks are highly valued throughout the kingdom, and no clockmaker’s skill surpasses that of the Third Dragon.
The chiming stirs him from his brief reverie. Changing the sign on the door from “open” to “closed,” he gathers his coat around him and ventures out into the Plaza.
A cloud passes through the market, making everything gray and damp, but he finds his way to the letters shop by following the paths down to the hub and up to the shop’s platform across the way. He scrawls his letter across plain stationary using a red fountain pen. The Third Dragon cannot risk his message being intercepted and interpreted, so he keeps it simple: “First gone. Device gone. Advise.”
Rolling the paper into a cylinder, he gives two bronze coins to the woman behind the counter, who slips the letter into a tube on the leg of a gray dove with red eyes.
“Thank you,” he says, and she responds, “Of course.”
The clock is waiting for him when he returns. The Third Dragon closes the body and stands it on its golden clawed feet. Opening the face, he inserts a key into a hole just below the number six and twists it until the weight inside lifts into the rest of the machinery.
The clerk taps the pendulum with a finger, and it begins to tick.
“Won’t be long now,” he murmurs.





A freckled girl with messy hair like a flaming halo crouches by the side of the road. She digs at weeds growing between the cobblestones, careful to scoop out as much of the roots as possible. Dirt cakes her fingernails. She is filthy in the manner of all children enjoying themselves properly, although the ruby-gold necklace dangling from her neck is pristine.
It has been raining for many days now, and the mood is as gray as the ocean beyond the cliff. There is a temporary break in the storm, so villagers hurry to patch their cottage roofs and get to the market to buy what little freight has been brought by an intrepid dirigible.
The girl smiles at everyone who passes her on an errand. Most smile back. Only one person does not. It is a gangly young man seated on a stone half wall by the garden of the clock shop. He is sobbing. This will not do, of course, because the girl cannot abide gloominess.
She marches over and offers the weeds to him in her cupped hands. The yellow blossoms are plump with moisture.
He blinks at her. His eyes are red and his nose is running onto his upper lip. “Flowers,” she says. “I have picked them. They will continue to blossom if they are put into a pot and given water and sunlight. Here.”
“Those are weeds.”
“They’re weeds if you don’t want them.” He doesn’t take them, but that does nothing to damage the girl’s mood. “I’m sometimes called Melyssa,” she says. “Who are you?”
He wipes his nose on the back of his hand. “Shay.”
“What’s the matter, Shay?”
“My girlfriend,” he says. His fingers have gone limp and the parchment has fallen to the street. The one called Melyssa picks it up and brushes an ant off of it onto the grass.
The royal seal marks the top half of the stationary; the bottom third is an elaborate signature. The two sentences between them are typed in the neat face of a writing ball. It begins: “We are sorry to inform you” and concludes: “for the honor of our country.” Shay’s girlfriend has been killed abroad in the war.
“Curse it all! I loathe wars so,” Melyssa says. “This is not the natural order of things.”
“Her mother received the notice on the last mail train to pass.” His chin quivers. “She was so young and so beautiful. I don’t understand.”
“There is much money in wars, and little sense.”
Shay cries anew. He chokes loudly on his tears as his shoulders shake violently. She transfers the flowers into her left hand, freeing her right so she can place it on his arm. “I love her,” he weeps.
“Good.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Everyone should be so lucky as to be loved before they die.” Melyssa sighs. “Although it is wrong to pass from this world before your parents. Don’t you think?”
He stifles his sobs and takes several deep breaths before speaking again. “What will I do without her?”
“You will be sad, but you will grow in your grief. The bond forged between you and her mother will give her comfort into her old age, where you shall visit her in the antenursery every week. She will consider you her son. Additionally, you will go onto become a master clockmaker and move to New Haven, where your designs will be lauded by the king himself.” Melyssa’s smile is touched with regret. “But you will have no children of your own, because you will never love another. That is what will happen without her.”
Shay stares in wonder. “Why do you say all that?”
“I know things,” Melyssa says. “Please take these flowers. I picked them for you.”
“You don’t even know me.” But Shay takes them anyway.
“I know everyone in the village. I see you all at the bonfire every new year.”
“I’m sure I haven’t seen you there before,” Shay says.
“Oh really? The Fourth Dragon loves the bonfire, you know. Every other village stopped acknowledging her, but this one hasn’t, even after so many years. You all still cast her ribbons over your doorways and send lanterns to her in the sky. You decorated the most beautiful lantern last year, Shay! Do you remember?”
He almost smiles—almost. But then he shudders. “My girlfriend helped.”
“You are too sweet,” she says. Her gaze goes distant. “Everything will be set to rights.”
“What do you mean?” he asks, snuffling.
“There is change in the air. The First Dragon has passed. Everything is about to become messier still, but it will resolve.” She focuses on Shay. “What do you think of the Nineteen Dragons?”
“Not much, really. I mean, they’re just myths.”
Her smile is brilliant and huge. “Yes. Myths.” She pats his arm again. “Don’t grieve yet. Promise me.”
Shay finds the grief clenched around his heart has begun to relax, and he nods. “I promise.”
“Excellent! Now remember, plenty of sunlight and water. Those flowers will grow big.” The one called Melyssa bounces away, her red hair crackling behind her. She spins when she reaches the other side of the street, and she calls, “Goodbye, Shay!” Waving vigorously, she gives him the biggest smile yet.
Shay gives her a small smile in return. Melyssa nods, satisfied.
A motor-carriage passes and obscures her from view. When it passes, she has vanished.





The Dragons will be human so long that most forget they are immortal creatures, and that they should be worshipped. But the Dragons are gods indeed.
She is the Dragon of Luck. He is the Dragon of Sorrow. He is the Dragon of Time. She is the Dragon of Joy. Those sorts of things.
Festivals are thrown in their names, and the Dragons watch them from the sky, swirling and twisting amongst the clouds with pleasure. They are not always happy, of course, and sometimes they must descend to correct things with the humans. Occasionally, people die. The humans dislike it, but that’s how it goes. Dragons are in the business of ensuring life runs its natural course, and death is the most natural thing of all.
But their dens are discovered, their riches are plundered, and men begin to hunt them. The attempts are clumsy, but the Dragons begin to worry as the humans become more organized.
They convene at the home of the First Dragon to discuss their options.
“This is no good,” frets the Sixth Dragon. “The mortals will surely kill us.”
The Sixteenth raises a hand. “Let’s kill them first.”
“Yes!” others agree. “Yes!”
But the Fifth Dragon interrupts them. “That is not the correct way to go about things. Mortals are young and impulsive and fearful. I have a much better solution. Here, look at this.” He holds up a vessel and everyone studies it.
“It’s awfully small,” observes the Ninth.
“Looks fragile,” scoffs the Twelfth.
“They’ll think we’re one of them!” the Fourteenth complains.
The Fifth Dragon interrupts them. “That’s the point. If we walk amongst them, they will have no reason to hunt us anymore. Half of our dens have been raided already in pursuit of riches or to satisfy murderous urges. Surely we don’t want to die.”
Most murmur in agreement. Some do not. Even so, the Dragons agree to become mortal in a nearly unanimous vote.
The Fifth Dragon labors for ages. As he finishes each vessel, he packs them in a box and sends them to his cousins, who assume the forms one by one. He constructs his last vessel and leaves it to air out on the table.
He is reluctant to don it. He will miss the majesty of flight. He already misses the festivals and offerings and is unready for life to change further. His paramour, the Second Dragon, has long since abandoned him for the delights of humanity, so he is lonely, too.
“Don’t worry,” says the First Dragon, entering the cavern. He has already been in his human vessel for some years, and he is wearing a violet turban with a ruby jewel at the forehead. “All things come and go. This, too, is temporary. We will be Dragons again sooner than any of us would like.”
“You are the oldest and wisest,” concedes the Fifth Dragon, bowing his head. “Here. I have made something. Let me show you.” He brandishes a wand with scaled skin wrapped around the handle and a great gem at the top. “All my magic has been put into this marvelous Device, and I bequeath it into your possession. As long as you possess this, we shall pass freely from human to Dragon and back again in an eternal circle of life and death.”
The First Dragon accepts it. “Why don’t you wield it?”
“You are the oldest and wisest,” he repeats. “I do not trust anyone else, least of all myself. We are fragile now. We can be stricken by the human vagaries of depression and fury. Any one of us may decide to enact revenge upon the others by taking the Device from your possession. I can imagine a thousand situations in which mortality may go foul! Protect the Device and we shall all be protected.”
“You do yourself a great disservice,” says the First Dragon. “But yes. I will care for it. When should I expect you to join us on the other side?”
“Soon. Too soon.”
The Fifth Dragon spends his night in a vigil. He will enter his vessel in the morning. He wants to enjoy the last hours of his godly senses before surrendering himself to mortality.
His meditation is so deep that he does not hear feet at the mouth of his cavern. He does not stir at the motion of air through his chambers, nor does he hear the click of a rifle being cocked.
Gods do not feel emotions as mortals do, but they can feel pain. The bullet plunges into his back between the shoulder blades. He twists and writhes as a blade plunges into his side to and stabbed again and again.
When he finally collapses, his blood forms a violet puddle across the stone.
The Fifth Dragon falls.
His riches find their way onto the black markets, so most of his cousins are certain that the humans simply caught up with him before he had the chance to enter the mortal world. But not all of them are so certain.





Let us see the Sixth Dragon now.
He calls himself Badger these days, and he likes to steal things. Most of his cousins entered beautiful lives of sparkling jewels and huge apartments where they enjoy balls and wine, but Badger fell into a life of squalor, and he likes it that way.
Most of his teeth have gone along with his hair. Only a few brown straggles hang over his ears. Great sores have opened on his forehead. He always reeks of waste.
Badger may not look like much, but he is fast. He dashes past a wealthy man in a violet turban and steals his cane. He flees the newspaper man that pursues him. The chase is wonderful, almost as wonderful as the hundreds of chases he has enjoyed with the city guard over the years, and he is disappointed to escape.
After he delivers the cane—and the marvelous Device at its head—to the one who requested it, he takes his platinum coins to the market. Badger has no intent to buy things, of course. Stealing is half the fun of possessing items. But he looks rich, and he enjoys the way people treat him when he jingles the purse. They become eager to please. They never notice when their wares slip into his pocket while their coffers remain empty.
What a beautiful day. So many plump fruits for the picking, so many unattended silks. One would never think there was a war beyond the city limits. Of course, Badger doesn’t concern himself with such things.
Nor does he notice he is being followed.
A gloved hand closes on his throat and jerks him behind a Sky Market Plaza shop. “Speak to me!” hisses the Second Dragon, and he can tell she is furious even though her doll-like face barely moves.
Badger laughs through his missing teeth. “Speak to you? I’ll speak! I’ll recite a thousand poems if you wish it!”
She slams him into the wall again and his head bounces. The Second Dragon is very strong. All her mechanical parts whir as the chains turn and cogs grind. “Where is it? What have you done with the Device? You are too simple-minded to have coveted it for yourself! Was it the Fourteenth, that smug harlot? Was it the Seventh pursuing final oblivion amidst his woe? Tell me!”
“I don’t fear you anymore, cousin,” Badger says. “You may have bullied me once, but nothing you say now can loosen my tongue.
She draws a pistol. “Perhaps this will loosen it!”
Badger laughs and laughs. He shoves her and she stumbles toward the edge of the platform, mechanics screeching as they hurry to compensate for her loss of balance. The servomechanisms finally catch, and she braces herself.
“You’re barely alive anymore, dearest,” Badger says. “You used to be beautiful.”
“And you didn’t used to reek of offal, Sixth.”
“Call me Badger. Please.”
“For what purpose have you done this terrible thing?”
“Humans are parasitic things. You all see their gilded side, but I see the truth of it down amongst the so-called offal. They are a waste, and we have become them. None of us deserve to live.”
“If we die, everything dies,” says she.
“And so it shall be.”
“Tell me who masterminded this.”
He makes an obscene gesture.
Her hand plunges into her pocket. Badger begins to laugh again, expecting another weapon, but instead she withdraws a pair of cups.
“Let us play for the information. If you win, I shall let you go and we will not speak of this again. But if I roll the greater number, you will tell me which of us has betrayed us all!”
“And if we draw?”
“We won’t draw,” she says.
“You always win,” he says, and she does not argue. It’s true. “It’s not a fair game.” Badger presents a set of black glass dice. “But we can play with mine instead, if you choose.”
The Second Dragon’s black eyes alight at the sight of the dice. “Yes. Of course.”
She gives him a cup. He drops one dice into his and she drops one into hers. The glass rattles, and they spill them across the alley at the same time.
Two ones. Snake eyes.
Badger begins to laugh again, and the Second Dragon scowls. “They are weighted,” she says.
“A draw! Marvelous!”
She grabs his shirt in one of her amazing mechanical fists, jamming the pistol against his chest. She respects a good wager and does not intend to harm him, particularly since the loss of the Device means he will not return, but her fury blinds her. Badger laughs and laughs.
And then he steals the knife from her belt.
Surprised, she drops him. “What are you—?”
He draws the blade across his throat and blood spurts from his veins. He is still laughing, and the blood splutters out of his mouth.
“No!” she yells, “no!” But although she closes her fist around the wound, holding him as he drops to the ground, she cannot stem the flow of blood. Life fades from his eyes. It is all she can do to step back and watch the folds of his vessel fall away.
“Damn!” She punches one gloved hand into the other.
The Sixth Dragon swirls and vanishes. Until the Device is restored, he will not come back.
And now the thief is gone, the Second Dragon has no way of discovering who took it.
Impossible. She never loses.





That is the second province to fall.
Once the pillar is gone, the edges go next, crumbling away into empty space. Sky above and mystery below. Water cascades off the earth and plunges into the Great Nothing surrounding it. An island is lost, but nobody cares about the animals and trees, and the main lands are left untouched.
“Wasn’t there once ocean beyond the horizon?” asks one sailor to another, who is quick to say, “No! There was never anything there at all!” and they speak in whispers as though afraid someone might be listening.
But surely it is not normal for there to be a gaping hole in the ocean, and the sailors dream at night of crumbling pillars and the roar of ocean pouring into the void.





Pain comes in many forms.
Later, they will say the war turns the day the Eastern Islands release the Gray Ones. They march through the villages toward New Haven, towering above the thatched roofs, batting commuter balloons from the sky, tearing down dirigibles, and smashing their feet into trains with a blast of steam.
The Gray Ones have no mercy. You hear them groaning and hissing and grinding from miles away, but there is nothing to be done except pray to dead gods.
They pour scalding, salted water upon the earth as they pass, shriveling plants and rendering the ground infertile. Flames leap from their knees to burn factories and homes.
The dead cannot be counted, they are so many. But the devastation reaches far beyond that.
There has not always been war, although it surely feels that way now. Times of peace have been even more enduring in the past. Many years ago, nobody would have released a weapon so terrible as the Gray Ones because kingdoms respected one another. Negotiations were civil and seldom concluded with bloodshed (although such things did happen from time to time).
The Nineteen Dragons soared freely in the sky and people rejoiced instead of pretending not to see them.
The Seventh Dragon remembers this time, and he remembers when the Dragons began to walk as men, too, to escape the murderous humans who sought to slay them. One by one, the Dragons assumed their vessels, and the Seventh Dragon chose to be born to a handsome couple so that he would grow into a handsome man. That part—his life, his family—is of no consequence.
When the wars began, the Seventh Dragon was a youth of scarcely more than sixteen years with a dimpled chin and bright eyes. He was wealthy city man, and at that time, the wars were not so pervasive as to touch the upper classes.
His adolescence was filled with dizzying festivals and warm, sticky summers. He shared his wealth with others at the pubs, which he trolled until he could scarcely recall a time when he had wings and magics powerful beyond mortal imagining.
It was at this time the Seventh Dragon found love.
One could suppose she was a plain girl, with plain brown eyes and plain brown hair, but he had never seen a woman so striking. They fell in love. They made love naked beneath the moons.
And finally the war reached New Haven.
The Gray Ones marched for the city. Eligible bodies were mobilized and enlisted. Fear reached everyone, even the wealthy, and the Seventh Dragon tried to drink away the fear.
His beloved was fierce. She was also a pilot.
“I love you,” she said, “but I must join my squadron. I hope you understand someday. I will come back.” They shared a kiss that tasted like sticky cider and he cried into the fine hair at the back of her neck.
The Seventh Dragon waited for her. He watched the Gray Ones approach from the east.
His beloved never returned.
Indeed, the Gray Ones turned the war. Nobody can deny that. But it was not the horror of their deployment, or the brutality of their slaughter, which changed the tenor from a civilized battle to a bloodbath. It was the loss of the Seventh Dragon’s love. Nobody will ever know this, but it is true.
He fled New Haven and shucks his vessel with a pistol to the temple. He sheltered in a cave high above the mortal lands to smother the grief behind his godhood.
It was a risky move. Humans would kill him if they found his roost, but the Seventh Dragon no longer cared.
Many years passed in that manner.
Now he watches the family of his beloved over time. Her sisters grow into adulthood and bear children, who grow to bear children of their own.
The war is driven from New Haven by luck or fate or the intervention of the First Dragon, who dwells there, and the Seventh Dragon finds comfort in knowing his beloved’s blood lives on.
The war continues for many years, and the Seventh Dragon slumbers.
One day, a woman with shining silver boots visits him. Cogs turn at the ankle and knee with every step, and she clanks and clatters and whirs as she enters his den. Her fitted waistcoat flares over her hips and leather gloves obscure her hands, while a lacy choker covers her neck to the chin. Only her face is visible beneath her top hat. Even so, the Seventh Dragon recognizes her immediately.
“Leave me,” he says, “for I will have nothing to do with any of you.”
She tilts her head to study him, unafraid although he has mighty claws and teeth. “We wondered if you survived. I am glad to see you have, although I would not describe this as thriving. Will you brood for eternity?”
He turns from her. “I ask for nothing. Only freedom from your world.”
“We are mortal now. Have you heard?”
“Good,” he says. “I am thankful.”
“Did you do it?”
“No.”
“I believe you. Tell me, are you up for a wager?” The woman pulls a gold coin from her pocket and studies it.
“None of your games appeal to me, cousin. I have played and lost, so I am done.”
“Even a small wager for the lives of a hundred dozen mortals?” She paces the mouth of the cave, tossing the gold in the air and catching it over and over again. It smacks against the leather glove.
“Especially that.”
“What a shame. You loved our games.” The woman turns to leave, but hesitates at the ledge. “You know,” she says, flicking the coin in the air and catching it one last time, “the First Dragon has passed and his province has gone with him. There’s no protection in New Haven anymore. So many people will die. Shame, isn’t it?”
The Seventh Dragon directs his gaze upon New Haven and sees his beloved’s blood spilled across the cobblestone. He realizes that the world has gone to chaos as he slumbered.
He plunges into the sky and snaps his wings against the wind. It is too late to save the grand-nephews of his beloved. They are enlisted, murdered, and gone. But now the bombers move on New Haven, and the buzzing machines from the nations to the East are modeled to resemble the Dragons. A great fury rises within him. How dare they parade behind the mask of gods?
Fighters swarm the city, little ants on an opponent’s hill. Swords and pistols flash.
A girl by the name of Revka defends her apartment. She has mounted a Gatling gun upon the landing platform and donned goggles left by her pilot great grand-aunt, taming her fluttering brown hair with a scarf as she adopts a wide stance.
Bombers roar past the clouds. “Stay inside!” Revka shouts to her sisters and mother. “I will take care of this!”
She tracks the gun’s muzzle across the sky. Revka will wait to fire until she has a good shot.
A machine with whirring propellers and a fat belly full of explosives bursts through the clouds. Revka’s fist pumps the crank on her Gatling gun in a wide circle. The barrel spins and bullets chew through the side of the bomber. She is screaming but she cannot hear herself over the Gatling gun.
The flying machine smashes into the side of her apartment, tethered loosely to the hub. The platform pitches.
Revka’s family is safe inside, but she loses her footing with a shriek. She flings her hands out to catch the gun. She misses. Hitting the tipped platform on her side, she slides toward the edge. There is nothing but cloud and open air and a city miles beneath her.
This is it, she is sure. Revka shrieks.
An instant after she enters open air, something hot and scaly strikes her. Her fall reverses and she lifts into the air, arms wrapped around the thick, leathery neck of a Dragon.
“Oh!” she cries.
The Seventh Dragon’s wings beat, lifting them up and down with every stroke, and he winds through the air to spiral toward the stabilizing platform.
A bomber crosses in front of them. He folds his wings back to plummet beneath it. Revka’s breath is sucked away on the wind. It’s all she can do to cling to him, fingers wrapped around the big scales behind his head.
One of his great hands sweeps out and smashes into the bomber. It explodes in midair with its own charges. The hot blast blows the scarf from her hair.
The Seventh Dragon alights on the edge of the platform, and Revka slides off his neck. Her knees shake too badly to stand. She stares up at him through her billowing hair.
“Thank you,” she says, although she feels stupid for saying it.
He leaps back into the sky, crushing planes in his jaws and flinging them to the ground. One by one they turn their sights from New Haven to the Seventh Dragon, and they give chase into the forests beyond the city.
Diving and swooping, he destroys another flying machine and another, but there are too many. They pepper his scales with bullets. They tear through his wings and pierce the soft flesh of his belly.
Finally, a bomber succeeds in positioning itself over him long enough to release its payload. The explosion blossoms across his flesh. He roars.
The Seventh Dragon plunges into the forest, his tattered wings trailing behind him. Does he die quickly? Perhaps we will never know, because he vanishes and does not emerge.
It’s what he’s wanted all along, and it’s better that way, I’m sure.





You would hear the cracking first, and then the screams.
A moment later, that province is gone.
It used to house a peaceful nation. It was sheltered between two greater nations that asked nothing of it and prevented others from moving in with conquering forces.
Perhaps we don’t care about this nation in this little province in that corner of the world because all they did was produce very fine chocolate and very fine wine amongst beautiful mountains capped with snow. After all, there will always be more mountains, won’t there?
Yet suddenly there is a lot of nothing between these two nations, and nobody can deny something has gone awry.





It is a good life, flying a commuter balloon. It is safe and predictable. Some don’t like that, but the one who calls himself Brandyn does.
He grows up in a small apartment with his mother, who is a baker. He learns to spin pastries and create the best bread starter in all of New Haven. She hopes he will follow in her footsteps as an adult, but he spends his childhood gazing at the floating platforms high above them and dreams of flight. Although his mother doesn’t know it, there was a time Brandyn swept through the air on leathery wings, and he misses it.
So he works in his family bakery and saves money until he can buy a balloon of his very own. He calls it The Eighth Dragon. His mother teases him, but she’s actually very proud, of course.
Brandyn flies his balloon and takes people from the city on the ground to the city in the sky. It is the same route every day. He alights near the Land Market in the morning and lifts people above the smoke to the Sky Market Plaza before returning again. He passes through clouds and warm breezes and he is happy.
Then comes the war, and he receives a letter. “Enlisted,” it says, and, “report to the New Haven barracks.” Brandyn’s mother cries a lot. He grounds The Eighth Dragon and reports as instructed.
He is soon piloting freight dirigibles from New Haven to villages around the island, and it is neither peaceful nor routine.
Sometimes they are attacked and he must take up arms to fire. Brandyn hates killing, so he tries to miss.
At other times, he will arrive at a village only to find it destroyed in the wake of the Gray Ones, and all Brandyn can do is deliver supplies and help carry bodies to the bonfires. He weeps for each of them. He cannot bear it. The burden of grief is too great.
“Humans are so fragile,” he writes to his mother. “They like the wings of a butterfly, beautiful and delicate and transient. Why must they all die?”
She is confused and concerned at the way he speaks as though he is not a human himself. “Come home soon,” she responds.
Brandyn sleeps, as all mortals must, and corpses fill his dreams. They are bloated and rotting. Their bulging eyes are sorrowful. Why? they ask. Why must we die? He apologizes a thousand times, but it does not restore life to its natural order. He can bring none of them back.
One day, he is attacked returning to New Haven. Nimble flying machines from the East dart around his dirigible and disable his cannons. They dock on his underbelly and two pilots rush aboard carrying swords and pistols.
Lifting his hands above his head, Brandyn surrenders.
“Take what you must,” he says, “but please don’t hurt my crew.”
They turn their weapons on his first mate. Brandyn dives forward and knocks the weapons from the hands of the pilot to the left. A gun fires. Pain erupts in his leg. His first mate, moved by Brandyn’s bravery, tackles the pilot who shot him.
That is all. The bullet wound becomes infected and he loses his leg. Brandyn receives a medal and an honorable discharge. He never again walks without the aid of his peg leg, and he is absolutely thrilled.
“I missed you,” he says, smoothing his hands over the basket of The Eighth Dragon.
And so he returns to the business of taking passengers from the city below to the city above. It is peaceful and routine. The corpses leave his dreams.
One day, something strange happens. There is a fight on his deck. A man wearing the coat of a newspaper vendor struggles with a beggar. Brandyn sees that the beggar is holding a cane, and he recognizes the bauble at the very top.
“I will summon the police!” he threatens, hoping to halt the fight, but his cousin swings the cane and smacks him in the face with it. A woman in a red dress catches him to keep him from collapsing to the deck.
Brandyn can only watch as the newspaper man and the so-called beggar leap from the basket. They vanish.
“Oh no,” whispers the woman in the red dress. “Do you know what that was? Did you see what he took?”
“We must warn someone,” Brandyn says.
They reach the Sky Market Plaza in time to watch the first dragon ascend. He shatters into a thousand golden droplets. Gone. He has passed on.
The woman in the red dress swears in an unladylike fashion.
“I will tell our cousin,” she says, and Brandyn nods. “What will you do?”
“I do not yet know, but I am sure we will find who did this before our time comes to an end,” he says. “I swear.”
Brandyn hates violence, but even he cannot escape war.
He dons his uniform and takes up his gun so he may hunt. Bravery is a virtue he has in abundance, and he will not stand by to watch his cousins fall while he putters along with his balloon.
Brandyn leaves a note for his mother and strikes out on a journey that proves to be much too short. Tracking his cousin is simple enough. After all, the traitorous one is seeking him as well.
They meet on an empty street corner in the depths of night.
“Eighth, my friend,” says the cloaked one. “Will you attempt to shoot me? You don’t have the stomach for it.”
Brandyn responds by shutting his eyes and firing.
Now, it is worth noting that he has excellent aim despite his aversion to shooting. All enlisted soldiers must train, after all. He could hit a target on the ground the size of a clock’s face from his dirigible.
That is, of course, with his eyes opened.
His bullet misses. Blood spurts from the flesh wound on the cloaked man’s arm.
Brandyn is not given a second chance to fire.
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How easily things fall.





In the Islands to the East, a woman works at her desk. She is old and sturdy with the hips of one who has borne many children, and her face is drawn in severe lines. She scrawls lines across paper with a fountain pen. She does not need a ruler to make the lines straight, nor a protractor to make the correct angles, and each diagram comes out perfect.
They call her The Betrayer, but it is said in tones of reverence. She is obviously from New Haven. Her lips are too thin, her skin is too pale, and she is too tall to come from the Islands to the East.
But come she did, and with her came knowledge. Months ago, she arrived at the office of the president in a sweeping coat and knelt, resting her hand on her heart. Nine ruby gems glimmered on the golden bracelet ringing her wrist. “Great President,” she said as easily as though she spoke their language natively, “I have a gift for you.”
“Why would one such as you bring me anything?” he asked.
Her expression changed no more than a stone’s. “I have brought you the means to turn the war.”
He was interested. “Show me.”
She came drew blueprints from the tube under her arm. Bowing, she offered them to him. He spread them across the table, and his eyes widened.
“I have included an inventory of your supplies and what must be ordered,” she said.
The machines were marvelous. Impressed and frightened, he gestured, and the guards aimed their pistols at her throat. Still, she did not blink. “Why?” he asked again.
“Because you still believe.” She lifted her wrist. He saw the bracelet, and he knew.
The President stood. “Move, guards! What are you doing? Do not threaten this one!”
They gave her an office. They gave her a workshop. They gave her attendants and engineers and anything else she might desire. Her demands were few, and her production was great.
The machines built by The Betrayer were unsurpassed: flying machines and walking cannons and motor-carriages that spit flame.
But no machine was quite like The Gray Ones.
They returned to her workshop for repairs after their initial march, and that is where she studies them now. They are mighty and have many pieces. She climbs in and out of them, replacing cogs here and tightening bolts there.
A whisper comes at the window. “Cousin!” The Betrayer sees a lithe man, little older than a boy, dangling from the sill.
“Ah. It is you. I expected one of us to visit.”
His wide eyes stare at The Gray Ones. “Why?” he asks. “Why do you betray New Haven so?”
“They do not believe in us anymore, cousin,” she says. “Most of us live in a land where we are hated. They would slay us for our riches if they knew. The Fifth gave us a way out, but it was no true choice—and you saw what happened to him. Murdered in his own dwelling.”
The Eleventh Dragon’s expression is pained. “The First has gone, too, and so has the Device. The Second seeks answers and revenge. She suspects it may be you.”
The Betrayer snorts. “Tell her this: I hate your kingdoms and I will happily give the people here a thousand weapons to kill your mortals. But I did not kill the First. I did not take the Device. I bear no hatred toward my kindred. Tell her that.” She hesitates. “So we are truly mortal now, too?”
“Yes,” he says. “This is not the natural way of things.” She is unsure if he refers to their mortality or to the devastation of The Gray Ones, but she does not care.
“No,” she agrees, “it is not.”
He is gone, and she returns to her repairs. The machines have sustained little damage.
Soon, they will march again.
 






When the dirigible finally arrives at the village with its freight, and the barkeep brings her men to unload it. They heft the kegs onto their shoulders and haul them to her pub. Her basement was once stacked high with brews—many of which she crafted herself—but now the kegs fill only one corner. Freight has become harder to obtain with the worsening war.
“What will we do?” frets a plump barmaid. “They didn’t bring you any barley! We will not be able to create our ales, and our pub will close.”
The barkeep is a woman as stout as her beer. Her linens are cut simply and undyed, but ruby-gold bobs sparkle at her earlobes. “Don’t worry,” she says, patting the shoulder of the barmaid. “Things will come together in their own time.”
But the barkeep knows the barmaid is right. Once, the pub bustled with visitors seeking her signature ales, and every time the sailors came to port, they drank her dry. Now, there are no more visitors, and the sailors are all dying.
A woman in silver boots waits at her bar that afternoon. She toys with a deck of cards, drawing from the bottom of the pile and frowning at the number.
A man wearing the coat of a newspaper seller walks to her side and says, “Are you the one who sent me that letter?”
“Yes,” she says. “Sit and have a drink.”
He stares at her. He is puzzled by her clothing, which covers all of her body except her face even though it is a warm day. “Why have you called me so far from New Haven?” asks the newspaper man without sitting.
“I am looking for a Device. It is encrusted with rubies and the size of my fist. You are one of the last people to have seen it.”
His brow furrows. “I know you, don’t I?”
“I frequent your cart for news. I buy papers every week.”
“I have seen no device,” the newspaper man says. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“The Device, the Device!” she says impatiently. “It was kept on the head of a cane!”
“Oh,” he says.
And now he looks at her with more suspicion, studying her silver boots and black lace choker. The barkeep fills a mug and offers it to him.
“You’re not one of them, are you?” asks the newspaper man, ignoring the beer. “You know... like the old man.”
She seizes his wrist and metal groans. “What became of the Device? I did not see where you ran, but I know that Badger did not keep it. Did he give it to you? It would be an elaborate ruse indeed, but I would not put it past you, clever as you are.”
He tries to pull free of her grip and fails. “Why would I want an old man’s cane? You don’t know me at all!”
“Sit,” says the woman with the silver boots. “Now. Don’t be rude.”
“No! I have nothing to say to your kind.”
She laughs. It is not the joyful laugh she once shared with the world. It is bitter now. “My kind? Funny for you to say! Tell me where the Device is, and I shall let you board the next balloon back to the city.”
He is deeply disturbed. “I don’t know!” He jerks himself free. “Leave me alone!” The newspaper man leaves the bar as quickly as he arrived, shaken and frightened.
“Well?” asks the woman in the silver boots, slipping more gold across the bar than she needs to pay for her drink. The barkeep tucks the coins in a pocket of her stained apron.
“He told the truth,” says the barkeep. “He smelled of grass and sunshine, and never once the oily darkness that penetrates liars. He truly doesn’t know. A shame, isn’t it? Who would have thought such a thing could happen to the First?”
The Second Dragon scowls. “I never did.”
Giving her gloved hand a pat, the barkeep returns to the business of wiping down counters. “Don’t worry so much. Things will right themselves. They always do.”
“Don’t you ever tire of the sanguine nonsense we spew? Things may not right themselves! The Device is gone, and we all may very well die! This is uncharted land and I have few leads to pursue. If we are all murdered—hell, even if we meet our end at the hands of age—that shall be the end. The Dragons will be no more!”
“It isn’t nonsense,” says the barkeep. “You have become more human as your body loses its human parts, cousin. Even you don’t believe in us anymore.”
The Second Dragon leans her face close to the barkeep’s. “Four pillars have fallen. How many remain now? All of fate flies on the tips of our wings.”
A crowd of sailors enters the swinging doors. The barkeep turns to grab a handful of tankards. “Do not worry so. As I said, it will all come together—” She turns in time to see the Second Dragon’s back disappear through the door.
A shame.





The Eleventh Dragon is a young man, nimble and spry. You will never see him. Before becoming human, he was the smallest of his cousins and flitted from cavern to cavern to sneak peeks at their personal business; now in his vessel, he has become a great spy who crosses kingdoms with information.
He has learned the plans of the Islands to the East and will carry them to the president of the Mountains, who frets and fears his time is nigh. The president will tell the king in New Haven, and the Eleventh Dragon will return to learn more.
“It is the Islands to the East, isn’t it?” asks the president of the Mountains, wringing his hands. He has been writing panicked letters to his allies and the sleeves of his coat are covered in ink. “He is the one making the world disappear!”
“No,” says the Eleventh Dragon, “their plans involve horrible machines and violence beyond reckoning, but even they do not have the power to make the world vanish.”
“Then who? Why?”
The Eleventh Dragon knows the answer to neither, and this lack of knowledge disturbs him more as each moment passes.
The clock on the president’s wall tolls, and he turns to see the time. It is the witching hour. There is no moon, and it is the darkest of nights in the mountains.
When he turns back, the spy has already gone.
There he is! See him hurrying along the rooftops of the buildings. He leaps from roof to roof, plunging through smoke belched by factory smokestacks, moving like the swiftest shadow.
He darts from one end of the city to the other and reaches the docks built at the top of the very tallest tree. One dirigible has just departed and another will arrive soon. He hides amongst the crates to bide the time.
A cloaked figure spots him. “Excuse me,” says he, “could you tell me when the next ship will arrive?”
The Eleventh Dragon is not accustomed to being seen. He is unsure of what to say. “It is out on the horizon. There, do you see it? It should be a few minutes yet.”
“Excellent. Thank you.”
He hears a click and realizes a heartbeat later that it is a weapon being cocked. The Eleventh Dragon dodges and a bullet smacks into the crate by his head.
“What is this?” he demands as the cloaked one loads a new bullet. “What are you doing, cousin?”
“I am doing what I should have done centuries past!”
He fires again and the Eleventh Dragon is hit this time. Pain flames on the side of his arm. He can no longer wait for the dirigible to dock, so he leaps into space, snagging the top of a tree and sliding down the branches.
The spy leaps and leaps again. Each bullet misses.
He doesn’t stop until he reaches the ground, and then he inspects the injury. He is bleeding a good deal, and he tears off a strip of his waistcoat to wrap it around his arm. It takes a moment for the Eleventh Dragon to realize he has dodged true death. “The Second was right,” he mutters.
Flying-machines buzz overhead on paper wings, spewing smoke in their wake. They are going to war at an aerial battlefront. The Eleventh Dragon scales a tree and catches a ride on an airship to New Haven, clinging to its belly and praying to those of his cousins that remain.





Although nobody knows it, the Device is also traveling.
It is held tenderly between a clawed hand neither human nor dragon. The cane has been snapped off and discarded. Only the scaly-skinned wand and jewels remain, and they sparkle in the sunlight as they sweep through the air.
The one carrying it wants nobody to have the device, and so it must go where none may find it. The Dragons are wily and live in many places, so the Device must go far to escape them.
The wind batters against the Device. The misty spray of clouds leaves beads on its jeweled surface. And then... it falls.
The Device tumbles through the air. It turns over and over, then hits the surface of the ocean with a plonk and vanishes.
Far above, the Twelfth Dragon wheels away in a flying-machine. He is shrouded in a black cloak that whips in the wind as he turns the yoke. If only we could reach out to pluck the Device from the water before it sinks too far. So many lives could be saved.
Alas, the device is gone, and the Twelfth Dragon is certain nobody will ever find it.
Unfortunately, he may be correct.





Dragons are powerful creatures in their immortal forms, so they tend to assume the lives of powerful mortals as well. Whether they be of great importance in politics or very good at crafting beer (which is equally important in its own way), nearly every one of the Nineteen Dragons is a person of some usefulness.
They are of the same breed as kings and debutantes, engineers and generals. If there is significant change throughout the world, you may safely assume a Dragon is at the crux, pulling strings and laughing a joyous laugh.
This is not true of the Thirteenth Dragon.
He was born. He lived. His childhood was spent in one of the cramped apartments tethered near the Great Clock in New Haven, and he was content in his humble life. When he was a teenager, he met a wonderful woman at the public academy named Alysea.
They married. They were happy. They moved to one of the villages on the ocean so their offspring could enjoy a big yard and the freedom to run in the streets like joyful little urchins. He learned a modest skill and worked hard. The things he did are of no importance, like everything about the Thirteenth Dragon, so we shall not waste time discussing them.
The other Dragons watched him from afar and whispered behind his back. Why be satisfied with such a meager existence? But he smiles on each of his ordinary days, waking and working and coming home to his wife and sleeping like any other mortal.
He is walking home, whistling a merry tune. See how happy he is? There is nothing remarkable about him at all. A plain face for a plain man. His hair is a color and cut that might belong to anyone else on the street. He is not short, and not tall, neither ugly nor beautiful. The Thirteenth Dragon simply is, and that is enough for him.
His wife is pregnant again with another mundane mortal child for a mundane mortal life. She plans to tell him when he gets home, but he never makes it to their doorstep on this day.
The Eleventh Dragon falls to the cobblestones. He grips his chest in both hands as he collapses. A blade protrudes from his gut. His mouth opens in shock, but he never gets to cry out.
A passing woman shrieks. “Murder! Murder!”
The cloaked figure behind him hurries away. The death is not as brutal as the beating delivered to the Second Dragon, but it doesn’t need to be. A perfectly satisfied life has ended. Without the Device, he will never return.
His wife and children mourn. The Dragons whisper.
Nobody else remarks upon it. Who should care about the end of such a mundane life?





It is a million who die this time.
Another province is gone. The shrieks of the dead echo through the void long after their cries have been silenced.
New Haven stands on the edge of nothing and stares at an empty horizon.
The world is smaller every day.
 






Here, let’s watch the Fourteenth Dragon as she panics.
She is wealthy beyond imagining because her jewels are the dragon-gems left behind by her cousins. The Fourteenth Dragon felt no guilt upon plundering their wealth. The jewels finance her politics, and although she is just short of noble, she casts decrees equally as effective as any given by a king.
One might expect a woman of such power to be calm and collected. After all, she has weathered a great many terrible things: the decision to become mortal, for one, and declaring war against the Islands to the East for another. Yet in the wake of the Device’s loss, she is inconsolable.
She strides through the halls of her manor with her voluminous red dress trailing behind her. A dozen hovering attendants try not to be noticed.
The Fourteenth Dragon has just received news of the last province to fall. It is no secret. How could anyone miss that some of New Haven’s floating neighborhoods beyond the city walls now float in nothing?
“Damn all this!” she curses. “Where are my guardsmen? Summon my guardsmen!”
They do as she orders, but it is of no comfort to her. No guardsman can protect the Fourteenth Dragon from that which plagues her.
She stops in front of a mirror and examines her face. She tilts her chin here and there to see if there are new wrinkles on her neck. This is not her first body, but she fears it may be her last. Her vessel is aging.
“Not good,” she growls. “Not good at all!”
“Patryce,” says an attendant with a quavering voice, and she spins on him.
“What?”
“There is a visitor in your quarters. She asks for you by name.”
Trembling, the Fourteenth Dragon gathers her guardsmen by her sides and enters her quarters, certain she is about to face the one she most fears. But it is the woman in silver boots who waits for her. The Fourteenth Dragon relaxes a fraction. “Cousin,” greets the Second Dragon.
“Please call me Patryce,” she says, indicating her ignorant guards with a gesture.
“Very well. How goes the war?”
“Terribly. We are losing. Our forces are greater in number but their technology is unsurpassed, and the vanishing province do not deter them. But surely you have not come to discuss the war.”
“Indeed not. Our cousin at the clock shop sent me a letter by pigeon to inform me of the events you witnessed. He thought they would be of interest to me. He was correct.”
“It was the thief who did it,” Patryce says. “Our cousin, the Sixth. I saw it.”
“I know what you saw, because he told me before slitting his own throat. I am not here for information.”
“Then what?”
“Despite your ever-present fear, ‘Patryce,’ you are the safest of us all inside the fortified palace,” says the Second Dragon. “You are an important politician and always watched. Our traitorous cousin will have a difficult time reaching you, and so you are safe for now. The only way you may be killed is if the entire New Haven province is destroyed.”
The Fourteenth Dragon shifts uneasily and watches her guardsmen for a reaction, but they do not understand the discussion and are paid too well to attempt interpreting it.
“What do you want of me?” she asks.
“Nothing. Remain here. Be at peace.” The Second Dragon’s mask of a face twitches in what might be a smile. “I am going to send our cousins to you for safekeeping. I have already brought the first of them.”
The Eleventh Dragon enters, his arm bandaged and looking sullen. Spies of his ilk do not like to be places where they are easily seen.
The Fourteenth Dragon is outraged. “I do not want to house our brethren in my home, particularly one with such a loose tongue!”
“I want to be here even less than you do, cousin,” he spits.
The Second Dragon holds up a hand to halt their argument. “One of us is the pillar of this province. If the rest die, you will go too, no matter how well guarded you are. Are you already prepared to die?”
“I am not a babysitter. He will sell all my information.”
A platinum coin emerges from the Second Dragon’s pocket. “Why not give me a fair chance? How about a flip of the coin?”
She wins, of course. She always wins.
“Very well,” says the Fourteenth Dragon with frustration. One of her attendants brings her tea at her desk. “You, there. Find a room for this young gentleman.” The Eleventh Dragon lets himself be led from the room again, shooting dirty looks at the guardsmen. “Send the others as you will. Are you certain I am safe?”
“As safe as I can imagine,” replies she.
The Second Dragon is exiting the room when the Fourteenth Dragon begins to gag. Her porcelain teacup shatters against the floor. Clutching her throat, the Fourteenth Dragon collapses.
Hurrying to her side, the Second Dragon runs her gloved finger over a piece of the teacup and smells it. There is the faint odor of almonds and… camphor? It is a familiar scent, but she cannot determine why.
The Fourteenth Dragon’s hand grips her wrist and spasms. She is suffocating.
“Damn it all. Summon a physician!” orders the Second Dragon.
The one called Patryce gasps. Her eyes roll into the back of her head.
She is dead.
The Second Dragon runs into the hall, but the servant who brought the tea is gone. “Find him!” she orders a guardsman.
They search the entire grounds, but the Second Dragon doesn’t wait to see if they find him. They won’t, of course, and she knows this already.
It is too late anyway.





There is a game the village children play called “dragon’s tower.” It is a rather simple thing wherein they balance one of their mother’s dishes upon a web of sticks and extract the sticks one by one in turns. Inevitably, the dish will fall, and the last to draw loses (although all players will lose once their mother gives them a lashing).
 

 

Another province. Another stick withdrawn.
The world teeters,
but does not fall.
 

(Yet.)





This apothecary is known for her less-than-ethical supplies. Here, she sells a philter brewed of cat’s blood; there, she sells a poison so foul that a breath of it can topple a city. Her shop is filled with things that bubble and ooze and rot.
The sign over her door is simply a large gold number: 15. She does not need to advertise to attract customers. Her customers seek her instead.
The Fifteenth Dragon is brewing something bright red that stinks of eggs when a physician sweeps in with his beaked mask and black cloak.
“Hello, cousin,” she says. She has been expecting him.
He is her very best customer, although few people have come to her shop at the edge of New Haven since the other side of her street vanished into oblivion. It is hard to look out her front window when there is nothing but void at the edge of the cobblestones.
“Good day,” he responds. His costume is very old. The Twelfth Dragon has lived in this vessel for so long that he survived the plagues of centuries past, and the paranoia borne of such things never fades. His ivory mask is cracking at the tip. The shriveled leaf of an herb pokes out the bottom.
“What poisons do you seek today?”
“I do not seek any poisons,” he says from beyond the mask.
She taps her stirring spoon against the side of the pot and sets it on the counter. “Surely your last order did not displease you,” says the Fifteenth Dragon, wiping her hands on her apron.
“It pleased me well. The recipient was pleased too.”
“And who received such a gift?”
“Our cousin,” he says. She imagines she can hear a wicked smile. “Are you afraid? You must have heard what has been happening, and I know you have seen the void beyond your street.”
The Fifteenth Dragon laughs. “Fear? It is you who should be afraid!”
A figure with shining silver boots steps out from her hidden position behind the shelf. She is holding a cane in one hand and a pistol in the other, and it is the latter aimed at the physician. “I have been expecting you,” says she. “You are the assassin as well as the one who hurt me, aren’t you? Why do you hate your kindred so?”
He does not respond. He brandishes his wooden wand and thrusts it at the Second Dragon. It has been filed to a point so fine that it could penetrate her iron-ribbed bodice.
She leaps aside and blocks the blow with her cane. The Second Dragon fires the pistol and misses. Glass vials shatter across the darkened shop and potions pour upon the wooden floors.
The Twelfth Dragon draws his own pistol, and the Second Dragon dives at him. His shot goes through the warped apothecary window.
Striking the Second Dragon across the face, she stumbles back. Oil dribbles from beneath her hairline and her mask darkens into a look of fury.
“Do not think me so easy to beat a second time!” she shouts.
But he does not further engage her. Instead, he leaps through the window and flees down the cobblestone.
She follows him, but by the time she reaches the street, he is already gone. The Second Dragon slams her cane against the street.
“He came to kill me,” marvels the Fifteenth Dragon, coming to examine the damage to the exterior of her shop. “I would have died had you not been waiting for him. Truly died!”
“Be thankful I intervened on this day,” says the Second Dragon. “Take care with yourself. I must travel across the void in search of answers.”
“What will we do?” asks the apothecary.
The Second Dragon nudges a rock over the side of the street into the abyss, and it vanishes as surely as the province had only the day before.
“Do not worry,” she replies. “I have a plan.”
Ah, if only it were true.





The war stops for nothing.
With great emptiness as an obstacle between the Islands to the East and the lands of New Haven, the engineers must become more creative and the pilots more adventuresome, and so they do. It is an era of great imagination. They construct sturdier ships with enclosed environmental systems and superior navigation. The soldiers breathe recycled air and fly blindly through a void.
When the flying-machines meet again to battle, it is suspended in the midst of what used to be ocean.
Vessels manned by New Haven and Island pilots buzz one another, diving through space with only their machinery to guide them. Bullets chew through metal. When the cabins pop open, oxygen vanishes and the inhabitants die with their eyes bulging in the instants before they, too, vanish.
The Sixteenth Dragon is a mighty general. She has seen years of this war, and nothing can surprise her, even these blind dogfights. She realizes that a general leads best from the rear, as it is the safest position affording the best view.
But most generals are not Dragons.
She takes a seat at the guns of her airship and fires. There is no way to be sure she is not firing upon her own forces—it is beyond black in the eternal emptiness, and she can only rely on her instruments.
There are explosions. She feels them shaking through her airship, even if she cannot hear them. They make her grin widen beneath her goggles.
“We’ve received a message via telegram,” interrupts a lieutenant, rushing to her side.
“What does it say?” The general does not pause in her firing. “Ha! Take that, you bastard dogs!”
“It is... it is from your second cousin. She says: ‘Pillars falling. Device gone. Watch yourself. Find me soon.’ How is one of your cousins using military lines?”
The Sixteenth Dragon knows it is because Dragons can do virtually anything they want, but she does not say that. She heard of the others dying, but did not think it was serious enough to warrant grounding herself.
But with the Device gone...
It is easy to be brave when you are not weighed down with mortality.
She stands from her gun. “Turn this ship around,” she orders, and her crewmates gape. “You heard me. I said, turn us around! We dock at New Haven.”
They do not understand the order, but they obey. Their heavily armed dirigible is slow in the void as rockets fire to retreat.
Lumbering away from their brethren also takes them from the shelter of the other flying-machines. Their rigid airship shudders with the impact of bullets.
Then everything goes silent.
“What happened?” demands the general. “Surely we are not out of enemy space yet!”
“No, but they have pulled back.” The lieutenant’s face is bloodless.
The dirigible begins to tremble. It shakes. Then it shudders and quakes. The entire thing seizes and pitches.
The Gray Ones roar past on rocket-boots, spitting bullets the size of motor-carriages from their giant mouths. The general does not have to see them to know this is what has happened. She feels it in her bones.
“Damn,” she says. She wishes she could apologize to her cousin for failing to return.
The dirigible makes no sound as it explodes.





Nobody cared about that continent anyway.





The one called Inspector Lewys is recording complaints of property fallen off the mountains into the void when his visitor arrives.
“Inspector,” says an officer, entering with the woman. “This person has insisted upon your attention.”
He recognizes her silver boots and hard mask. “She is my cousin,” says Inspector Lewys. “Thank you. You may return to your work.”
He sets down his ruby-encrusted fountain pen to give her his full attention. “You must know why I am here,” she says. Her voice sounds like it is echoing through a broken phonograph.
“Yes. How can I help you?”
“I am trying to stay ahead of our cousin, but he is too fast. We are dying quickly. I hoped you may possess knowledge I do not.”
“If only,” he sighs. “I have been swamped with complaints. Ever since the ocean province to the west vanished, we have been overwhelmed with reports of missing persons and property. Everyone needs to find something.”
“This is of far greater importance than such petty things. There may soon be no property left to lose. You must redirect all your resources to finding him.”
“You have not found him yet?”
“In truth, I have,” she admits, “but without success in our interludes. In any case, we will not find him by seeking his person. He is moving too quickly, so we must concentrate on locating the Device before he kills us all.”
The inspector gives a half bow from his chair. “I will do as you bid. You are the oldest and wisest now. All my men shall seek him and the Device.”
“Excellent. In the meantime, protect yourself. Many thousands of lives depend on the survival of those of us remaining.”
“Do you believe he will come for me?” asks Inspector Lewys.
“I am certain of it,” she says.
He watches her leave and formulates a plan. As an inspector, he believes he may have the resources to halt the physician before he finds the rest of the Dragons. Inspector Lewys is good-intentioned. Perhaps he would stand a chance if he moved quickly enough.
Unfortunately, he does not.
There are many ways to kill a person, and Inspector Lewys muses on this fact as he studies the cases in his office late into the evening. Too late. If only he had left with the Second Dragon. If only he had gone to his home on the other side of the province’s border at dinner.
If only, if only.
Elsewhere in the world, a famous brewer is shot dead as she confers with an equally famous clockmaker, who is slaughtered shortly thereafter.
It takes a moment for Inspector Lewys to realize the rumbling he feels is not his empty stomach.
He runs to the street in time for the entire world to pitch. The sky darkens as nothingness devours his view of the moon. “What is happening?” cries a woman, running to him and wrapping both hands in his uniform.
The inspector within him does not wish to turn down a woman in need, but he realizes that a pillar has fallen and that another shall topple with it if he dies, too. He rips her grip from his coat and runs for the border. She falls with a cry.
Trees begin collapsing into nothing. The rumbling turns into roaring, like the ocean is crashing around him.
He scales the ladder to the docks as everything sways.
“A flying-machine!” he cries to no one. “I require a flying-machine!”
Most dirigibles and flying-machines have departed as the trees began to fall, but one remains. A pilot hurries to stoke her fire, struggling to create the steam necessary for flight. Her goggles are obscured with smoke. She sees the inspector and moves to depart faster. It is a one-person machine. There is not room for both of them.
Inspector Lewys flings a hand toward her. “Stop!”
She draws a knife and slices it across the rope tethering her to the docks.
The flying-machine dips, and then rises into the blackening sky. Inspector Lewys falls to his knees and scrambles to the edge.
“No!”
He leaps, reaching for the papery wing as smoke belches into the air.
The earth below him vanishes.
His fingers brush an iron rib...
 

and miss.




Many years ago, when the Second Dragon was beautiful and young and whole, she passed the time between wagers by constructing elaborate buildings of the cards. Hours elapsed as she built towering buildings and spires. People gathered to watch her and murmur over her skill.
As soon as she finished, she blew on the bottommost cards and watched the entire thing collapse. One by one, the levels fell, and cards spilled across the table and to the floor.
 

One pillar collapses,
and another follows,
 


and another

...





In a spiraling array of color and light, the acrobat flies through the trapeze. The calliope sings and elephants trumpet. It is the closest to flight the one called the Great Brynne has experienced since becoming human, and she soars with a joyful smile.
Her performances are unmatched. She is a boon to any circus—aside from her acrobatics, she is a contortionist, too, and has amazing skill in taming wild beasts. She can calm the cruelest hearts with a word.
See how she glitters!
Such a costume should be obscene on a girl, as every curve is highlighted with bangles and tassels, but her smiles are innocent. Her proud poses can evoke no ill thought toward her.
Unfortunately, there is nobody watching her fine performance. The Great Brynne flips and twists and dances in the air for an empty audience. There are rumbles outside. Amidst the growing war, the citizens of New Haven have forgotten the circus, even if the circus has not forgotten itself.
The music reaches its climax and ends. She strikes a pose on her platform with a grin that does not mask the single tear rolling down her cheek.
Someone claps. She looks down.
“Cousin!” greets the Great Brynne, swinging on a rope from her platform to the floor.
The woman in silver boots embraces her. “My youngest sister! I feared you would have fallen already.”
“Falling may be a mercy at this time. This is my life, and nobody cares to watch me anymore.”
“Hush,” says the Second Dragon. “What are you wearing? That is indecent.” She takes off her coat, baring a cinched black corset retaining her various innards, and hangs it over the shoulders of the Great Brynne. It is cold and smells of oil. “I have come to evacuate you. As you must know, we have reached the very end.”
“The Islands to the East are moving against us, are they not?” She strokes a hand through the mane of a lion who does not dare growl at either Dragon. His bony body stretches across his platform like a rug.
“Yes. Worse yet, I fear our cousin will come to kill you soon.”
“I heard what he’s done. How many have fallen?”
“Beyond the Twelfth? You and I remain,” says the Second Dragon, “as does the Fourth, Ninth, and Eleventh.” She takes the Great Brynne by the elbow and leads her from the tent, abandoning the animals to their fate. All the others in her circus have fled, too.
“Surely those are not the only remaining of our cousins!” gasps The Great Brynne with great astonishment.
The Second Dragon would look grim if her face could move in such a way. “There is one more as well. The Nineteenth. I fear he may not have much time left.”
“Then we are lost, aren’t we?”
“Not yet. Not unless the pillar of New Haven dies.”
“And who is that?”
Bombers buzz through the air above. They are about to make a pass over New Haven, but somehow, it is not as frightening as the earth-shaking stomps they hear in the distance. The Gray Ones are coming.
The Second Dragon strides down the street. “He is here. Not far.”
“Here? But ‘here’ is about to become rubble!”
“Yes,” she says, “and that is why we must reach him first.”
A balloon that says “The Eighth Dragon” on the side is tethered to a lamp post, completely empty of any passengers. The Great Brynne bites back a sob. “Brandyn too?”
“Almost all of us.”
The Second Dragon helps her climb into the balloon although she does not need it, then begins to untie the rope.
“Aren’t you coming?” asks the Great Brynne, alarmed.
“If you are adrift, I will feel safe knowing that you may survive as the rest of us fall. The world will not end so long as your heart beats.”
“But I am the pillar of naught but ocean!”
“Then ocean shall be all that remains.” The Second Dragon releases the balloon, and it drifts into the air. “Take care, dear cousin!”
“And you!” calls the Great Brynne.
Her balloon drifts amongst the clouds. She wraps the dark coat of the Second Dragon around her body, suddenly grateful for its warmth, and steers herself toward destinations unknown.
Bombers pass below her. Light glitters on the streets of New Haven as small explosions burst amongst the buildings. They do not see her, and they do not open fire. They are focused on the stationary target below.
“Be at peace,” the Great Brynne whispers to the city.
She sees color amongst the clouds and suddenly realizes she is not alone. There is another balloon. It maneuvers to intercept her.
Releasing a few more sandbags, the Great Brynne attempts escape, but the other balloon is smaller and more agile. It catches her, and a figure with a dark cloak tethers his balloon to hers.
“Hello, cousin,” says the Twelfth Dragon.





The newspaper man is running.
He no longer runs in competitions, so instead he runs through the broken streets of New Haven. Once, people stared at him as he ran—indeed, who would run for the enjoyment of it, when it is such a sweaty thing?—but nobody stares at him now that the world is ending.
Surely the newspaper man should feel Olympian feelings and think Olympian thoughts as he runs, like the athletes who pioneered the sport. Instead, he feels exhausted and frightened.
Confusing thoughts move through his mind. He cannot stop thinking of the woman with the silver boots, and he doesn’t think it’s only because of her beauty.
She has been appearing everywhere: on his street corner, while he runs, outside the platform of his apartment. She is watching him. Waiting. But waiting for what? He told her what he knew of the old man and his cane. There could be nothing else for her to want from him.
It’s those accursed Dragons. They are doing something. They have to do with the void.
And he is worried that New Haven could be next.
After his run, the newspaper man opens his stand on the corner of one of the few districts that hasn’t been bombed yet. He no longer hides behind his reading. He engages everyone who buys a paper, concerned that any one of his regular customers may die next.
Of course, there aren’t many customers anymore, regular or otherwise. Everyone who can flee has done so. The streets are empty and the sky is dark. How long has it been since he saw the sunrise?
A balloon alights nearby, and a black-cloaked man leaps out. He crosses to the newspaper stand and taps his wooden wand upon its surface.
“Good day,” greets the newspaper man without remarking upon the balloon. Who will complain about illegal parking in an empty city? “Ah! I know you, don’t I? You are the physician I met three days past.”
“Indeed,” he says through his mask.
“There is no good news in the paper, I’m afraid. Nor has anything new been printed today. Nobody can think of anything but... well, you know.” He casts a glance at the yawning nothingness beyond the city walls.
“I am not here for the news.”
The newspaper man is not stupid. He senses something amiss and sets down the papers, shifting so that his body is protected by the stand. “Then what may I do for you?”
The woman in the silver boots appears. Like the First Dragon once did, the Second Dragon carries a cane. Hers does not have the Device at its top. It does, however, hide a blade within its belly.
She draws and moves in front of the newspaper man. The Second meets the physician’s wand with her blade.
“You again!” spits the physician.
She shoves him back. “You cannot have this one!”
“He is one of the last, cousin, and I will have his blood!”
A rifle emerges from the folds of his robes too quickly for the Second Dragon to react. The newspaper man drags her behind a bench just as the physician fires.
“Run!” she shouts, and so he does. He is at the end of the street and around the corner within moments, with no hint of pursuit.
He hears shouts and more gunfire. The newspaper man fears for the woman in the silver boots. Yet she catches up with him sometime later, keeping her eye on the sky as though expecting a balloon to drop on them.
“Come!’ she snaps, dragging him into an empty apartment.
He shakes off her grip. “That physician tried to kill me! He’s another one of you mad Dragons, isn’t he? Why won’t you leave me alone?”
“Because you are one of us, you fool! Have you forgotten? Are you so far departed from your origins that you no longer recall the truth?”
The newspaper man gapes. “I am—I’m not—”
“You are the Nineteenth Dragon, cousin! The pillar of the New Haven province and the Fifth reborn! If the Twelfth slaughters you as he wishes, New Haven will fall with you,” she says. “Many thousands will die!”
“Impossible.”
“Take care not to fling such words about so carelessly. Little is impossible for a Dragon.”
He wishes to argue with her, but he can’t because something in her words rings true. The newspaper man has always felt strange inside. He has thought for some time that it was because of the injury preventing him from running, but now he wonders if it might not be because he has always been meant to fly instead.
“What does it all mean?” he asks.
“It means I must get you to safety.”
The newspaper man steps close. He tries to intimidate her with his height, but her mask hardens, and she does not back down. “I will go nowhere with you, no matter how beautiful a siren you are!”
She jabs a gloved finger into his chest. “You will, or else I’ll—did you say beautiful?”
“I’m sure you’re accustomed to telling men to do what you will and having them follow you anywhere, but I am not so easily swayed! Dragon or not, I am a free man!”
The Second Dragon rests her hand on his arm to silence him. “Stop talking. I will not listen to your nonsense.” Her painted lips turn up in what might be a smile. “Did I ever tell you I was dear friends with the Fifth Dragon?”
“How dear?” he asks, faltering.
“Very.”
She kisses him. He is stunned.
“I see,” says the newspaper man. He remembers their distant past now, and his memory is filled with shimmering scales and long nights, igniting passions he didn’t realize he possessed.
It touches him to realize that she had not followed him these last few days because she was spying. The Second Dragon had followed him because they were in love.
He pulls her body to his and presses their lips together. She winds her arms around his neck.
Even Dragons deserve privacy. Let’s give them a moment.
The pair awaken at a time that would have once been sundown. There are no signs of life throughout the block, and they have taken a vacant apartment on the first floor.
Years ago, she would have lain beside him in nothing but her shining copper skin, but now she must wear her corset and other bindings at all times. Even so, she has bared her biomechanical parts to him in a way that she has not done with anyone else since that day in the alley. Her mechanisms whir softly as she strokes her metal fingers through the fine mat of hair at his chest.
“I never knew,” he says. “I feel so normal.”
“We all do. We are normal.”
The newspaper man brushes his lips over her iron knuckles and laughs. “Hardly! How can I simultaneously be the Fifth and Nineteenth? It is senseless!”
“Is it?” she muses. “Nineteen Dragons. Someday you will remember that we began as One.”
“What? How?”
“We were born of a single egg. The world was whole and it was good. But we fractured over time. There was one, then three, then seven, then nine, then… you understand.”
“No,” he says, “I don’t.”
“As long as the First possessed the Device, death meant nothing to us. When one passed, another was born. The Fifth was murdered and returned as the Nineteenth before the Device went missing. Truly, you and I are the same as much as the Fifth and Nineteenth are the same, or as the First and the Twelfth and the Third.”
He runs a hand over her jointed curves. “I’m very attractive, I must say,” he teases.
“You are perverse,” she says, but it is affectionate, and she leans up to kiss him again. He strokes her very fine wig, careful not to disturb it. Love is not so blind as to make him want to see her brain.
“Will I remember being the Fifth Dragon?” he asks, and she shrugs.
“Perhaps someday.”
A great noise rattles the building. They clothe themselves and rush to the street.
The Gray Ones stomp overhead. People are screaming somewhere, and planes drop bombs upon what remains of the city. It is terrible to see, like watching the apocalypse come over the world.
But not as terrible as the cloaked man standing at the end of the street.
His mask has cracked. He is gripping a girl in a sparkling bodysuit by the throat.
“Unhand her!” commands the Second Dragon.
She runs for him, and the newspaper man follows, but the Twelfth Dragon turns the corner as they approach.
He runs to the shore and plunges into the ocean. The surf sweeps through his robes and makes it stick to his body—what little of it there is. He is so slight beneath the black cloak that he might be a skeleton.
A bomb falls not a half mile away, and the ground shakes so hard that the newspaper man falls to his knees.
“Do you want the Device?” he shouts as red light shoots from a Gray One’s hand downtown, setting one of the floating apartment platforms aflame. “I have flung it into the ocean not far off this shore!”
“Yes!” shouts the Second Dragon.
“Then I will drain the ocean for you!”
A single gunshot should not be audible beneath the dropping bombs and marching machines, but the small pop is so much louder than everything else around them.
The sparkling girl’s eyes widen. A red circle spreads on her chest. She drops into the water noiselessly.
The Twelfth Dragon laughs.





Something cracks.
“No!” cries the newspaper man as the Second Dragon screams without words.
no



 

 

Where does the void come from? Is it akin to the space beyond the clouds, or is it something darker and more sinister? Or could it be the nothingness in which we all floated in the days before birth?
And what happens to everything that vanishes within it?



 

 

The province tips and water begins pouring over the edge.
A flaming airship plunges into the ocean. Steam pours into the air then is sucked into nothingness.
“Why?” cries the Second Dragon as the world begins to unravel.
 

Why?
 


why?

 

The newspaper man lunges for the Twelfth Dragon, hands outstretched. “You blasted fool—!”
The water sucks between the newspaper man’s legs and makes him fall on his back.  He is swept toward the edge, and the Second Dragon barely catches his wrist.



 

 

A gap opens between this province and the next.  The Twelfth Dragon stands on one side, and his cousins on the other.
Between them, there is... nothing.



 

The physician grasps the newspaper man’s ankles and pulls both of them toward the void. “Let us all die together!” he says.  “With your two provinces gone, the other Dragons shall fall and it will all finally end!”
The Second Dragon purples with fury.  “You’re mad!”



 

 

The Second Dragon is presented a dilemma: She has a very strong grip and could rip the newspaper man in half by holding firm as the gap widens.
Alternatively, she can release him and save herself, only to be sucked into the void once the pillar of New Haven falls, too.
The Second Dragon has not survived this long by being selfless.
Of course, love does stupid things to everyone—even Dragons.



 

 

She lets go.  The physician might look surprised if he wasn’t wearing a mask.  The newspaper man and the Twelfth Dragon both topple toward the edge.
And the Second Dragon jumps forward to join them both on the other side.
She seizes the newspaper man around the waist, kicking one of her silver boots against the physician’s chest.  It gives a crunch that satisfies years of revenge fantasies.
The Twelfth Dragon plummets into darkness.
The ocean finishes draining.  Flopping fish gasp on the tilting ground as it crumbles toward their toes. Warring airships are sucked into the void.  The Gray Ones are pulled off their feet and disappear into nothingness with a metallic wail.
 

 

The two remaining Dragons run for the light...
and they both leap toward New Haven, fingers outstretched...
 

and...




 

 

there is nothing



 
 
but then
 




a light
 

 




Well.
That clears things up a bit.





The Second Dragon and the newspaper man sit up and look around. The sun rises over the horizon and fills an empty blue sky free of flying-machines and giant gray nightmares.  Wisps of smoke rise from the silent city skyline.
The ocean has completely drained now, and they sit on the very edge of a dry shore.  “Guess this means the war’s over,” he remarks.
Something sparkles near his hand. By a stroke of luck, or the curious magic that drives the Dragons, the Device has floated through the ocean to land near New Haven.
The Second Dragon picks up the Device, and her mechanical fingers brush over his.
“Oh,” she says. “There it is.”
They laugh together in relief and hysteria.
“Too bad the First Dragon’s dead, eh? We saved the world, but we’re still mortal. Nothing new for me, but you must be disappointed,” says the newspaper man.
She stands and dusts herself off.
“Don’t be an idiot. Let’s take the Device back to its owner, shall we?”





What has gone cannot return.
The pillars that crumbled cannot be restored, and the provinces that went with them really are gone.
Yet that which closes can open again, the sun that sets will rise the next morning, and for every death, something new is born.
Isn’t that the way things are meant to be?





This is the Twentieth Dragon.
Look at her: she is a darling new babe, pink-fleshed with wide, glassy eyes the color of a rainy day. Her fists wave aimlessly because she has not yet learned to control them, and there is a fold of fat on her wrists which are kissed at least once an hour by her glowing mother.
She was born on the Day of Our Lord one thirty-three and fifteen, and she cannot yet roll or sit up or gurgle and flirt. She cannot crawl, nor can she fend for herself. But she has an excellent sense of smell, and she nuzzles her mother’s bosom in search of her peach-pink nipple and the warm milk that flows beneath it.
They drift in an apartment tethered near the Great Clock, and the wind blows them past the cogs once in awhile so the mother can see it ticking from her bed. She is weak from a difficult labor and cannot yet stand. She appreciates seeing the time marked out by jeweled hands. She counts the minutes until the sun will dip below the new horizon, heralding the time her husband will come home.
The sweet perfume of a new infant, as yet unwashed from her birth, drifts through the air on the spring breeze. It is not a dragon smell, of course. It is only a baby smell.
A commuter balloon alights on the hub outside their apartment. A man with the coat of a newspaper vendor, a woman with shining silver boots, and a young girl with thick red curls disembark.
The mother doesn’t notice them. She only sees her husband as he pushes through the wind to her door, fist clamped on the cloak hood so it will not be whipped away.
“I’ve returned!” he calls when he enters the portal.
“How was the mine?” asks the mother softly so she will not disturb the baby.
“Not half as good as it is here with you.” The father sits beside the bed. He kisses his wife’s neck and strokes a finger down the baby’s cheek. The Twentieth Dragon’s eyes open and she turns to gaze at him with a drop of milk at the corner of her lips. “I have a gift for you, my precious ladybird.”
He presents a bauble from the inner pocket of his coat. It is a ruby-encrusted wand with scaly flesh wrapped around the handle, and it looks as though it may have once belonged on the head of a fabulous cane.
The mother gasps. “Adam, it’s too beautiful! We can’t afford such a thing!”
“It’s nothing,” he assures her. “It was a gift from a wealthy woman visiting the mines. She heard of our blessing and wanted me to give it to her.”
“What could a baby do with such riches?”
“For now? Play with it. Drool on it too, I’d wager. And someday, when she is grown and we are in the antenursery, perhaps it will buy her a home of her own.”
“Adam,” the mother says in a slow, careful voice, “we are barely able to pay for a home ourselves. Now the war has ended, the need for metals will greatly decline. It has already begun. We must pawn that jewel. Surely we can live comfortably on that money until you get another job.”
His smile begins to slip. “She wanted me to give it to Aryalle. She said she needs it.”
“The only things Aryalle needs are mother’s milk, a place to sleep, and our love. That is a beautiful trinket, Adam, and a kind gift, but she does not need trinkets to feel our love. I cannot feed or shelter her unless we can feed and shelter ourselves.”
“She does not need to grow up as poor as we are,” he says fiercely.
“Love will give her a better life than any amount of money could. Please, Adam. Be reasonable.”
He sags. “You’re right,” the father agrees, “you’re right. I will take it to the market tomorrow. I suppose it’s a strange gift for an infant anyway.”
Someone knocks at the portal. He opens the door to find a girl with red curls and a broad smile. “Hello!” she sings. “I am sometimes called Vynessa. May I come in?”
The recent birth of his daughter softens the father’s heart to all little girls. Because it is windy outside and only growing worse, he says, “Of course,” and steps back so she can enter before her frail little body is whipped away into the sky.
The one called Vynessa skips inside. It does not escape the mother’s notice that her fingernails and knees are dirty, which makes her want to give the little girl a thorough bathing. Her smile is infectious. The mother can’t help but smile too.
Vynessa leans her elbows on the bed to gaze at the face of the Twentieth Dragon. “She’s so cute,” she says, stroking her hand over the baby’s downy hair. “What are you calling her?”
“Aryalle. It was my grandmother’s name.”
“Aryalle.” The one called Vynessa rolls the name on her tongue. “That’s pretty.”
“Thank you. Where did you come from?” asks the mother.
She grins. Her teeth are like little white pearls. “I usually like to be in one of the villages to the east, but I can be anywhere the wind blows and the rain falls.”
“Your parents must be worried,” the father suggests.
“My parents have been gone many years.”
The mother’s hand flies to her heart. “Oh no! How can we help you?”
“I hoped I could help you, actually.” She reaches behind her neck and unclasps the golden chain, letting it pool into her hands. The ruby gems sparkle in the light reflecting off the Great Clock outside the window. “I believe you have obtained something important. I would like to trade my necklace for it.”
The father’s fist closes around the bauble. “How did you know?”
“It was stolen from someone dear to me three days ago. I would like it to make sure it returns to the proper owner.”
The mother and father exchange glances. Surely Vynessa’s necklace is worth even more than the gift from the woman at the mine.
“We cannot take your jewelry,” the father says. “If this belongs to your friend, then you must return it.”
“How silly! It was given to you. I would never take it back without some kind of compensation. Please, sir.” She holds out the necklace. “You will find this pawns for a great deal of gold, but in the end, it is only jewelry.”
The father reluctantly trades the bauble with Vynessa. “If you are certain.”
“Of course.” She turns her brilliant smile on the mother, whose heart melts for the freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. “May I hold her?”
“Yes, please do,” says the mother.
Vynessa takes the Twentieth Dragon in her arms. They gaze at each other with similar eyes, and the mother and father are struck by how much the two look alike, although it would be impossible to put one’s finger on exactly why.
She kisses the infant’s wrinkled face.
“I will see you again soon enough,” Vynessa promises. “We all will.” Returning the bundled baby to her mother, she gives the mother and father a short bow. “Thank you so much. Please take good care of her. Babies are treasures to the world.”
“We will,” the father promises.
Vynessa leaves, and the mother frowns. There is something hard within the blankets. She reaches inside to find the bauble tucked within the wrappings near the baby’s heart.
“Oh no! She forgot it!” The father flings open the portal and looks outside, but Vynessa is not there. He is anguished. “We have stolen from a sweet child!”
The mother smiles. She realizes something strange has happened, although not exactly what. Some things are beyond her understanding.
“Do not worry so, Adam. I’m certain she knew exactly what she was doing.”
The Twentieth Dragon is too young to reach and grab, but she curls her fingers around the bauble regardless and draws the ruby-studded end into her mouth. For the very first time in this life, she smiles a toothless smile. Her smile is even more beautiful than the bauble, more valuable than any number of gems, and her parents exclaim over what a wonder she is.
Outside on the hub, Vynessa joins the others and they walk away. Shimmering golden rain begins to fall even though the clouds are sparse, casting the ruins of New Haven in a halo of light. Balloons depart. Night falls.
The infant gives a few gentle sucks and her eyes fall closed once more. The Twentieth Dragon slumbers peacefully at the breast of her mother.
This is the way such things should happen.
What a world.
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