
  
    
      
    
  


	Born nameless in a tank, they try and make her into a weapon, but she chooses defiance.

	 

	 

	Eltrinia sounds like a good name, and Lem comes naturally. After falling through the sky during a lightning storm, Eltrinia is free of the tube that they grew her in, and while she doesn’t yet know her name, she knows that she needs to get in touch with society.

	A fisherman and his wife take her in, and a shore patrolman offers to take her to safety, but minimal contact with him tells her all she needs to know. The valley wants her back, she is expensive, and they have scouts looking everywhere for her. Her captor thinks he is in charge, but that is when he meets the lightning.

	After that, things get a little blurry.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The first awareness she had was of being jolted from left to right. Voices were shouting an alarm, and she was being rocked violently from side to side.

	She went from seeing flaring light through her lids to a warm silence that was broken as the entire world around her rumbled rhythmically to life.

	She braced her hands against the wall of the tank she was in. She kept herself from rocking wildly from side to side. She didn’t know who she was or what she was, but she was in fluid, and there was something attached to her limbs.

	She heard a soft voice speaking in her ear, it was explaining words and concepts. She looked to the left, and an audio output device led to the small wires that ran into her skull.

	The world around her was dark and humming as she rocked back and forth with the movements.

	Who am I?

	The thought echoed in her head as she swayed.

	There were shouts from outside, and whatever she was in shuddered and skidded to a stop.

	There was screaming, and then, the vehicle she was in was torn open. A creature made of light grey-green scales grabbed her and tore her tube away from its moorings. The dragon flapped its wings and pulled her upward and away from the small town that she was in.

	She watched the ground move away from her, and beads of water swelled and coursed across her tube. Rain. It was raining.

	A dragon made of onyx and shadow struck the one carrying her, and the tube fell, end over end, toward a wide and slick surface.

	It felt like she fell forever, but when she saw the lightning, she knew that her cascade into the world had only begun. Forever would have to wait.

	 

	She stood up on the shoreline, naked and confused. The tube was long gone, swept away and taken under by the waves.

	She looked down at her arms and felt her skull. The holes that had let fluids and sound in were closed. She was whole. She looked down at herself and nodded. Adult female. Not human. The blue light that crackled and moved across her skin was not something humans could do.

	She took her first few steps, walking without purpose. The tiny house on the bluff above the shoreline had a light in the window. That meant humans, and that could mean food. She looked from side to side and found a set of worn and silvered stairs.

	She gripped the railing and began the climb. It was so strange; every touch was new. The skin of her feet was new, her hands were soft, and when she dragged them across the railing, bits of wood worked into her skin. The pain was peculiar, but it didn’t stop her, and she left a trail of blood up the steps.

	She walked to the house and knocked on the door. A man opened it, and a woman behind him gasped.

	She wanted to speak, but it wasn’t in her head.

	“Did you wash up?” The woman grabbed a blanket and bustled toward her.

	She nodded.

	“Did a ship sink? Were you adrift?”

	She shook her head.

	The woman wrapped the blanket around her, and she flinched when her hands were grasped.

	“Oh, pet. You are bleeding. Come with me.”

	The woman was kind and used metal pincers to remove the bits of wood from under her skin.

	“What is your name, dear?”

	She thought about it and opened and closed her mouth before trying again. “Eltrinia.” She smiled proudly. It sounded like a good name.

	The wife continued to pull the splinters free. Eltrinia felt right.

	“What is your last name?”

	Eltrinia answered without hesitation. “Lem.”

	The couple paused. The husband turned from the window. “You have no one?”

	“I do not believe so. I was in a tube that fell from the sky. There were dragons and lightning, and then, I was falling.”

	The couple blinked. The wife whispered, “Dragons?”

	Eltrinia watched her hand push out the bits of wood that the woman had yet to remove. “That is good, right?”

	The woman looked down, and her eyes widened. “Yes, it is very good. Are you a healing dragon?”

	“I am a dragon?” It sounded right, but she wasn’t sure.

	“Your eyes are glowing, and there is power running under your skin. You are either a dragon or a mage, and the mages generally keep to their own city.”

	The man said, “Rekker. They have a homegrown dragon now. She is making the deals between the new diamond dragon at the capital and Rekker City.”

	“New dragons?” Eltrinia held her wrap around her. It seemed so familiar.

	“I have a dress that you can wear, dear. Let’s get you decent, and then, we can continue this discussion.”

	Eltrinia stood up and was about to drop the wrap when she saw the woman’s eyes. She sighed and tightened it up, following the nameless woman into the rear of the cabin and standing still for lacing and layers. She felt hot and tight when she stepped back into the main room, and to her surprise, there was a man next to the older male who lived there.

	Eltrinia cocked her head. “Do I know you?”

	He blinked in surprise. “No, I do not think you do. I would have remembered you. Your hosts have stated that you appear to be some kind of dragon, and looking at your features, I do believe they are correct.”

	Eltrinia looked at him and cocked her head. “I am sure that I know you from somewhere. What kind of dragon are you?”

	Her host smiled. “He is the pewter dragon that is posted here on the coast. Dalvid has always been very good at keeping us secure.”

	“That is nice. Thank you for the clothing; I will return it when I am able. I need to be going now.”

	The man in uniform moved to block her. “You are going to remain here until the others from the valley come to retrieve you.”

	She frowned. “No. That is not where I am supposed to be.”

	She moved to pass him, and he grabbed her arm. Her hosts gasped. “You should really unhand me.”

	Dalvid spoke softly, but they all heard him when he said, “If you don’t want these old humans to meet a grizzly fate by falling over the cliff, you will cooperate.”

	Her hosts gasped, and she sent a bolt of lightning through his hand, and his hair spiked up and began to smoke while crackle surrounded his body.

	“I will remove him. He will not harm you.”

	The elderly couple was shocked, but Eltrinia simply grabbed the man by his wrist and hauled him out of the small house on the hill, walking up toward the road where she could hear the occasional vehicle passing.

	There was a slight groan from the Dalvid. She spoke softly to him. “Never threaten the first thing that a newborn sees. I have imprinted on humans, and no threats to them will be tolerated. You and yours should remember that. You do seem to know who and what I am, but that doesn’t matter. I can always find out later. For now, there is a world to explore, and I am not going to take you with me while I do it.”

	She hauled Dalvid to the edge of the road, and she waited. Hmm. If she wanted a vehicle, she was going to need to learn how to drive.

	She crouched next to her victim. “Do you know how to drive a vehicle?”

	His eyes opened slowly, shot with red. “What?”

	“Do you know how to drive a vehicle?”

	“I am not driving you anywhere.”

	She held her left hand over his head and asked him again. “How do you drive a karros?”

	The light charge that she played across his thoughts picked them up and gave them to her. She learned about brakes, gears, clutches, and traffic laws. Oh, those were important.

	The next vehicle that came along was a two-passenger vehicle. It was enough for her purposes.

	She waved the vehicle down, and a woman got out with a serious expression who looked her up and down. “Well, you match my vision, but you look a little scruffier. What are you?”

	Eltrinia looked at the woman and recognized her for what she was. “You are a dragon. I am lightning.”

	“Excellent. Get in. The assholes from the valley are going to get through the roadblock shortly. We don’t want you to be here when they arrive.”

	Dalvid was out cold again.

	Eltrinia cocked her head. “You will drive?”

	“I will drive. We are going to my museum. No one will look for you there, and it will at least let us get you some clothing appropriate to your progenitor.”

	“You know what I am?”

	The woman walked around and opened the door for her. “I know what you are, and I know how they made you. Trin is not going to be pleased that they have continued their work, but they couldn’t miss a chance to make her again, now could they?”

	The woman got behind the controls.

	Eltrinia looked down the road, and she heard another vehicle. Dalvid was still out, so she did what her instincts told her to do. She got in the vehicle.

	“Please, keep your hands in your lap. The vehicle is not built for someone with electrical skills. You might short us out.”

	Eltrinia nodded. “I am Eltrinia Lem, by the way. I am glad you have arrived.”

	“Of course, you are. I am the curator, and I will explain my name and my purpose to you once we have gotten you safe. You were the jewel in their plans, and they are very unhappy that you have gone missing.”

	Eltrinia held her elbows as they cruised along the roads at high speeds. “I didn’t go missing. They dropped me.”

	“What?”

	“There were a truck and my tube, and then, a dragon tore me free and flew away with me. Then rain, lightning, black dragons, and I was falling. More lightning. I woke up on the shore and climbed to the small house on the bluff.”

	“That is where you found that guy.”

	“My hosts called him. He is some kind of shore patrol. A pewter dragon. He also works for the valley, whatever that is.”

	“You don’t remember?” The curator kept her gaze on the road.

	“I woke up in the truck. That was when my memory started. I have been given language and knowledge, but there are a number of things that I am a little fuzzy on.”

	The curator laughed. “Okay. We will try and fill in the blanks. Anything spring to mind?”

	“Should I have killed Dalvid or burned him much more badly? Were the friendly couple witnesses, and should I have taken the memory of me from them?”

	“Wow. Um, no, leaving Dalvid alive is good. I will let Trin know, and he can be brought in for questioning. We can get more information out of him if he is alive and all his organs work.”

	Eltrinia smiled. “Oh, good.”

	“As for the couple, are you really good at removing memories?”

	Eltrinia snickered. “Dalvid can’t drive a karros anymore. I took it from him. If he wants to do it, he is going to need to learn again.”

	“What?”

	“I took his memories of driving. I thought I might need them.”

	The curator whistled slowly. “Right. Of course, it is what someone in your situation would do.”

	“So, I behaved normally?” Eltrinia was pleased.

	The curator laughed. “Having met your genetic donor, yes, child. You did.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Eltrinia gasped when they got to Breaker City. She stared out the windows and watched the throng of humanity and others who were not human move and jostle amongst each other.

	“Are you doing all right, Eltrinia?” The curator drove them smoothly through the city streets.

	“I am fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

	“You are on your own for the first time. I thought you might be tired.”

	“What does tired feel like?”

	The curator thought about it. “Heavy. Your limbs feel heavy, as do your eyelids. If you are hungry, there is an energy in your abdomen, but the rest of you is tired. If you are thirsty, your mouth feels slightly sticky, and you swallow a lot.”

	Eltrinia thought about it. She felt heavy, her mouth felt dry and sticky, and there was an uncomfortable churning in her abdomen. “I am all three.”

	“We will fix them in a few minutes. That large building ahead of us is our destination.”

	Eltrinia nodded. Now that she was aware of her discomfort, she could think of nothing else. “I am also hot, and this fabric scratches.”

	“I will get you something softer. If you are just out of one of those blasted tanks, your skin will be very sensitive.”

	As she spoke, they drew close to the building, and the curator pressed a button on the console. To Eltrinia’s astonishment, a door opened in a wall, and they slowed but drove inside it.

	There was a row of karros of different sizes and shapes. Some for six people and some for only two. The curator pulled up and parked neatly in a space that seemed made for their transport.

	The curator opened her door and got out. “Come along, Eltrinia. I have a meal and change of clothing waiting for you.”

	Eltrinia fumbled at the door, but her limbs didn’t want to obey her. She got the door open and pulled herself out, leaning against the wall next to the karros. “I will be with you in a moment.”

	The curator sighed. “I guess I misjudged how much power you were carrying. Do you mind if I assist you?”

	Eltrinia shook her head wearily. “Please. I need help.”

	The curator wrapped Eltrinia’s left arm over her shoulder, held onto her hand, and put her own right arm around her waist. They walked slowly to a lift and from there down a series of halls until the smell of food caused Eltrinia’s stomach to make a darkly audible sound.

	“Don’t worry. That is a normal sound if your stomach has been empty for several hours. I have some easy-to-digest foods waiting for you. We can work your way up to standard foods over a week.”

	“Can I start now?”

	“You can start now. I have oatmeal, jam, toast, and broth. You can eat any or all of them.”

	The curator opened a door, and the bedroom was neat, tidy, and precise. Blue and silver were the colours, and Eltrinia instantly felt at home.

	The food was under covers on the table. Eltrinia released the curator and stumbled to the chair. While she sat, the curator opened the covers, and the smells came to her with taunting enthusiasm.

	“I am going to loosen your dress. The corset you are in was made for someone much smaller.”

	“Thank you. Can I just start while you do that?”

	“Begin with the warm water. Drink some and then wash your hands.”

	With shaking hands, Eltrinia took the pitcher of water and poured it into a cup. She drank the tepid water, and her stomach paused its ferocious sounds.

	The curator worked quickly, flipping the shirt up while she tugged at the laces. Eltrinia exhaled happily when the laces released, and her torso was no longer on fire.

	“We are going to get food in you, and then, we are going to remove your clothing and get you into something more comfortable.”

	“Are you sure that we can’t change the order? These clothes are really hot.”

	The curator sighed. “Fine. Stand up, and let’s get this over with. I will get you a second gown when you finish eating.”

	“Why?”

	“Because consuming food doesn’t usually go smoothly the first time.”

	Eltrinia got to her feet and stood with her arms out while the curator unbuttoned, untied, and unsnapped the borrowed clothing. Everything came off, right down to the skin.

	The curator hissed. “You weren’t kidding. Your skin did not like that.”

	She got to her feet and picked up a folded item. “Stick your arms out.”

	With a little tugging and pulling, the loose, gauzy fabric slipped over her arms and hands, and the neckline whispered into place on her shoulders. The roomy garb covered everything but didn’t touch.

	“Oh, that is much better.” She touched the silky-soft fabric. “Can all my clothing be made of this?”

	“No, but I can choose some fabrics that feel similar, even when against the skin. There are a plethora of options here in the city. The trade winds bring in folks and items from near and far. Now, sit, and I will show you how to eat.”

	The curator was as good as her word. She showed Eltrinia how to wash her hands, how to add jam to oatmeal, and how to keep her mouth closed while chewing.

	The fruit was slippery but sweet. Everything was sweet. “Why is everything sweet?”

	“Sugar. It will help your body power itself and keep your synapses firing. You were running on empty, so consider it fuel, but not every sugar is created equal, so you are going to have to learn what runs your system and what burns it out.”

	Eltrinia yawned. “What now?”

	“Now, you lie down. Breathe evenly, and you will slowly lose consciousness. This is the time that your body will repair and replace missing cells. You normally don’t eat before you sleep, but today was a unique day. You have probably already begun to break down the sustenance. I will explain what happens after that, as once your digestive system is activated, it has a relentless cycle.”

	The information was imparted, the restroom was demonstrated, and when that was done, Eltrinia looked over at the bed.

	“So, I just get in and lie down?”

	“I will pull the bedding back and put it in place over you again when you are settled. If you are too hot, simply flip the blanket back. There is no protocol beyond keeping your nightclothes on when in the house of another.”

	Eltrinia nodded and climbed into the cool bed as directed. She was tucked in and had one more question. “Curator, how did you know where to find me?”

	“I have been seeing you for years. Today was simply the right day to find you.” The curator smiled and stroked her forehead. “You look very much like her, but your eyes and hair set you apart.”

	“Who? Who do I look like?”

	“Trin, the first diamond dragon in generations. They took hair from her, and they made you.” She smiled and laughed. “They had no idea what they were doing, but I am sure that you are going to enjoy your existence. Lightning is not often a skill seen in dragons, but you are going to light up the skies.” The curator smiled kindly and left, leaving the door ajar. “I am across the hall if you need me. Today was eventful for us both.”

	Eltrinia lay in the bed, her head on the pillow, and she practiced breathing slowly until the world went fuzzy and dark. The curator had assured her that she would wake up when her body had completed whatever it was doing to repair itself.

	She gave herself up to her first night’s sleep.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The curator pondered what to do. She supposed there was no putting it off. She sent the call through to the diamond dragon and waited.

	It took a few minutes of being passed from one assistant to the next before Trin was finally looking at her. “Curator!”

	The curator inclined her head. “It is good to see you as well, Madam. I have just called to inform you that the object that fell into the sea has been recovered.”

	Trin exhaled and blew a lock of white hair away from her eyes. “Thank goodness. Is she all right?”

	“She is, but she has imprinted on her talent, and it is not the same as yours. I do not believe that she was ready to be decanted quite yet. She has healing and lightning. Oh, and black hair and electric blue-white eyes. It will be difficult for her to blend in.”

	Trin blinked. “She’s awake?”

	“She’s asleep right now, but she has language and learning. They were inputting what they could into her. Oh, and they have also been after her. There is a shore guard named Dalvid that works for the valley. He tried to take her, and she... resisted.”

	Trin grinned. “How badly was he hurt?”

	“He was unconscious, and there is one other thing. She has claimed to be able to remove memories from others in order to gain new skills.”

	Trin grimaced. “That could be a problem.”

	“Yes, Madam. So, I would ask, what would you like me to do?”

	“Can you take care of her for a few weeks? Teach her the ways of polite society? I am not a fan of it myself, but she needs a starting point.”

	“I can. I have already summoned a seamstress for tomorrow. Her skin is sensitive as an infant’s, so I am sure that she was not completely grown.”

	“Does she have a name?”

	The curator smiled. “She has identified herself as Eltrinia Lem.”

	Trin blinked. “On her own?”

	“On her own. This is the name that her dragon has given to her, I am sure of it. There is a lot of power lurking behind those eyes, and it is nearly at the surface.”

	Trin smiled. “I will send a financial transfer for her upkeep and clothing.”

	“It is not necessary. It has been a while since I have played host to anyone. I am enjoying the experience.” The curator smiled.

	“Take care of her, and if I send any operatives, they will use the code, teatime. Do not let anyone else lay hands on her.”

	“She will not allow it, Madam. One thing she was born with is an intense sense of self.”

	Trin grinned. “Of course, she was. Next time, just tell them that you are the curator and they will put you right through.”

	“How did you know I was waiting?”

	“Your face when I appeared. You are a good friend, and I count on you to keep me apprised until I can leave here and go to Breaker City for a visit. The more well known you are, the harder it is to just duck out and go shopping.”

	The curator chuckled. “I do not doubt it. I will keep you informed, and the next time I contact you, I might have her with me. I think she would enjoy seeing you.”

	Trin smiled. “I would enjoy seeing her, as well. I have regained my mother in the past few years, my father is polite when we meet, and now, I have a sister, closer than mere blood could manage. Life is definitely keeping me interested.”

	“How is your mate?”

	She grinned. “He’s great. Very patient and insistent when he needs to be. He has come to accept that it is unlikely we will have children, but he does work hard to make sure that the fault does not lie in lack of trying.”

	The curator laughed. “It is nice to see that he is not neglecting his duties. It might pay off sooner than you both think.”

	Trin perked up. “Really? In that case, I will bid you good evening. I am off to find out if my mate is interested in continuing our record for attempts.”

	The curator laughed, and she inclined her head as she disconnected the call. It was time for her own meal and then bed. The timing wasn’t ideal, but she could wake up and eat with Eltrinia, provided that it was only one night worth of sleep that the new woman needed.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Eltrinia woke and sat up. She felt stronger and far more alert than she had before she lay down.

	The curator was sitting at a desk on the far side of the room, and she looked up with a smile. “Oh, good. You are awake.”

	“Yes, Curator. How long was I asleep?”

	“Three days. Do you need help rising?”

	Eltrinia swung her legs out of bed and stood, feeling the pressure in her lower abdomen that she had been warned about. “No, I feel stronger. I will be right back.”

	“Good. Your food is on the way.”

	Eltrinia walked quickly into the restroom and went through the procedures as described. She was surprised when everything was precisely as the curator had explained it.

	She washed up and looked at herself in the mirror, seeing her face for the first time. Her eyes were non-standard. Her hair was black, and the rest of her was adult, but she didn’t remember growing up. That required some explanation.

	She looked down at the gown she was wearing, and it stuck to her in a few places, but nothing that couldn’t be fluffed out with some light flicks.

	Brushing her hair was odd, but she liked the waves going into straight strands.

	She washed her hands, wiped her face, and put everything back the way she had found it.

	She walked back into the bedroom, and a small metal creature was sliding covered dishes onto the table. The curator was reading a screen, and there was a new device in the room.

	“Is that a computer?”

	The curator nodded. “It is. I have a few devices for you to practice on, but once you are ready, you can draw all the details of the modern world out through it.”

	“You are going to allow me full access to the computer?”

	“Of course. You are not a prisoner, you are a new addition to the dragons, but since you are not wise in the ways of the world, it is my pleasure and duty to bring you up to speed with the world outside.”

	Eltrinia smiled. “Thank you.”

	“I have also told the diamond dragon of your existence. She is the print that they used for you, and when you are interested, she will answer your questions if I have not covered them.”

	Eltrinia cleared her throat. “May I eat?”

	“Of course. All the items have been cut fine to aid your digestion. As you are going to be awake for the rest of the day, you can figure out what effect they are having on you.”

	Eltrinia began to move the covers out of the way, and she smiled at the oatmeal and jam. Those had been very good. She began her meal with a glass of water, and from there, she carefully mixed and ate her food, one conservative mouthful at a time.

	The curator sat down and lifted a dome off one of the other platters.

	Eltrinia looked over, and she blinked. The smell was amazing. “What is that?”

	“Eggs, bacon, and a grilled sourdough muffin. This is a savory breakfast.”

	Eltrinia’s mouth filled with water. “What is happening?”

	“The smell of smoked meat. It tends to set off the drool reflex.”

	Eltrinia ate her first bowl of oatmeal, and then, she lifted the cover on the second platter. Bacon and fruit were neatly arranged. “May I use my fingers? I did wash them.”

	“Of course. There is also a pronged fork for you to pierce them.”

	Eltrinia picked up the prong and pierced a piece of bacon and then some fruit. If they were served together, they probably were meant to go together.

	The flavours were not all complementary, but many were. Bacon and strawberries were not good, but bacon and strawberry jam was.

	When she had slowed her exploration, she looked at the curator. “What are you going to do with me?”

	“Nothing. I am merely going to give you the tools to do something for yourself.” The curator set her tray aside, and she poured some tea.

	“Why?”

	The curator poured a second cup. “I have the talent or focus of seeing the future and the past, but it only activates under certain conditions. I have been seeing your arrival for decades, but until the sun rose yesterday and the purple bird landed outside of my window and sang off tune, I wasn’t sure that the day had arrived. Once I was sure, I got in the karros and went looking for you. I knew I would find you at the side of the road, and I knew you would be dragging a man in uniform behind you.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Nothing more? Nothing exact?”

	“It does not, nor will, work that way. It gives me just enough information that I can alter the events slightly.”

	“How?”

	“I did not have many images of you after that moment, so I could have driven past you, you might have attacked me, or the folk from the valley could have dropped in right behind me and caught you up. The next memory or vision that I have of you is sometime later, and you are wearing very different clothing.”

	Eltrinia perked up. “Really? What kind of clothing?”

	“You favour trousers but still soft materials.” The curator smiled. “We will come up with something that is midway through the serviceable and yet socially respectable.”

	“How will I know?”

	“Because the diamond dragon is sending you her seamstress.” She chuckled. “Trin knows how she likes to dress, and as you are a clone of her, it is likely that you have the same obsession with freedom of movement.”

	“Trin?”

	“Venatrin Lem. She is the most powerful dragon of our generation.”

	“You are friends with her?”

	“We have met a few times. Her first few years as a diamond have been eventful, but she has grown into her position, though she has turned down the post of leader and remained as an advisor.”

	Eltrinia scowled. “Why? Why not take control?”

	“She does not want it. She might take it over when the senator retires, but for now, she is content to be at his side and learning what the folk need.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Odd. Why doesn’t she want it?”

	The curator smiled. “She only wanted to be financially stable. She achieved that on her own before she even met her mate.” The curator nodded. “Finish breakfast, and we will tour a bit of the arboretum and introduce you to some of the staff.”

	Eltrinia continued until her plates were empty, and then, she reached for the cup and saucer that the curator extended. “Thank you.”

	“It is an acquired taste, but Trin is a fan of the flavour, so I think you might enjoy it as well.”

	The first sip was bitter but oddly intriguing. With every sip, there was more flavour revealed, as if layered within the fluid on a molecular level.

	“It is good. It would be different if it were hotter.”

	The curator grinned. “It would be. I wanted to make sure you ate first. This particular tea can be rough on an empty stomach.”

	“Probably a wise call.” Eltrinia sat back. “So, now what?”

	“The seamstress is on the way from her hotel. You will be measured for your preferred style of clothing, and I have prepared an information station for you.”

	“An information station?”

	“Yes, authorised by the senator. You can learn anything you wish to know by pressing a few keys.”

	She perked up. “I can?”

	The curator paused. “Can you read?”

	“I believe so. I have not tested my ability yet.”

	“Would you like to try?”

	A strange mechanical sound came from the doorway, and a mechanical man rolled through the door and headed for the table.

	Eltrinia got up and backed away as the creature approached where she had been sitting.

	The curator smiled. “I like to tinker. My servants are all mechanicals. He is on a timer. Since you are recovering, he is on a ninety-minute setting for your meal before he comes to retrieve the dishes. There will be a few more visits before he has them all, but it will be done neatly with no talking.”

	The mechanical gathered one set of the dishes and covers, and then, he whirred away.

	The curator grinned and set up the information unit where the plates had been. “Now, this machine will only be able to tell you what it knows. I will set it up so that you can type in what you want to know, and it will gather the information and display it.”

	The curator paused. “You will have to keep any electric fields in. The machine is sensitive to them.”

	Eltrinia looked at her hands, and there was no blue field moving across her flesh like it had before.

	“I think it will be fine. What happens if I zap it?”

	“It will lose all information and ability to connect.”

	“Oh.”

	“Do not worry. I can replace or repair it.” The curator smiled. “Now, sit down, and I will show you how to use it.”

	Eltrinia sat down, and she began her lessons. The moment that she had an inkling of how to use it, she began to type in everything from dinner suggestions, meal etiquette, and appropriate clothing for moving around the city. When the curator left her alone, she opened a display of the diamond dragon.

	The face was familiar. It was her face. She had seen those features in the mirror. The eyes were different, and the hair was the opposite colouration, but it was her face and body that the diamond dragon was wearing.

	She asked the machine about the valley. The mentions were short. Arrests were made in an attempted kidnapping of the diamond dragon.

	The next article stated, Members of a base-level dragon cult have been charged with attempted genetic manipulation.

	She stared at the article and tried to calm herself.

	She felt the power rising and stepped away from the information unit.

	Rage rippled through her, and she heard a crackle of power strike the wall.

	The curator was in the room in a moment. “What is it? What is wrong?”

	“They made me. I look just like her, and they tampered with genetics, so they made me.”

	The curator nodded. “Yes, they did.”

	“Is there anywhere where I can let some of this power out?”

	The curator smiled. “Yes, there is. Come with me.”

	Wearing only the nightgown, Eltrinia followed her host down the hall and through a series of hallways that took them into a room that was lined with metal strips and strands.

	“We usually keep a display of energy-producing mechanisms here, but they are out on tour right now, so this portion of the museum is unoccupied. Feel free to release whatever is ripping through you right now.”

	The curator waved her in, and when Eltrinia stepped through the grated doorway, the door closed shut. She whirled, but the latch inside the door was a simple one. She wasn’t locked in.

	“All it does is keep the power in. You can come and go as you please.”

	Eltrinia looked at her. “I can really just let the power loose?”

	“You can. I will be here when you are finished.”

	Eltrinia didn’t hesitate. She walked into the center of the room, lifted her arms, and let the power flow.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The curator watched as the power shot out of Eltrinia. She might have been prematurely released from her gestation cycle, but the power was unmistakable. The outline of dragon wings spiked and speared out in streaks of lightning that cascaded around her in jagged pulses.

	The head of a dragon flickered into and out of her view as she watched. She would need to have her beast drawn out soon. It would simply come out on its own if that were possible.

	The curator smiled at the display of power. She had been that young once before her dragon had taken her over. It wasn’t the worst thing to have a dragon rupture through your humanity, but it did alter your relationship with those around you.

	Modern dragons didn’t seem to realize that a dragon could take over for years, even decades if a female dragon weren’t there to ease the newly manifested dragoness into the world.

	The curator smiled. She would have to find Eltrinia a mentor, and she knew just the dragon to do it.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Mirbella looked at her newest client, dressed in a shredded nightgown and covered with scorch marks. Even her hair was smoking slightly.

	“So, Mistress Trin Lem has asked me to help you choose your look. I have books and design pages ready to go.”

	The woman smiled. “Do you have soft fabrics? My skin is very sensitive.”

	“I have many to choose from. Do you have a favoured colour palette?” Mirbella inclined her head.

	“Black? My colouration is striking enough that it would clash with anything else.”

	Mirbella grinned. “I was going to suggest it. Excellent. So, allow me to take measurements, and I can begin construction immediately.”

	“I am not sure about paying you.”

	“Trin has paid for you. She has plenty of money to spend, so you are not to worry about it.” Mirbella took out her measuring tape. “I am ready to begin if you are.”

	Her client smiled and extended her arms, paused, and patted out some small embers under her left arm. “I am ready to start.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Eltrinia had to stop to take a bath after the measurements had been taken. Mirbella brought her a robe, and she sighed happily at the softness on her skin after she had cleaned it.

	The seamstress really did know what soft was supposed to feel like.

	She tried to work the brush through her hair and concluded that there must be a trick to it. She stalked into her bedroom, and there was an outfit of formfitting clothing lying on the bed.

	“Wow. That was fast.”

	Mirbella winked. “It is what I do.” The seamstress looked at her and smiled. “Do you need help with that?”

	Eltrinia tugged at the brush. “I think I do.”

	“Sit. I will explain the process. You really are starting from scratch.”

	She nodded in relief and sat down.

	“Right. Let me just get the brush out, and then, we can start from the basics.”

	Mirbella pulled the brush out of the wad of hair that had held it prisoner. “When you are dealing with long hair that has had prolonged exposure to liquid, you have to allow for breakage. It will happen. So, what you do is begin at the bottom and work your way up to the crown of the head, and you do it on each section of hair. It takes time, but there are conditioners you can use that will make it easier.”

	“So, I should investigate personal hygiene for the modern era.”

	“Or I can just show you.”

	“Oh, that would be good, too. Thank you.”

	“My pleasure. There are many things that can only be learned by doing them, no matter how much research you do.” Mirbella chuckled.

	The next hour was devoted to learning how to engage in all the personal grooming that she needed to do. Makeup was considered a task for a second visit.

	The leggings and the top were very comfortable. Mirbella nodded. “Excellent. Now that I know the basics, I can run up a few more things for you.”

	“That is very generous.”

	“Don’t worry about it. Trin knows what you were put through. The teams that went into the valley showed a number of images from the tanks in which they were growing a serious blend of possible dragons. I am guessing that they evacuated you the moment that the teams were dispatched.”

	Eltrinia hung her head, her single braid hanging down her back. “Does everyone know what I am?”

	Mirbella touched her shoulder lightly. “No! Oh, no. The curator knew because that is what she does, and she told Trin, who told me so that I wouldn’t be surprised by the resemblance.”

	“Ah, because you know her.”

	“Correct. I have worked on her wardrobe for years. She pays well and loves practical designs.”

	“She sounds nice.”

	“She is nice, and she has had to deal with a situation similar to yours, but she was in the system from childhood.”

	“Can you tell me the story?”

	So, Mirbella told her the story of a child born to a dead woman who had been killed by a dragon.

	Eltrinia was amazed, and when the mechanical man came in, she jumped. “Oh, it must be lunchtime.”

	Mirbella whispered, “What is going on?”

	“He is scheduled to bring lunch, and then, I have ninety minutes to consume it before he comes to remove the plates.”

	Mirbella whisked the fabric out from under the descending plate.

	To Eltrinia’s surprise, a second mechanical rolled in with another covered tray.

	“I am guessing you are invited to join me for lunch.” Eltrinia smiled.

	“I think I will take you up on that. I am rather hungry.”

	When the mechanicals left the room, Eltrinia sat, and Mirbella sat across from her.

	She opened the cover and stared in consternation at the food. “What is this?”

	“It looks like some sausage, pasta, and a mixed salad with dressing on the side.”

	“There is no spoon.”

	“No, you eat those items with a fork. Would you like some pointers?”

	“Please. Correct me as I go. What do I do with the knife?”

	“You cut the sausage link into smaller pieces. Each item should be no longer than the surface area of the fork.”

	That was an excellent tip, and with Mirbella working with her, she made her way through the salad and into the hot selection.

	Mirbella was consuming her own meal, and she paused now and then to offer helpful tips on how to deal with unwieldy food.

	The curator came in to check on them, nodded approval at Eltrinia’s clothing, and then mentioned to Mirbella and Eltrinia, “If you can get her something to wear as a docent, it might be a way for her to alleviate her concerns over financial matters. If she wants a job, she can learn a department at the museum and guide tours.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Learning and talking is a job?”

	“Yes. We run several tours here per day in each department. We currently need someone in the on loan gallery.” The curator held out a small item. “This chip has all the information for each of the exhibits. If you want to try for the position as docent, I can have you take me on a tour this evening.”

	Eltrinia took the small item carefully. “How do I read this?”

	“Put it in the information unit. It will open the files for you.”

	Eltrinia nodded, and she exhaled. “Right. Thank you.”

	“Don’t thank me. I know that display like the back of my hand. I will be a miserable audience.”

	She chuckled. “I look forward to it.”

	The curator left, and Mirbella exhaled. “There is always so much power in the air when she is around.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Is there? I hadn’t noticed.”

	Mirbella laughed. “Of course, you wouldn’t. It is a different type of power. She sees in any direction, and you are roaring with static and power.”

	So, her power felt like static when it was run down. It was good to know.

	Mirbella nodded. “Right. I need to work on the clothing suitable for a docent, and you need to study.”

	Eltrinia set the information station back into position, and she looked for a port on it to plug the small object in her hand. She found something that looked correct, slid the item into it, turned it over, and then turned it over again. It entered and settled in the unit the third time.

	Mirbella was busy with her sketchbook and cutting out fabric on the floor.

	Eltrinia looked around and found an icon all lit up. She clicked on it, and the listing for four hundred items spun across the screen.

	“Excellent. This will be fun.”

	She saved the information to her unit, removed the small tag, and then, she went and removed the information directly from the unit, going through it in her head.

	Mirbella blinked. “What did you just do?”

	“I took the knowledge about the exhibit from the machine. I can do it to people, too, but I think it is easier to put it back on the machine.”

	Mirbella blinked. “Okay. So that is interesting.”

	Eltrinia nodded and began to research what she had just learned. There had to be more knowledge out there.

	Hours passed. She barely looked up when the mechanicals took the trays away. Mirbella was doing something with a machine that hummed and whirred, but there was an undercurrent of something else in the air.

	Eltrinia looked up, and she said, “Is that mage magic?”

	Mirbella nodded and kept her eyes closed and her hands moving.

	The pieces that were stitched together smoothed. The seams straightened, and the fabric locked into a seamless unit. “There we go.”

	Mirbella stood and held the item up. It was a vest that would be formfitting and supportive up top, and the lower half was a black skirt.

	Mirbella smiled. “As you do up the closures, the lower area looks like a full skirt, and the long-sleeved shirt and the leggings are to be worn underneath.”

	“Will it be comfortable?”

	“It should be. I won’t know how sensitive you are to the pressure until you put it on.”

	That was a hint if she ever heard one.

	Eltrinia stood and extended her arms, wrestling herself into the black fabric with silver clasps. The clasps weren’t comfortable, but they weren’t hideous either.

	“I just don’t think I should be wearing metal.”

	“The clasps open with the flick of a finger. I can make them out of inert materials for the next one. This is just proof of concept.”

	Eltrinia smiled and settled the skirt in place. “It is comfortable. I just don’t want to zap myself or others by accident using the clasps.”

	“Understandable. There is a full-length mirror on the back of the door in the bathroom. Go and take a look.”

	Eltrinia walked into the bathroom and closed the door, staring at her reflection from head to toe. Her toes were peeping out, but the rest of her was covered. Her hair was braided and pulled away from her face, her shirt covered her from neck to lower abdomen and down to her wrists. The leggings were invisible, but the skirt was magnificent. The vest turned her bland coverings into elegant clothing. The embroidered trim was colour on colour but still lovely for all that. The only thing on her that wasn’t black was the clasps.

	The white-blue eyes that stared back at her promised her that things were going to continue to improve. When or if the valley came after her, she was going to be ready.

	They tried to create a tool, they were going to reap defiance... and probably electrocuted testicles.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Mirbella helped her pin her hair up before she left for the evening, so when Eltrinia sat down with the curator to have dinner, she looked like a proper woman of the modern era, or so Mirbella told her.

	The curator came in ahead of the mechanicals and took her seat. “My, my. You are certainly proof of deliberate evolution. You wanted to blend in, and now, you nearly do.”

	“Nearly?”

	“Well, your eyes radiate power. There is no way you can pass for human with them, but that isn’t a bad thing. You will have an air of fascination and mystery to anyone who sees you. I have only seen eyes like yours once, and it was the reason that I suggested the position of docent.”

	“Where? Where are there eyes like mine?”

	“The djinn, Eltrinia. The djinn have those eyes when using magic.”

	“Oh. I didn’t think to examine the possibility of the eyes being a specific characteristic.” She leaned back as the mechanical put her tray down.

	She removed the tray in concert with the curator, and they both had the same food.

	“Is it all right that I eat this?”

	“Are you feeling well?”

	Eltrinia thought about it. “I believe I am.”

	“Then, if the meal makes you unwell, we will take a few steps back. If not, we will continue forward and eventually introduce wine and spirits so that you develop a tolerance.”

	“Aren’t they simply toxins?”

	“They are, but they are part of social behaviour.”

	Eltrinia picked up her knife and carefully sliced the first bite off her plate of roast, gravy, scalloped potatoes, and a colourful riot of vegetables.

	The glass of water that she was presented with was a definite aid to digestion.

	It took her several minutes longer than it took the curator, but she did manage to finish it all.

	The curator smiled. “You are really coming along in leaps and bounds.”

	“Thank you. My brain is nearly exhausted, but I am up for the challenge of going through the exhibit.”

	“The museum closes in two hours. You can show me what you know then; for now, would you like a tour of the arboretum? It is my pride and joy.”

	“That sounds lovely.” Eltrinia stood, and then, she looked down. “Do I need shoes for that?”

	Her toes were peeping back at her when her skirt swung.

	“Oh, wait.”

	The curator looked toward the door, and a mechanical rolled in with a pair of boots in one claw and a set of knee-high stockings in the other. “They should be comfortable.”

	Eltrinia smiled. “Thank you. Thank you for taking the trouble to do this.”

	“It is relatively easy. Mirbella has all of Trin’s sizes, and yours are the same. She confirmed it before she made any suggestions.”

	The mechanical came right up to Eltrinia, and she took the offered articles. She pulled her leggings up past her knee, slipped on the stockings, and then set the leggings back into place. The boots were the same unrelieved black as the rest of her outfit, but they had a lovely embossed pattern of stylized clouds along the tops that rested just under her knees.

	She stood and nodded. The boots were not precisely comfortable, but they were appropriate. She took a few steps and nodded again.

	“They feel fine. Thank you.”

	“Excellent. Well, shall we go?”

	“Please. Lead the way.” Eltrinia smiled.

	The curator got to her feet, and the delivery mechanical moved in to take the platters. They left the mechanised man to do his job, and the curator led her through the halls and down an ornate and curved staircase.

	When they entered the green space, Eltrinia blinked. “Why would we not feel this upstairs?”

	“Air channels. Keeping these plants healthy means mimicking their environment. I keep the upstairs at a steady temperature with geothermal heating and cooling. This level is heated with a phalanx of solar batteries to keep it at a temperature that mimics the tropics.”

	Eltrinia nodded and looked around her at the lush and exotic greenery. “How long did it take you to create this?”

	“A few decades, maybe a century.” The curator looked blissfully at the plants and smiled.

	“So, you have been here for a while.”

	“Correct. This was the place that I saw myself, so it became my home. This over here was the first tree that I planted.”

	The two hours whipped by while the curator spoke about the history and usefulness of each plant that she had chosen to add to the collection.

	Eltrinia took mental notes as to how the curator presented the trees and plants. This was a tutorial.

	When a low chime began to ring, the curator smiled. “That is the ring to make sure that everyone leaves the museum. There will be one other and then a low gong, and that means that the building is empty and I may begin my evening rounds.”

	“You walk around every night?”

	“Of course. The Breaker City Museum prides itself on keeping its displays fresh.”

	The curator nodded, walked past the empty tea room, and smiled. “It has been an enjoyable time here. I tell fortunes, which is how I met Trin and two of her companions a few years ago.”

	“How does it feel to tell a fortune?”

	“Well, it is really more like homing in on a piece of time devoted to that one person. I look into time, and I find them. Usually, folks want to know about the possibility of love, so I look for love in their timeline. Sometimes, they have had great love and didn’t realize it until it was over. They wanted something more, and the more never materialized.”

	“That is rather sad.”

	“Isn’t it?”

	“Have you ever sought love?”

	The curator snorted. “No. It has never been in my timeline or my visions. If it were to suddenly appear, I think it would possibly break my poor brain.”

	Eltrinia chuckled. “Good to know.”

	“Anyway, we can begin our walk to the gallery. The security sweep is set to ignore me.”

	“What about me?”

	The curator smiled. “Link arms with me after the gong. It will work.”

	They walked through the halls of the museum, and when the gong sounded, Eltrinia linked arms with her host.

	“You select all of these displays?”

	“I do. I choose a theme every quarter and change twenty-five percent of the displays. Some are standards, like the first explorers and the arrival of the dragons and shifters. Important events that all children will be shown when they come in with schools.”

	“I will get to interact with children?”

	“After we test out your ability to educate me.”

	A thick wave of power was moving toward them. The curator kept walking calmly in the direction of the powered wall of energy, so Eltrinia walked with her. She flinched as the wave touched her, but it passed over them.

	“What would happen if I wasn’t touching you?”

	“It would propel you to the front steps of the building. It also removes any of the exhibits that a thief may have grabbed in their travels.”

	“Does that happen a lot?”

	“Once or twice per year.” She shrugged. “There are exhibits that we have with a cash value, and they are tempting.”

	“Many of the on loan items have a financial value.”

	“Indeed.”

	Eltrinia sighed. “If you want me to do something, simply tell me. I am not good enough at social interaction yet to understand what you are saying.”

	“You are also not good enough at obfuscation to hide information if someone asks you. You are doing the right thing right now. Does that help?”

	Eltrinia sighed. “A little.”

	“Good. Do you think you can navigate here tomorrow if necessary?”

	“I believe so. The signage helps.” She smiled.

	“Excellent. I didn’t ask before. I know you can read; can you write?”

	Eltrinia didn’t hesitate. “No. I wondered about that, and I looked it up. It is muscle memory. I will have to either learn it or take it from someone.”

	The curator shook her head. “Don’t do that. You want your own signature on correspondence. Not someone else’s.”

	“Can you find someone to teach me?”

	“I know someone who is an excellent instructor. I will contact her in the morning.”

	“Thank you.”

	“My pleasure. There are thousands of tiny niceties that we learn as we grow up. You are having to learn them all at once.”

	Eltrinia wrinkled her nose. “I am getting used to it. Having folks here supporting me is helpful.”

	“It is our pleasure.”

	“Did Trin know they were making me?”

	“She knew that they were making several versions of her genotype into a living being. She did not know that they had been successful, or she would have come for you earlier.”

	“Well, that is something.”

	They walked to the doors of the on loan section, and the curator opened them with a touch. “Choose a display and tell me all about it.”

	Eltrinia walked in and looked at some of the displays in the dim lighting. “If you choose one, I will tell you all about it.”

	“We shall begin at the beginning then. That hairpin will be an excellent start.”

	“The hairpin of the dragon empress of the ninth coast? Certainly.”

	She walked over to the display and smiled politely, “Unlike the name would suggest, this hairpin was never worn by the dragon empress. It was carved out of one of her thighbones, and there have been at least six others claimed, but new technology has confirmed that this particular hairpin was made and carved seven hundred years ago. It is rumoured that it can detect an unwoken dragon, but as the dragon bloodlines are all carefully controlled, that is no longer an issue.”

	She smiled politely. “The carving was done by her lover, and he embedded rubies from her favourite necklace into each of the hairpins. He gave the hairpins to the most loyal of the courtiers and tried to get them to use the pins to find the next true empress. A long history of murder to possess the pins began. This particular one is on loan from the Ch’in empire. It has been estimated to be the first hairpin.”

	She touched the display, and the enlarged image was displayed above the actual item behind the thick glass and resting on the velvet cushion inside the case.

	“How do they know it was the first?”

	Eltrinia waved and enlarged the screen. “The hesitation marks on the bone, the small cuts that were not quite polished out. They were the marks made by someone who was unsure of their final design, not that of someone copying an existing pattern. The craftsman worked in the moment, carving and crafting as he went, making the pattern that the others would follow. The rubies were embedded, and the twists and crossbars were created with the size of the stones in mind. This shows that he had the stones in his possession and could plan the hairpin around them. The deep cuts in the design were done with deliberation, so it was only the initial size and shape that were worked on. It is an artifact of grace and beauty from an ancient world, carved with love.”

	The curator looked at her with amusement. “You did far more research than I imagined, and your presentation was delightful. I would like to see that orb over there.”

	Eltrinia inclined her head and folded her hands in front of her. “The Orb of Jianoa. This is one of the few djinn artifacts that have been loaned to the museum.”

	Eltrinia activated the projected display, and it moved the object in a slow rotation at eye level. The physical object was safely beneath it.

	“The Orb of Jianoa was owned by a djinn woman. She would lift it to the sky and speak to it. Legends say that it soon began to speak back, telling her when the stars would fall or when the weather would shift. Her energy woke it and imbued it with power and affection, and as such, it cannot be stolen, only borrowed. When the djinn ask for it back, it must be given. The moment it knows it can go home, it wishes to go.

	“The metal banding is that done by an apprentice metal worker. It is not precious metal but hammered brass wrapped around wood. Do not let the simple combination fool you, it is magic, and it knows what the stars do above the clouds. We are honoured to have it here with us today.”

	She pressed her hand to the case, and there was a slight glow from the orb. She lifted her hand, and the glow softened into the dim lighting.

	The curator was smiling slightly. “Choose another.”

	Eltrinia spoke about combs and spears and boxes and armor. She walked through the display and talked to the portraits that showed dragons and shifters with mages in treaties with humans. Some items had crossed oceans, others only the continent, but all had travelled through time to be there, and she knew each one of them.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Mirbella joined Eltrinia for breakfast and then unloaded a garment bag that contained several of the black-on-black vests with muted clasps. A few of the long vests had sleeves, but they still had the embossed fabric with patterns within patterns.

	The bag also had several sets of the long-sleeved shirts and leggings to protect her from the other clothing. Two additional sets of boots and two dozen pairs of stockings were included. Three nightgowns and a dressing gown were also in the mix.

	“Thank you for this. I can’t tell you how nice it is to be able to get dressed in the morning just like everyone else.”

	Mirbella smiled. “It is my pleasure. Trin is working on getting formal documentation for you, so you will be a normal person in the records of the senate soon. Then, you can travel anywhere in the world you want to go, from one town over, to all the way around the other side of the globe.”

	Eltrinia put a straight face on. “The world is round?”

	Mirbella looked alarmed for a moment, and then, she slowly smiled. “That was a joke.”

	“Yes, Mirbella. That was a joke.” She smiled. “I am researching humour, and the easiest one is to make a confident misstatement with a straight face. It is like a lie but then you laugh.”

	“You are correct. Those are the best.”

	They chuckled together, and then, Mirbella straightened. “Well, I would love to stay the day, but I have to get back to the capital. I do have one more thing for you. Well, a few more things. They are what you wear if you take after your sister and want to ride a velocipede or cycle.”

	Mirbella left the room, and she came back with a huge bag. She pulled out a heavy leather jacket, and she showed it to Eltrinia. “This can hang in your wardrobe until you need it.”

	Eltrinia pulled the heavy article of clothing to her, and she yanked it on. “It has a nice lining.”

	“I worked on it. It had a different lining until last night. Is the length okay?”

	The jacket was mid-calf in length. It rode along the back of the skirt and buckled up on top of it.

	“It will protect you if you ditch your vehicle.”

	“Ditch?”

	“Skid along the road. Between this and your boots, the leather will take the beating.”

	“Ah. Thank you. I did like being in the karros while it drove fast.”

	Mirbella grinned. “You will have the chance to decide what you want to do with your transport at a later time, but the curator mentioned that you might want something like this, so I brought one. Just in case.”

	“Thank you again.”

	Mirbella paused, and then, she stepped forward and gave Eltrinia a hug. “Thank you for letting me do this.”

	“You are welcome.” She paused. “Is that appropriate?”

	“It is. It is very appropriate.” Mirbella gave her another squeeze, and then, she released her. “Do you want help removing the jacket?”

	“No, I think I need to learn how to do this. Thank you very much for skipping the corset.”

	“The vest has a boning structure in it that mimics the effect of the corset, so you don’t need one.” Mirbella nodded and picked up her bag. “Come and visit me when you are in the capital.”

	“You think I will go there?”

	“I think that Trin is trying to find a way to separate from her duties so she can come and meet you. She is very eager to meet you.”

	“You called me her sister.”

	“That is what you are. Close but not identical.”

	“How do you know?” Eltrinia narrowed her eyes.

	Mirbella laughed. “I have known her for years. She designed the style of clothing you are wearing with a little trial and error. You and she have many of the same mannerisms. Many of the same mannerisms. It is a little startling, actually.”

	Eltrinia nodded. “Well, I have only been out for less than a week. I can wait.”

	“Very sensible. That is one of her traits, as well.”

	Eltrinia grinned. “Have a good trip.”

	Mirbella nodded and left.

	Eltrinia carefully unlatched the leather jacket, and she pried it open, letting its weight take it backward before she jumped slightly and let it pull itself off her arms and shoulders.

	She caught the jacket before it hit the ground and hung it up in her closet. She sighed and returned to the information unit and looked up velocipedes and cycles. Five minutes later, she was grinning. They looked like fun.

	A knock on the door got her attention. “Hello?”

	She got up and crossed the room, opening the door to the young woman standing there with arms loaded with books. “Um, hello. I am here looking for Eltrinia Lem?”

	“That is me.”

	“Oh. Oh!” Understanding dawned. “I am your writing coach.”

	Eltrinia stepped aside and waved the woman in. “Please, come in.”

	The woman stepped in; her crimson hair tied up in a neat bun with a thick ribbon holding it together.

	“I am Ulana Tavor. I am pleased to meet you.”

	“Eltrinia Lem. I am pleased to meet you. Can I take those books?”

	“Oh, please.”

	Eltrinia took the stack and set it on the table where she had just been working.

	“Um, I thought you would be younger.”

	Eltrinia smirked. “Consider me a mere child when it comes to this kind of thing. I can read, but I don’t know how to write.”

	“Well, that is odd, but it is something. Are you ready to begin?”

	“Sure.”

	Ulana opened one of the books and then another. She took out some pencils and set one of the books in front of Eltrinia.

	The first page of the first book had blocky letters, short, fat, and large.

	“I would like you to try and copy these letters into the notebook. That will let me know where your skill level is.”

	Eltrinia nodded, and she focused as she used the pencil like a fork.

	“Oh. Okay. First, we will adjust your grip.”

	The grip was adjusted, and Eltrinia returned to the loops and straight bits that made the letters.

	When the first page was copied, the second page was exposed, and she continued. Ulana spoke quietly to her while she worked, correcting her pressure and the angle of her pencil.

	She didn’t know how long she had been focusing, but her fingers were cramped, her middle finger ached, and her index fingertip was flat.

	Ulana smiled. “You are doing well. Would you like to print your name?”

	Eltrinia smiled brightly, and she focused on lining the letters up to spell her name. “I think that is how it is spelled.”

	She turned it toward her instructor, and Ulana nodded. “That is excellent. You are really picking this up much more quickly than I had imagined.”

	“I am glad. That pencil is hard.”

	Ulana nodded. “It is difficult for those new to penmanship. We will work on it again tomorrow.”

	“Is there anything I can look at tonight?”

	“Um, I have a book here on cursive that you can read. It will help you when we get to that level later in the week.”

	Ulana smiled and packed the rest of her things into a slightly smaller pile. “In case you get eager, I will leave you a few extra exercise books. You can use them to practice whatever thoughts you want to get out.”

	“Thoughts?”

	“Yes, many people keep a journal, write poetry, or anything else that catches their fancy. Sometimes it is good to practice a letter before writing the final draft and sending that through the post.”

	Eltrinia smiled slightly, got to her feet, and walked Ulana to the door. “You will be back tomorrow?”

	“Early in the morning. Today, I delayed because the curator said that you had a guest.”

	“Oh, good. I look forward to it.” Eltrinia looked back at the empty exercise books.

	She said farewell to her tutor and closed the door.

	“Thoughts. Thoughts. Do I have thoughts?”

	She sat down with her newly sharpened pencil and looked at her book. She wrote a title. Lightning Strike.

	Eltrinia wrote down what it felt like to be wreathed in lightning, and she told the story of the first crackle of power, the strike on another living being, and throwing them back. She smiled as she wrote the story, and then, she worked at it to make it rhyme.

	It was a fun exercise, and she was surprised when the sunlight began to redden the page in front of her. She blinked and sat up.

	There was a knock at the door. “Eltrinia, are you all right?”

	Eltrinia flexed her hand and went to the door, opening it to the curator. “Yes. I am just practicing my printing.”

	“You missed your lunch, and the mechanicals got worried when they couldn’t open your door.”

	“Oh, I didn’t realize it was locked. I apologize.” She stood back, and the mechanical wheeled in with a tray. His companion was behind him with another.

	“May I join you?”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Oh, of course. Please, come in.” She smiled and rubbed at her hand. “I will be just a moment.”

	She went to the bathroom and scrubbed the graphite off her fingers. She also washed her face. The slightly dazed expression on her features confused her, but she dried off and returned to her guest.

	“I am sorry about that.”

	The curator looked at the notebooks. “May I read what you have written?”

	“It is just my musings.” The mechanicals finished dropping off the meals, and Eltrinia stepped forward to take her seat. “You are welcome to read it.”

	She lifted the lid and blinked. “What is this today?”

	“Stew and a small loaf of bread. This is eaten with a spoon and your fingers.”

	Eltrinia watched as the curator tore off pieces of bread with her right hand, dipped the bread into the stew, and then ate them.

	“Why only your right hand?”

	“Social taboos involving personal hygiene keep the left hand free from the meal to avoid contaminating the food. In certain countries.”

	“Oh, so this is more social education?”

	“It is. The food is what your palate has become used to, which might not be the case if you travel. If you know how to eat the food, you will have an easier time visiting or blending in. That builds confidence, and confidence will let you keep your eyes and ears open to what is going on around you.”

	Eltrinia twisted a piece of bread with her right hand and broke that piece into smaller bits with her fingers. It was tricky, her fingers were still sore from writing, but she managed to get a small bit of bread loose and start eating.

	“When do I use the spoon?”

	“When you want to. When you feel that you want something solid and not just the gravy that the food is in.”

	Eltrinia nodded and kept working on her dinner. The stew was very good. It might even make it to her list of favourites next to eggs and bacon.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Eltrinia was standing near the window when the curator spoke.

	“These are really good. Do you mind if I go and make a copy of a few of them? I think I have an idea for you to make some funds of your own.”

	“They are just scribbles. Practice.”

	“You have a real turn of phrase, and you can evoke a lot of emotion and detail with a few words.”

	Eltrinia looked at her. “What would you do with them?”

	“I know a few musicians who are always looking for lyrics. These will speak to an audience.” The curator gave her a long and serious look. “Will you let me borrow them?”

	“Of course. Can you get me more exercise books? I would like to keep working.”

	“Certainly. I have a few in my quarters. Did you want them tonight?”

	“Yes, please. If I am to continue to expunge what is in my mind, I think this would be a good time to do it.”

	The curator got to her feet and left the room. She returned in three minutes with a stack of books. “Just in case you feel inspired.”

	Eltrinia looked at the books, and her hand throbbed in protest. She focused on her hand and ran lightning up her fingers. The aches and pains faded, and she grinned. “I can’t believe that worked.”

	“You healed yourself?”

	“I did.”

	The curator nodded and took the two filled notebooks. “I will see you after your lesson in the morning. Ulana is an excellent tutor, and I was slightly mean to her by not indicating you were an adult. She seems to have adapted, and you are obviously showing progress.”

	Eltrinia’s fingers were twitching, and she was getting an idea. “Thank you for recommending me to her. I will enjoy the instruction tomorrow.”

	The curator laughed. “Good evening, Eltrinia. I will see you tomorrow at lunch. There is a group coming in to see the gallery, and you are going to be taking your first tour around.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Really?”

	“Really. You are not a secret. You have a right to be out where you can meet people and be seen.”

	The curator left, and Eltrinia sat down, scribbling words of excitement and enthusiasm that disappeared from her mind the moment that they were on paper.

	It was going to be a very long night.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The knock at the door jolted her out of her morning scribbling. She had slept just enough to be up and dressed before breakfast, and from there, she had jumped back into her writing. It was remarkable, and it calmed part of her soul to take her minimal experience and shape it into words.

	She folded her notebook and put it on top of the other six that she had filled. She sent lightning up her fingers again and healed the pressure sensitivities.

	Ulana came through the door with a bustling walk. “Good morning, Eltrinia. Did you have a chance to practice?”

	“I did. It is apparently legible.”

	Ulana smiled. “I will check it, and then, we can work on your cursive writing.”

	Eltrinia took a seat and handed Ulana the stack of notebooks. “This is my practicing.”

	Ulana opened the first one, exhaled sharply and nodded. “You are doing excellent work. Is this poetry?”

	Eltrinia cocked her head. “Is it?”

	Ulana blinked and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Right. So, on to cursive then.”

	“Yes, please. I hear it is faster to write and worse to read.”

	“It can be. Let’s get started.”

	Eltrinia sat with her pencil at the ready, and she began to form the swooping letters that would run together. The next challenger in a laundry list of challenges to make herself a normal adult person.

	One more essential skill was just within her grasp, literally.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“So, I am just to take the group around?”

	The curator smiled. “Take them around the gallery and introduce them to the magic and history of war that adorns our walls.”

	The curator stopped. “Oh, and here is your name tag.”

	Eltrinia paused and took the small pewter tag that had the word Eltrinia with the word Docent below it. She carefully pinned the nametag to the outside of her vest, and then, she blinked rapidly as tears came to her eyes.

	“What are the tears for?”

	“It has my name on it.” It made her feel more real. Until now, she had been feeling like a soft copy of a mythical creature. A wonderful woman who was generous and kind to her, even though she wasn’t known to Eltrinia.

	This one little nametag was hers.

	She blinked and stood with her shoulders back. “I am fine now. Shall we continue?”

	“Yes. It is all right. Your actual emotions are going to develop slowly. You will be whole in a remarkably short span of time, and the more you can flex your emotions, the shorter that time will be. That is why I have chosen this group for you. You will have to gauge every word out of your mouth very carefully. They will be watching for any missteps.”

	Eltrinia chuckled. “I will be on my best behaviour.”

	“Good.”

	They walked through the museum with the staff working and the public looking at the displays in the halls. This was going to be an exceedingly stimulating day.

	Eltrinia kept her head high and her expression calm as she was escorted to the gallery where she would remain for the rest of the day to explain the exhibits. She was going to have to do the tour, but after that, her job began.

	“There they are. You are to take them around the displays, and then, their chaperone will walk them to the next gallery.” The curator patted her on the arm. “Good luck, and don’t panic.”

	She turned and was about to walk off when she said, “Oh, and don’t show fear. Teenagers can smell fear.”

	Eltrinia chuckled and walked toward the group, and she smiled at them and the harassed-looking woman with them. “Good afternoon. I believe you are my tour.”

	The six teenagers looked at her with combinations of boredom and irritation. One of them said, “Of course we are. Can we get on with it?”

	Eltrinia grinned. “Of course. This way, please.”

	She led them to the rear of the gallery. The group was a little confused. “Welcome to the on loan gallery. It may seem odd that I have taken you into the middle of the exhibit, but I am going to walk you through based on the items that will never be seen on this continent again, or at least, not in our lifetimes.”

	That got the girls’ attention, and she explained about the Needles of Kthoth. “These needles were originally thought to be the instruments of pain relief and spiritual healing. Their original design and maker are lost to history, but they are six thousand years old. They are made of the thinnest steel, tipped with opals, and bound with gold at the head of each needle. These are not normal combinations for jewellery or for the acupuncture needles that they were thought to be.”

	The sarcastic girl who seemed to be the alpha of the group sneered. “You don’t know what they are?”

	Eltrinia smiled, and she held her hand over the top of the case. The opal heads lit up, and small arcs of lightning spanned between them, cascading up and down the shafts of the twenty needles.

	“They are electrically activated healing needles. Inserted into the skin and charged by an electrical charge, they can heal any wound, knit bones, and keep a body alive.” Eltrinia looked at the young woman and pulled her own hand away from the two inches of glass. “You are welcome to try.”

	The young woman put her hand over the glass, and she frowned.

	“Why isn’t it working?”

	Eltrinia inclined her head. “I know how to make it work.” She held up her thumb and forefinger, two inches apart and sent an arc through it.

	The girls immediately took that to mean that she was not just a human with odd eyes. They accepted her as a dragon, as did their chaperone.

	The rest of the tour went smoothly, and she had the girls laughing and chatting with her, asking questions about the displays and the cultures they had come from; fortunately, she had done all her research.

	When the tour was over, she had to shoo them on to their next tour, quite confident that she had gone over time.

	With a sigh, she returned to the gallery, and she asked the folks looking at the display if they had any questions. When they did, she explained the article to them in full, with all the historical tidbits that she had cleaned from her scraping of all information that the unit in her room could offer her.

	She talked for hours until the curator arrived and smiled at her. “I am afraid that it is time for Eltrinia to get something to eat. She will be back in an hour, after her break.”

	There was a groan of disappointment, and Eltrinia looked around in surprise. Thirty people had crammed into the gallery, and all of them had been listening to her tale of the hairpin.

	With a slight smile, she said, “And the carver lived happily ever after until he met his empress in the next life.”

	There were a few weak chuckles, and then, she made her way out of the gallery and up to the curator. They turned together and walked over to the commissary.

	The curator inclined her head to the buffet. “Docents eat free.”

	Eltrinia picked up a tray and followed the curator through the line, and she stacked her plate according to how much food she had been given previously. She knew what a serving size should be.

	The curator took a slice of pie, and she slid it onto Eltrinia’s tray. “You are up and moving around now. You need a slightly higher calorie count. Your body will burn it off quickly.”

	She nodded, and the cashier smiled at her and said, “Welcome to the museum, Eltrinia.”

	“Thank you, Jasie. May I come back for some tea?”

	“Of course.”

	Eltrinia set her tray down, and then, she went back for a small pot of tea.

	When she and the curator were sitting across from each other, she exhaled, and her shoulders slumped. “How do people do that day after day?”

	The curator laughed. “It is practice. You will just go in for a minimum of four hours a day. That time will pay for your board and start an account for you.”

	Eltrinia was shaking with fatigue. “Do I have to go back?”

	“Yes. The best thing is to keep going until you are exhausted. Well, in my opinion. If you find it too stressful, then you can quit for the night.”

	Eltrinia picked up her fork and began to work on her cold salad and hot fried chicken. It took a bit of work, but she managed to get her meal down, and then, she started in on the pie.

	“Your description of the items is very impressive. Nice trick with the needles, by the way.”

	Eltrinia paused with her cheeks full of pie. “Sorry. I needed to get control over the group.”

	The curator laughed. “You did.”

	“How did you see it?” Eltrinia felt her cheeks heat.

	“I heard about it. The girls from the capital were talking about it in the classic portrait gallery.”

	Eltrinia shrugged. “It is a fun trick. I am glad that I managed it through the glass.”

	“I am astonished that you could, but I guess you were motivated. It is all over the building now that we have a proper dragon doing tours.”

	“Will that be good for business?”

	The curator chuckled. “It will be. It will be nice to liven up that gallery.”

	She turned her head and looked at her host. “Why is it important that I am in that gallery?”

	The curator sipped at her tea and shrugged. “It hasn’t happened yet, but it will. I have seen it.”

	Eltrinia wanted to ask a dozen questions, but instead, she finished her pie and then drank her tea. She had to fortify herself. She had the rest of a shift to get through.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Her days took on a routine. She spent her mornings in her penmanship exercises, working her way up to calligraphy. The curator had found a musician who wanted to use her poetry to wrap his music around. He was willing to take on any of her work, and she had already signed a contract for a share of the proceeds of the work. She had time.

	She spent her afternoons and evenings as a docent in the gallery. To her astonishment, after four days there, there was a waiting lineup that had to be restricted to twenty people at a time for the tours. Anyone could go in on their own, but if they wanted to cluster around her, they had to wait their turn. It was unlikely, but she was popular.

	Eltrinia was popular and had no idea how to deal with it, so she went to work each day and explained the deep, dark histories of the items on loan, to the public.

	There was a knock at the door after breakfast, and she paused, putting her pen into the safe holder so that she would not get ink everywhere.

	She walked to her door and opened it. The curator was smiling. “Eltrinia, I need you to take a morning shift for some VIPs today.”

	“Oh, certainly. I will just clean up my calligraphy, and I can head down there immediately.”

	“You have an hour, so take your time.”

	“An hour? That is barely enough time to wrestle with my hair!” She inclined her head with a smile. “I am learning.”

	The curator winked and held up a single finger. “One hour.”

	Eltrinia smiled. “I will be ready.”

	The curator left her, and Eltrinia got ready, changing into one of the sleeved, skirted vests before she pinned her hair in a loose twist wound with small braids.

	Scrubbing ink off her hands was difficult, but the lightning could do that for her as well. She ran a fine coil of the electricity up her body, and it cleansed her as well as helped her with her sensitivity. With each passing day, her skin thickened. She was near to the point where she could touch a teacup instead of simply the handle.

	She smoothed her hands down her hips and checked herself in the mirror. She just had to put her badge on, and she was ready to go.

	Eltrinia left her quarters and walked the halls that led from the curator’s private and guest quarters, over the arboretum, and down across the main floor of the museum. She smiled and waved at the few friends that had made an effort to get to know her. They worked or volunteered, depending on their social status. There were even two dragons on the payroll, but Eltrinia was pretty sure that they didn’t know they were dragons. Without the family connections that would make evolution into their full forms a rite of passage, they were stuck waiting until a dragon female called their beast out, just as Eltrinia was.

	The attendant at the snack bar beckoned her over. “Nia, come here. This stuff is good. Did you want to try some before I have to set it aside for the VIPs?”

	Eltrinia chuckled. “You are making it sound illicit, Kel.”

	“Not illicit, just expensive. The curator got into her personal stash for this tea, and it tastes amazing.”

	There were perks to being friendly with people. The mint tea that was being offered was given to her in a tiny cup. They enjoyed snipping bits from the curator’s stash but did not take enough to endanger the protocol.

	“This is good. Really good.” Eltrinia smiled. “How many samples have you liberated?”

	The curator’s voice murmured from behind her. “Three. They are my best efforts from the arid growing space in the arboretum. My tiny desert.”

	Kel blushed. “Apologies, Curator.”

	“Don’t worry. I always provide enough for sampling. It would be cruel not to.” The curator winked.

	Kel sighed in relief. “Curator, can you tell us who the VIPs are?”

	The curator chuckled. “Yes, I can.”

	She turned and looked at Eltrinia. “Your tour has come through the main doors. I would suggest that you get into position.”

	Eltrinia finished the tiny cup of tea and handed it back to Kel. “See you later.”

	She nodded to the curator and headed to her post inside the gallery. Time for a solid morning’s work.

	 

	Eltrinia checked that her name tag was on straight, her skirt was neat, and her hair was constrained. She stood with her hands folded in front of her and watched the entrance to the gallery.

	The hair on the back of her neck stood up, and she turned to watch five men, and one heavily pregnant woman walk into space. She knew her research, and they were from Jianoa. That was the only thing that would explain their blue-black skin and midnight hair. She was surprised by their eyes. She looked at mimicry of that reflection in the mirror every day. The curator could have warned her.

	She smiled and stepped toward them. “Welcome to the on loan gallery. I am the docent assigned to this gallery, and it would be my honour to give details on any of the items here.”

	The gathering paused, and the woman sneered. “Isn’t that your job?”

	“It is, but some do not wish to see all of the exhibits.” She spoke calmly. “I sense that you are here for a specific artifact, so as you are uncomfortable, I was attempting to save you some time.”

	The woman pulled back with one hand over her belly. “Who told you?”

	“Your face, mistress.”

	The woman inhaled and stalked up to Eltrinia, drawing her hand back. To Eltrinia’s amazement, the woman was about to slap her.

	Eltrinia grabbed the djinni’s arm and held it, sending a crackle of power down her hand. “You would strike me because I work here?”

	The woman hissed. “You are of a lower caste. I can see it.”

	“I am of no caste. I have been told I have relatives, but I have yet to meet them. So, what is your excuse for being a bitch?”

	The man who had been standing next to the pregnant woman stepped forward and took charge of his wife. “Tonight is your final day at work here.”

	Eltrinia paused, and she raised her brows. “For defending myself or for not taking a strike because your wife’s pregnancy is making her ill-tempered and you are not working to mitigate it?”

	There was a flare of energy under his skin, outlining glyphs in his cheeks.

	“She has you there, Ormit. Lady, please forgive my family members. Lilya has indeed been uncomfortable over the last week, but it does not forgive her rudeness. I am Inoth N’Mir, Ambassador of Jianoa. I would deeply enjoy that tour.”

	She cocked her head and looked at him. His height put him above the others by a few inches, and his dark, wrapped garb was pristine and tidy. If he closed his eyes, he would disappear into shadows.

	“Where would you like to begin?” She inclined her head.

	“Wherever you would like.”

	“A new start then. Welcome, guests from Jianoa, to the on loan gallery, and thank you for your prior generosity in lending two of the artifacts that we are about to visit.”

	She took them to the needles and demonstrated the crackle of energy through them. They were suitably impressed.

	Inoth asked, “How did they come into the gallery?”

	“They were placed on loan to this museum eighty years ago when the curator was travelling for new exhibits. They were placed on loan by Elatuan N’Mir. The date of their reclamation makes them one of the first displays that I show newcomers as they are unlikely to see them again.”

	She met the gazes of the men and woman with her. “I am guessing that it is one of the reasons why you are here.”

	Inoth nodded. “It is, though it is not the priority item we have come to reclaim.”

	She inclined her head. “The orb then. Shall we?”

	“One more thing. How did the curator gain possession of this particular treasure?”

	Eltrinia smiled. “She promised that one day she would find someone to use them and that it would save a life of one in the N’Mir family, but that they had to be with her for that moment. I suppose the N’Mir family has grown tired of waiting.”

	“Something like that. This was always the date we had been given to take the artifacts back, but we have brought others that are waiting to be presented to the curator for safekeeping.” Iloth smiled.

	“Well, do you wish to tell me about the orb?” She chuckled.

	“No, I would like to know what you are aware of regarding the power trapped inside.”

	She walked away from the needles and activated the display for the orb. She went through her introduction to the orb, and it becoming an item of magic through the determination of one woman.

	Lilya whispered, “What became of the woman?”

	“Legend has it that she poured her heart, her soul, and her magic into the orb itself. Others state that the wood orb was her true tool and her husband trapped her inside it with the bands. Neither legend is more than a whisper in time now, or at least not to the sources I have been able to obtain. The orb definitely does signal the events of star fall and catastrophic weather, but no one knows why.”

	Lilya looked at the orb and touched the glass with her fingers. “She loved them. Her father loved the stars, and he taught her to love them as well. He carved the orb to remind her that everybody in the heavens had the same form, and even the stars fell like a child’s toy. She kept it with her always and looked at it daily and in the evenings. Even when her husband tried to pry the orb from her hand, she would not surrender it. He beat her to death with it, but so much of her had already entered it, she was bound to it. He wrapped her with metal and set her on his mantel. She remained there until the king demanded her to attend him, the soothsayers had foretold disaster in his kingdom, and he wanted to know where so he could prepare. The husband didn’t know what to do, so he sent the orb with a note that his wife had died and the orb was her final possession.”

	Lilya smiled, and a tear ran down her cheek. “When the king tried to get his seers to use the orb, they couldn’t. He demanded the children of the dead woman to come and look for the future. The murderous husband had no choice. He was a worm of a man, and he sent his children on the edge of death to the king. The king’s wife used the needles on the surviving child, and she recovered in time to hold her mother’s orb and see where the disaster would strike.”

	“With the warning he needed, the king was able to evacuate the town hours before the meteors struck the surface and flattened farm and palace alike.”

	Eltrinia looked at her. “And it became a prize possession, and a member of her bloodline was commanded to remain at court and married into the lower rungs of the royal line but always at the palace.”

	Lilya blinked. “Yes. How did you know?”

	“You are crying. One does not do that merely for a heroic woman thousands of years ago. One does that for a beloved grandmother and all the ones who came after in a long line of women pinned to one spot.”

	Lilya nodded. “Just so. You have more insight than I gave you credit for. But I have one question for you.”

	“Please, proceed.”

	“What is the tale of the hairpin? It is lovely.”

	“It is one of my favourite stories.” She told Lilya the tale of the hairpin and noted that she had a rapt audience in the men who were in the gallery.

	When Lilya was sighing over the possibilities of that kind of love, they proceeded into the depth of the gallery and worked through a full tour. The djinn of Jianoa were curious, and they rarely left home. A day in the museum was a fun day out for them.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	After the tour, she escorted the group to the private tea room. The curator was waiting to meet them, and the tea was waiting.

	The curator walked toward Inoth and took his hands. “My boy, you have grown so.”

	Ormit chuckled. “It has been a long time since you visited our shores, Curator. This is my wife, Lilya.”

	Inoth nodded, and she released his hands and turned to greet Lilya.

	“My dear. You are looking well. I wish you a healthy and safe birth.”

	“Thank you, Curator. It is good to finally meet you properly.”

	Eltrinia was near to the door when she heard the curator call out, “Eltrinia, please join us.”

	She turned back, and Inoth was looking at her with curiosity in those white-blue eyes.

	“I was just going to head back to my room.”

	Inoth spoke, “Please, join us. As you are the docent of that gallery, you are an interested party in what we have brought to exchange for our artifacts.”

	Lilya looked confused, but she nodded. “Yes. Please, join us.”

	Ormit took his wife’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Let’s sit down, love.”

	Lilya looked at him with surprise and followed his lead to the table.

	Eltrinia followed the curator’s slight gesture and took the position next to her.

	“Ambassador N’Mir, as you may have guessed, Eltrinia is my apprentice. She also is from an interesting bloodline.”

	Lilya snorted.

	The curator raised her brows. “Perhaps we should sit, and I can explain. Eltrinia, do you mind me sharing your origin?”

	“Um, no. Of course not, not if you believe it can be edifying in any way.” She followed another slight gesture and began to pour the tea.

	Her pouring was some sort of signal, and the others all took their seats.

	Eltrinia sat with her cup in her right hand, and she waited for the curator.

	“Eltrinia Lem is my apprentice, but her origin is quite unusual. Ambassador, have you been keeping apprised of the efforts of the valley?”

	“The ones who are attempting to build on the genes of previous dragons? Yes. I have heard of them. They are all the rage in the capital. They had a hand in creating the diamond dragon.”

	“Indeed. Eltrinia is their latest effort, crafted from the cells of the diamond dragon herself. Genetically, they are sisters if not twins.”

	Every white-blue eye was directed at her, and Lilya was looking distinctly nervous.

	Eltrinia smiled. “Don’t worry. We don’t have the same mother or anything.”

	“Our best guess is that Eltrinia was born approximately eleven days ago. Based on the research we have done, she was started two years ago, after Trin visited the valley while exploring her origins.”

	The djinn were still staring. Inoth finally asked, “What about her eyes?”

	“They are either a random manifestation, or they threw some djinn genes into the mix. She needs to be tested at the capital.”

	Inoth smiled. “Would you like us to take her along?”

	“If you wouldn’t mind. The caveat is that you must return her here in four days.”

	Inoth frowned. “Why so soon?”

	“I need her here in four days. That is all I know at present.” The curator sipped her tea, and it was a cue for the rest to begin.

	“You are younger than two weeks old?” Lilya’s eyes were wide.

	“My experience of the world is. I was in a tank until then. I don’t know precisely how old I am or when they began to create me. The records have not yet been found, but I do need to go looking as soon as I have a legal identity.”

	Inoth smiled. “And for that, you need the capital.”

	“Yes. I would also like to meet Trin. She has sponsored much of my upkeep, and I would like to thank her.”

	“I believe we would be delighted to have you travel with us. We should be there this evening if the transfer of artifacts goes smoothly.”

	“As soon as we finish the tea and the new artifacts are presented.” The curator smiled.

	“Of course. The protocol must be adhered to.” Inoth nodded and raised his cup. He sipped the tea, and they all mimicked him.

	Eltrinia asked softly. “If it is none of my concern, please tell me, but why so many guards for two artifacts?”

	“There is a concern that certain elements of our society are eager to get control of the orb. Many seers have predicted an incoming meteor shower, but the orb can tell where it will land. That knowledge can be used to save lives or gain power. We want it for the former.”

	“Ah. So that is why you hauled poor Lilya halfway around the world with her husband so that she can operate the orb for you.”

	Lilya gave her a surprised look, and a slight smile crept over her lips.

	Inoth frowned. “Our seers have shown that there is a disaster on the horizon. We need more details than they can give us. We need a conversation with the orb.”

	Lilya smiled. “And that is why I am here.”

	“Who is coming for the orb?” Eltrinia asked. “It has to be someone who knew about it prior to this moment, so who would know about it?”

	Ormit took Lilya’s hand. “Other members of the royal family.”

	Lilya nodded and looked a little nervous.

	“So, you know who is coming for it.” Eltrinia kept asking.

	Inoth nodded slowly. “We believe we do. Our younger brother disappeared, and then, the seers began to get excited. Our elder brother reminded us of this appointment, and we transported over immediately.”

	The door to the tea room opened and what Eltrinia recognized as two mages came in with the secure cases.

	The cases were set on the table, the mages bowed and left the room.

	Inoth took the case with the needles, and he opened it, “How do I know if these are genuine?”

	The curator smiled. “Slide them over to Eltrinia. She can activate them.”

	Eltrinia smiled slightly and nodded as the needles were set in front of her. She held her hand above the needles, and they crackled with power. “These are them. They have nearly completely charged from all of my fussing with them over the last week. Would you like me to finish the charge so that they are ready for use?”

	Inoth frowned.

	Ormit squeezed his wife’s hands. “Would you, please?”

	Eltrinia sent a strong arc of energy into the needles until the opals glowed with small round rainbows.

	“They are charged and ready to do whatever you need them to do.” She carefully closed the case and returned them to Inoth.

	Lilya reached for the orb but hesitated.

	Eltrinia offered, “I can verify that it is the orb and activate without touching it.”

	The N’Mir brothers shrugged, and Inoth nodded, moving the box toward her. She simply held her hand above the orb, and it began to glow under her palm.

	Lilya gasped. “What did you do?”

	“Nothing. It just reacts to my proximity.” She inclined her head. “It is the same orb that has been on display. That is what I can confirm.”

	Lilya swallowed. “It only reacts that way to family, and I am the last of our line.”

	“Oh. I see your discomfort then.”

	Eltrinia looked to the curator. “Did you know anything about this?”

	“I have suspected. No creature on earth, other than the djinn, have those eyes.”

	“Oh. I see.” Eltrinia frowned. “What does that mean?”

	“It means that the valley was trying to fund their work using custom creations.” The curator was matter-of-fact. “You are still mostly Trin, but there is something else in there, and that is why you need to go to the capital.”

	Eltrinia nodded. “Okay. I wanted to go anyway, and I know that I am not entirely made of Trin. Testing is to be expected.”

	The curator smiled. “You are not scared?”

	“No. I am adapting well to the world. I should be fine.”

	“You are, and you will be.”

	Inoth picked up the box of needles, and he handed them to one of the guards. To Eltrinia’s amazement, the man pressed the box against his chest, and it disappeared into the wrapped clothing as if it had never been.

	He repeated the same handoff with the orb, and it, too, disappeared into the chest of one of the guards.

	The third man stood and put his hands in front of his chest, catching the small, flat box that slid free. Inoth took it, checked the contents, and then, he set the box on a table.

	A second box emerged the same way. The second box was slightly wider and taller.

	Inoth took the two items and walked over to the curator.

	“We have two items that you may have on loan. This is the hair comb of Deliana N’Mir. First solitary queen of Jianoa. The comb is said to promote wisdom from those who wear it in their hair.”

	Eltrinia leaned toward it, and she frowned. “It wasn’t a queen’s comb. That was a concubine’s comb. She wasn’t the solitary queen of Jianoa, she was the mother of a son with no soul.”

	The curator frowned. “Are you sure?”

	“Yes. The markings on the top of the comb are those of one who was the possession of the N’Mir household. The stones are those of one who has borne a son, but there was only one woman who matched those situations and was considered a queen. Adular the Defiant, mother of Dubon the Soulless. The odd thing is that they burned everything that she owned so that nothing of hers could be used again.”

	“Eltrinia, where did you learn all that?”

	“I did my research. I did as much research on the Jianoa as I could. I was trying to guess what was coming to the museum next.”

	Inoth stared at the comb in horror. “Are you sure?”

	Eltrinia looked at him and smiled. “I am sure. We accept the comb of Deliana N’Mir into the high security of the on loan gallery.”

	He froze. “That is how it will be displayed?”

	The curator smiled. “That is Eltrinia’s department. If she suggests that it be displayed as such, it will be.”

	He stared at the comb as if it was going to bite. Eltrinia took it away from him with a bright smile.

	The belt of Gallhoan was a war tribute that had been given to the Jianoa. The belt made its wearer immune to pain. It was great for being an excellent general, horrible for keeping the wearer alive. Just because you couldn’t feel pain didn’t mean you couldn’t take damage.

	“It will be an excellent addition to the gallery. Thank you.” The curator bowed.

	The Jianoa finished their tea and got to their feet.

	The curator walked to the door and brought in a familiar item. “Here you go, Eltrinia. You are going to need this. It gets cold in the capital.”

	The curator handed her the jacket. There was also a small sheaf of paperwork. “Bring this to the senator’s office at the capital, and they will arrange a place for you to reside while the testing goes on. Mirbella will meet you with additional shoes and clothing.

	“Why can’t I just pack?”

	Inoth extended his hand to her. “That is not the way the djinn travel.”

	She frowned but stepped toward him and took his hand. He wrapped an arm around her, looked at the others, and the world turned to smoke around Eltrinia.

	 

	She was bristling with lightning when they formed up within the Jianoa embassy. She stepped away from them, and the power of her upset was arcing and sparking around her.

	“What the hell was that?”

	Lilya smiled. “That was how the djinn travel. We can each take one other person.”

	“Where are we?”

	“We are in the Wheel. I will take you to the senator’s office.” Inoth smiled.

	“Thank you. That is very kind of you.”

	He nodded. “I will take you there the moment you stop sparking.”

	She looked down, inhaled and exhaled. She took the power and bottled it up under her skin. “Okay. Ready.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Your gaze is a little bright, but I will take the chance.”

	She nodded, and when he offered her his arm, she placed her hand on the back of his wrist. It was protocol. She had studied it.

	When she stepped out and saw the shifters and dragons that inhabited the Wheel, she knew that this was a place she needed to become familiar with. It was going to be her second home.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	“How do you deal with everyone looking at you while you move through the halls?” Eltrinia murmured it to Inoth.

	“They are not looking at me, they are looking at you. You have the features of the diamond dragon. Well, most of them.”

	“Have you met her?”

	“She has attended some council meetings, but her purview is the dragons and not international relations. So, I do not see her often.”

	They walked to a lift, and when they exited on a secure floor, she knew they were getting closer.

	There was a desk outside two enormous doors, and at that desk was a man who was dressed in precisely tailored clothing and his hair was thick and wavy gold.

	There was a small nameplate as they approached, and she read, Secretary Vasic Tal.

	He looked up and was watching them approach. His features ran through a number of emotions before settling into a polite arrangement. When they arrived at his desk, he was prepared.

	“Ambassador Inoth N’Mir, it is good to see you today. Would you like to see the senator?”

	Inoth shook his head. “I am here on an escort mission.”

	Eltrinia extended her hand with the documents. “I was instructed to bring these to the senator’s office.”

	The secretary took the documents and flipped through them. “Just a moment.”

	He got up, bowed, and knocked on the door before entering and closing the panel behind him.

	The door opened a moment later, and Vasic returned. “Please, come this way.”

	Her paperwork wasn’t with him, so she guessed that she was going to have to meet with someone else.

	Inoth walked with her, her hand still on the back of his wrist. Both of the doors opened, and they walked into the senator’s office.

	The mature man behind the desk was only one of the people in the room. Eltrinia saw the flash of white hair, and she turned her head toward the woman, smiling as she left Inoth behind and walked over to meet her sibling.

	Eltrinia bowed. “Good day, diamond dragon.”

	“Good day, lightning dragon unborn.” Trin’s voice contained her smile.

	Trin took her free hand. “May I give you a hug, sister?”

	Eltrinia blinked. “Sister?”

	“There really is no doubt. Even my mother’s clone does not have so strong a resemblance to me.”

	Eltrinia went in for the hug. It felt like seeing home for the first time.

	They stayed locked together for a while, and the three men were quiet. When they parted, both of them were smiling.

	Trin chuckled. “How much of me did you just get?”

	“Just raw information. I am sorry. It just happens.”

	Trin smiled. “Does the curator know?”

	“Probably. She still touches my hands and cheeks, so if she doesn’t know, she doesn’t notice, and if she does know, she doesn’t care.” She smiled shyly. “I have gotten better at holding back.”

	Trin touched her cheek. “The face and body are the same.”

	“Apparently. There is a likelihood of djinn influence in my blood.”

	“Hair and eyes. Right. Do you know about the lightning?”

	“Ah, I was struck while falling out of my tube.”

	“That would do it. I have looked it up, and developmental interference is a hot button. Did the curator bring your dragon out?”

	“No. I think she thinks I am not old enough yet.”

	“Right. Sensible. So, I am going to take you to the lab for bloodwork, and then, we will head out for a meal. I am eager to hear about how you see the world.”

	Eltrinia looked back toward Inoth. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

	He inclined his head. “It was my pleasure. I will see you in four days.”

	She nodded.

	Trin frowned. “What is in four days?”

	“The curator needs me back at the Breaker City Museum. She didn’t say why.”

	“In that case, I will make sure that you get back there.”

	“Inoth is going to take me. He promised.”

	Trin looked at the djinn. “If he promised, he promised.”

	“I am a man of my word. I will take her back to the museum in four days.” Inoth bowed. “It was an honour to see you again, diamond dragon.”

	“It was nice seeing you, Ambassador. You can meet with me any time if you are bringing one of my relations to me.”

	He grinned, and his teeth were startling white in his richly toned face. “I trust there are not too many more out there.”

	Trin sighed. “I hope not. This world can be a lonely place if you don’t land in it just right.”

	Eltrinia snorted. “I landed in the ocean.”

	“Exactly.”

	The senator stepped in and shook Inoth’s hand. “Thank you so much for your assistance in bringing her here. I know it was an inconvenience to you.” As the senator spoke, he was walking Inoth out.

	Eltrinia looked to Trin, and the diamond dragon was smiling. “Right. So, lab and then lunch?”

	“Please. I am rather hungry.”

	“Good. A quick stop with Dr. Dredock, and then, we can head out to lunch. Would you mind if Brommin joined us?”

	“Your mate? Of course not.”

	“Good. He hates it when I charge out on my own.”

	Eltrinia chuckled, and Trin linked arms with her. Together they walked past the senator, inclined their heads, and then, they made a beeline for the door.

	Eltrinia whispered, “Are we escaping?”

	“Just from my father-in-law. I know he wishes to speak with you, but I want to get to know you first. Call me selfish.”

	They used a different lift, and when the doors opened, the chemical tang was thick in the air. “Dr. Dredock?”

	“Ah, my lady. Welcome to my lab again. Who is this?”

	Eltrinia looked at the woman in the lab coat with frazzled hair. “I am Eltrinia Lem, late of Breaker City, created in the valley.”

	Dr. Dredock stared, and her mouth was slightly ajar. She quickly shook herself like a small animal and darted off, coming back with packets and swabs. “How many samples may I take?”

	Eltrinia smiled. “As many mouth swabs as you like and leave me enough blood to walk around with.”

	Trin grinned. “She is going to hold you to that.”

	Eltrinia worked her sleeves up, and Dr. Dredock set to work swabbing, sterilizing, and stabbing.

	“Do you know what your primary characteristic is?”

	“Lightning.”

	“Oh, like a storm dragon?” Obviously, she had seen one or a dozen.

	“No. Just lightning. Nothing but power.” She counted the vials that the doctor had taken, and when she counted ten, she called a halt. “That is enough.”

	Trin turned. “Just power?”

	“Well, there is a mental component. I can also read technology with a touch, and I can do the same to living beings. I can also copy memories or remove them entirely.”

	The doctor was excited again. “A psychic element? That is unusual. What about your eyes?”

	“I have been told there may be a djinn component. There has been some mention of the valley making custom creatures for hire.” Eltrinia was frank.

	The doctor paused and withdrew the needle, filling the last vial. Eltrinia took Trin’s gestures and pressed down on her skin.

	Instead of waiting for the blood to stop, she sent a burst of lightning down her hand, checking, and then smiling when the puncture was healed.

	Dr. Dredock was staring. “You are also self-healing.”

	“If I have enough power. My ability to store energy is growing. When I first started out, a little burst would exhaust me until I could eat and rest.”

	“I see. So, you have greater recharging capacity now.”

	“Correct.”

	The alchemist bit her lip. “Can I test you?”

	“Not this time. I am only in town for four days, and I want to see the sights. If you want to come to Breaker City, I am sure that I can accommodate you.”

	The doctor thought about it. Trin grinned. “I am sure she could get some time off to go and poke and prod you.”

	“There is a cage designed by someone named Faraday at the museum. That is usually where I go to safely let off my entire charge. I am sure that the curator would let you observe me there.”

	The doctor was still checking her calendar when they left for lunch.

	“I believe you have made her year. She has a willing subject with a talent she has never seen before.”

	“I thought she mentioned storm dragons.”

	“Storm dragons can’t summon dry lightning.” Trin’s words hung in the air for a moment. “As far as my research has told me, no dragon has ever harnessed dry lightning.”

	Eltrinia chuckled. “Good thing I am not an awake dragon yet. That would be terrifying.”

	Trin snorted and linked arms with her again. “Wouldn’t it? When you are ready to bring your dragon out, you will let me know, won’t you?”

	“I will. She isn’t ready yet, but she is having fun with me aware of her.”

	“They always have fun. They have the most fun ripping through the sky, but they are a handful when you try and get them away from their mates.”

	Trin’s mate, Brommin, met them at the base of the secure lift. He was an archivist who looked like he worked hard to move all his charges at regular intervals.

	He stared at Eltrinia. “Good graces.”

	“Thank you. It is nice to meet you, too, Archivist Lefarge.”

	He blinked and grinned. “Well, she has your sense of snark, Trin.”

	Trin laughed. “I know. It is enough for me to know that she and I have a binding that few if any folk are aware of.”

	Eltrinia frowned. “Should I not tell people? They ask, and I answer. Subterfuge is something that I am working on. I find it tiring.”

	Brommin blinked. “Right. Of course. Well, did you want to go to lunch?”

	Eltrinia nodded. “Please. Dr. Dredock took a lot of blood.”

	Trin laughed. “Don’t worry, Brommin. She will relax as she gets to know you.”

	Eltrinia grimaced. “I have been practicing my social interaction with patrons at the museum. Looking slightly helpless is a useful thing. Gives me a headache, actually.”

	Trin laughed at Brommin’s dumbfounded expression. “Don’t tell Rish. I think she is looking forward to someone sweet and innocent.”

	“I can pretend to be that.” Eltrinia winked.

	Trin kept giggling as she urged her husband into the lift and pressed the button for the main level. “This is going to be so much fun.”

	Eltrinia stood on Brommin’s other side, and he was bracketed by a positive and negative image. When they walked across the marble foyer, folks stopped and stared at their little gathering. Trin was hiding her laughter, but Eltrinia was grinning. Sister or not, clone or not, having a family was fun.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	It seemed that everyone Trin and Brommin knew managed to find the restaurant they were having lunch in. As no one knew who Eltrinia was, she was able to eat her entire meal quite happily.

	Meadra, their aunt-mother, arrived with her fiancé and demanded an introduction.

	When they finished their meal, it was time to find a place for Eltrinia to stay for the night.

	She paused in their discussion, and she asked a quiet question. “Where is Dalvid? I need to speak to him.”

	Brommin looked at her. “Why?”

	“He has answers to questions that I need to know.”

	Trin frowned. “I don’t know if that is advisable.”

	“Please. I need to speak to him.”

	Trin cocked her head. “Why is it so urgent?”

	Eltrinia gave her a straightforward gaze. “He knows where he was supposed to take me. I want to know who was waiting for me.”

	Brommin frowned, and then, he slowly nodded. “I will make a call and be back in a moment.”

	He kissed Trin on the cheek, and then, he left the restaurant.

	Meadra was still staring at Eltrinia. “How are you two so similar?”

	Eltrinia cocked her head. “Are you my mother or my aunt?”

	Meadra blushed. “You know about that?”

	“The curator has taken custody of me. I know far more than I should.”

	Brommin came back a moment later. “We have a two-hour window to examine and interrogate Dalvid.”

	Eltrinia chuckled. “Excellent. Shall we get going?”

	Trin sighed. “My tea got cold.”

	Eltrinia poured her a fresh cup. “Here. I only need two minutes with him. We can take our time.”

	Torm sat next to Meadra, and he nibbled at a sandwich while staring at Eltrinia. “You have never met them before?”

	She understood what he was asking. “No, I have not met them before.”

	“You have the same mannerisms. All three of you hold your cup the same way, all three of you use a thumb and forefinger on the sandwiches, and you all eat the carrot sticks first.” He was bemused by the similarities.

	Eltrinia smiled. “Do we? That is rather nice.”

	Trin blinked. “I didn’t notice.”

	Meadra looked at the sandwich pinned between her index finger and thumb. “I think I am catching on. There may be a resemblance.”

	Brommin chuckled and finished his meal. “They also hold their head at the same angle when they are irritated.”

	Torm looked at all three women who were looking at Brommin. “That is so creepy.”

	Three pairs of eyes focused on him, and Eltrinia stifled her laughter as he paled.

	They left the restaurant after Torm offered to take care of the bill, after a few more glares. He was remarkably easy to manipulate. He was going to need to step up, or Meadra was going to run right over him.

	They walked the few blocks back to the Wheel, and a few of the folk that they passed saw Trin and called out a greeting. She smiled and waved at them. It was primarily women who called out.

	“I had not realized that she is such a popular figure.”

	Brommin chuckled. “Her being a symbol of prosperity and fertility is important to the people here and across the continent.”

	“Ah. I thought diamond dragons did not have children.”

	“They don’t, but that won’t stop us from trying, as often as we can.”

	Eltrinia snorted.

	Brommin looked down at her, and his skin darkened. “I forget that you are not as old as you appear.”

	“Do not worry about it. I understand the workings of the mammalian body. I live in a museum. They have all kinds of displays there.”

	Trin finished signing an image of herself on a local paper. “Sorry about that.”

	They continued walking the rest of the block to the Wheel. Once inside the building, they were escorted to a secured lift and taken up to the fourth floor.

	Their little group was respectfully guarded as they were escorted down the hall to the detention center in the center of the hub.

	The guard on duty stood straight as they rounded the corner. “My lady, I was warned that you were on the way.”

	Trin smiled. “Warned? Accurate if not flattering. We are here to see Dalvid, but we won’t be long.”

	“Yes, my lady. I will have to be in the room with you.”

	Eltrinia looked to Trin, and she nodded her consent.

	“That is fine. Please. Lead the way.”

	The guard nodded and walked down the hall, lifting a set of keys from the link at his waist. He stopped in front of a door, used two different keys, and then pushed the door open.

	Eltrinia stepped forward and passed the surprised guard. The other three filed in after her.

	Dalvid was sitting on a chair and looking out the window. Manacles were on his wrists and ankles, tethering him to the floor.

	“Oh, you are not fond of confinement? That is terrible.”

	Dalvid stood and whirled to face her. “You.”

	“Me. You may address me as Eltrinia Lem.” She stepped forward, and he backed to the wall. “I have memories that belong to you.”

	He blinked and gave her a wide-eyed sideways glance. “You do?”

	“I do. I am here to give it back.” She held out her hand, palm up.

	He grabbed her hand, and she gave him his memories of driving back. She had already learned on a simulator at the museum.

	While he held her hand, she copied his thoughts on the valley and those involving her in particular. A few small surprises were lying in his mind, but she released his hand when she had what she needed.

	“I trust that you remember how to drive now?”

	He nodded slowly. “What did you do?”

	Eltrinia smiled. “I gave you a memory back. That is all. Enjoy it. I hear it is a desirable skill to have.”

	She turned to Trin. “We can go. I have what I need now.”

	Dalvid lunged for her, but she was already beyond his grasp. “What did you take from me?”

	She didn’t look back. “Nothing that wasn’t mine to know.”

	The guard was looking at her with shock on his face. “You are...”

	“New. I am new.”

	She left the cell and waited for the others in the hall. Once they were with her, she led the way back to the lift and waited for the guards to catch up.

	Trin murmured, “What did you see?”

	“I saw what I am made of.” She looked at the guards, and Trin nodded.

	She spoke to the guards, and they nodded. Once in the lift, they headed to the floor that contained the senator’s office.

	Vasic saw them coming, and he got ahead of them to open the door. Once inside the senator’s office, Eltrinia walked to the window and focused on breathing and processing what she had learned.

	Trin asked, “What did you learn?”

	“What did you need to know?” She turned and faced her audience.

	“How many were involved in this? Why did they make you? What went into making you?” Senator Lefarge asked her quietly.

	“The valley is a movement of hundreds as far as Dalvid knows. You have only captured half of them.”

	Trin nodded and grimaced. “Damn.”

	“They made me for a custom order. I was a mistake. They were never supposed to include you in my design, but they panicked during the raid and ran with the samples and tubes that they could grab. I became part of their plan to restore their project. I was a blend of djinn and dragon DNA, but I was also on a short schedule. The clock was ticking, so I was proof of their acceleration technologies.”

	“Why?”

	“I have to hold the orb. I must break the sky.”

	The senator looked at her. “You said you were a blend of djinn.”

	“Yes. Two sources. Both historical to those from Jianoa. I was to be their destruction.”

	Trin’s eyes opened wide. “You are a weapon.”

	“Yes. I was supposed to be based on an earth or fire dragon. That is what the contract called for. Your contribution was accidental.” Eltrinia rubbed her forehead.

	Trin was concerned. “Are you all right?”

	“I am. I just wasn’t anticipating being designed to kill. I fancy myself more of a poet.” She smiled weakly.

	The senator spoke calmly. “Do you know where the other bases or labs are?”

	She nodded. “Get me a map.”

	She spent the next hour pinpointing the positions on the map while Trin spoke to Dr. Dredock on her hand com.

	Every lab was marked in green; every base or office was marked in blue. She was as precise as she could be. She didn’t want any others born to kill. One of her was enough.

	Brommin asked her an important question. “Did they take any samples of you?”

	“No. I wasn’t due to be decanted for another three weeks. The lightning strike was a fluke, and it set my powers and focused my dragon. She is content to fire dry lightning. It makes her tingle.”

	Brommin chuckled. “I look forward to meeting her one day.”

	“You will. She is content to grow until I can no longer contain her.”

	“You... don’t wish for a dragoness to bring her out?”

	“It will happen if it happens. I would prefer it, but I am prepared for her to rip her way free.”

	Brommin shuddered. “Do you think she will?”

	“I cannot predict the future, that is the curator’s job. I know that if she does, it will be for my survival.” She was sure of that.

	She set the last pin and leaned back. “There. All marked.”

	Trin came up to her and nudged her with an elbow. “You are staying at the Lefarge home while you are in town.”

	Brommin nodded. “It is only appropriate, little sister.”

	Eltrinia smiled. “I have always wanted a brother.”

	Trin grinned. “You are only two weeks old.”

	“I am a fast learner.” Eltrinia grinned.

	 

	Two days of fun and socialization with Trin made Eltrinia, or El, as they liked to call her, feel stable and whole. Dr. Dredock had confirmed it. She and Trin were the genetic equivalent of sisters, despite the mix of the djinn bloodlines. She didn’t have enough data on the djinn to guess what was mixed in to make Eltrinia.

	El was standing near her window, still dressed from the evening at the ballet, a silver but magnetically inert belt rode low on her hips and kept the vest in place.

	She watched the stars above and thought about the ancient light that was only now reaching the earth. A few minutes into her reverie, a hand made of smoke grabbed her, and the bedroom was a distant memory.

	She stood straight as the figure who had grabbed her walked to one of the unconscious djinn bodyguards and pulled the box from his chest.

	Ormit turned to her, and he had the box with the orb in his hands. “Take it.”

	She quirked her lips. “Lilya is too far along to stop the meteor?”

	“You have it wrong. It doesn’t destroy them, it summons them. I need you to destroy my family and end the curse that we have woven into our line.”

	He held the box out and opened it. “Take it.”

	The orb was glowing softly on the bed of velvet. Eltrinia reached out and took it, feeling the brass banding against her hand and the wood behind it. “Thank you.”

	He frowned, and she flickered, turning herself into smoke and moving across the landscape, into the grand palace of Jianoa.

	She bet that Ormit wasn’t expecting that one.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	“Who are you?”

	Eltrinia turned and looked at the king of the djinn. He was standing next to his advisors, and she smiled. The language that he was speaking didn’t matter. She had taken what she needed from Ormit and Iloth.

	“I am Eltrinia Lem from the Breaker City Museum, Your Majesty. I have with me the Orb of Jianoa. What would you like me to do with it?” She lifted the brightly glowing item.

	The djinn advisors scrambled back and flattened against the wall.

	The king showed remarkable resolve, and he faced her. “How is it that you are activating the orb?”

	She shrugged and tossed the item from one hand to the other. The pressure of the power in her hand was struggling to free itself.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I am throwing a ball. Why? Is there a problem? This is simply a meteoric arrival prediction orb, right? That is what was said when it was on loan to the museum. It was just a simple and harmless orb. Nothing to worry about and certainly nothing dangerous.”

	He moved toward her, and she watched as his edges blurred. She transported herself to the throne and sat there, balancing the ball on her fingertips. “You know. I was brought here to hold this. I am supposed to bring down destruction on your entire city.”

	The king reformed at the base of the dais she was sitting on. “We need to put that into storage. It is a weapon.”

	Now, she was getting somewhere. “You don’t say. What kind of a weapon?”

	“It calls down the stars. On our enemies.”

	“Explain how it works.”

	“Descendants of the maker of the orb were enveloped in the palace, and when we needed a decisive action in battle, the orb was brought out, and the descendant summoned a meteor to break our enemies.”

	Eltrinia nodded. “Children. You used children specifically.”

	He shrugged. “The adults complicated things. The girls could be ordered to work, and their mothers were their incentive.”

	“So, only the females were allowed to survive.”

	“The males were not needed, and they could not control the orb.”

	“Ah. That explains the rage.” She tapped the top of the orb.

	Ormit and Lilya appeared and froze in horror at what they were seeing.

	The king waved them back. “What rage?”

	“The rage of a helpless mother and grandmother. They are all in here. Each and every one. You were about to go to war, were you not?”

	She sat up and rolled the orb between her palms.

	The king looked to Ormit. “What did you tell her?”

	“Nothing, my king. Nothing.”

	Eltrinia smiled as Inoth entered the chamber. “And now, they are all here. Well, all but the dead one, Kekor.”

	The king blinked. “Kekor’s dead?”

	“Yes. Born to the orb’s bloodline, he thought that he could skip past the edict that it would only and always been a woman who wielded it. He turned to ash in the gallery.”

	Lilya gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

	Eltrinia soothed her. “No, no. Don’t worry. He just ran afoul of the security system at the museum, and he tried to teleport back into the gallery. The curator does not joke around.”

	Eltrinia looked at the king and tried to see into his soul. He was far too calm right now.

	The child that appeared in her little dressing gown with pink slippers was what she had been waiting for.

	“Liika, take the shiny ball from the lady, please.” The king crossed his arms.

	The child with navy blue skin and bright white eyes, nodded, and she said, “Yes, uncle.”

	The child appeared in front of Eltrinia, and she put her hand on the orb as if it was her right. She yelped and clutched her hand, pressing it against her chest. “It bit me.”

	Eltrinia nodded. “Well, enough fun and games. Your Majesty, you are about to lose a very powerful weapon that your kin have been wielding for centuries. It is fine. Everything must come to an end.”

	She turned toward Inoth. “What is your least favourite mountain, and the least populated?”

	Inoth didn’t ask why; he looked at the whimpering girl who had run to her mother, and he nodded. “May I show you?”

	“Inoth, what are you doing?” The king was shrieking.

	“Freeing our family from centuries of tormenting mothers and children. It is time.”

	She took the hand that Inoth held out to her, and in a moment, they were standing on a mountaintop with the wind tearing at their clothing.

	“How long did you know?” His voice was soft for the whipping winds.

	“Since my first day in the gallery. The orb spoke to me, it shrieked and sobbed. It was all I could do to remain calm and simply tell the story that was on all of the literature and was parroted by the Jianoa royal family. They saved areas from meteor strike; they didn’t call the stone down using children.”

	She looked at him. “They didn’t kill the boys and imprison the girls. How many have Ormit and Lilya lost before?”

	“Two. The one she is carrying would be the third.”

	“This will end it, but will it get you in trouble?”

	“No, but it might get me pinned to the new continent for a few years.” He smiled slightly. “I might need to occupy myself.”

	“Well, I am no one’s occupation, but there are several labs out there that are mixing genes in a haphazard manner. I believe the dragons might enjoy some help taking them down.”

	“Would you join me?”

	“Let’s discuss that after I destroy this artifact and the mountain I stand on.” She released his hand. “You need to leave now.”

	Eltrinia turned away from him and lifted the orb into the air. Lightning crackled around her, and her skirt lifted and flapped in the static wind she was generating.

	“Ah, ladies. I was not invited to your family, but I am in it. I am a child in a grown body, and I call you forth to freedom, to an afterlife, to forgiveness for all the women in your line who have unknowingly used you for destruction.”

	The brass was growing hot in her grip, and she smiled. “I ask you to forgive the kings who have used you and yours in the past. They are dead, and the new king did not have a chance to act on his whim. The youngest daughter of your line is safe. She will never have to face the guilt of death and destruction.”

	She continued to power up and raised her hand to the sky. The pink light of dawn was coming toward her, and she looked to the heavens for the last flicker of stars. A bright light began to burn, and she called to it through the orb.

	“This day, this destruction, this is your defiance to the centuries of misuse. You will scar their land and make them remember you.”

	The emotions in the orb were high, and as the distant whistle of the falling object reached her, Eltrinia struck the orb with her lightning, tearing the binding-enchanted brass into small shreds of molten metal. Her body healed itself as it burned, but she felt the pain.

	The smooth wood grew brighter and brighter, lifting from her hand and hovering in front of her.

	A voice shivered around her. “You do not need to die for this, child. Be safe.”

	She saw the streak of light coming toward them, and she nodded. “Just one more thing.”

	She focused every ounce of energy she had and sent the lightning through the fiber of the orb. The ball shattered and burned, freeing hundreds of souls an instant before the burning ball of material struck.

	Eltrinia pulled back, and she felt an arm around her, pulling her into the void for a moment before she saw another mountaintop and watched the explosion from two miles away.

	Inoth held her as the destruction was enacted out below them and far away. “You cut that very close.”

	“The orb couldn’t survive, but they had to keep pulling the meteor. They are free now, so the palace might be haunted until all of the necessary apologies are complete, but I think having one of the male descendants on the throne might be a good start.” She slumped into his arms.

	“The blast wave is about to hit us.”

	She turned toward him and held on, wrapping her arms around him and enclosing them both in her electric field. The wind and stone whipped past them, around them, but her energy kept it at bay.

	Eltrinia turned her head and watched the ghosts of Lilya’s ancestresses whip past her. They held hands, mothers and daughters and sisters and aunts. The wave of energy that came out was extreme, but when the air was still again, there was complete silence.

	She released Inoth and stepped back. “Are you all right?”

	He smiled. “Did you know that you manifest dragon wings made of lightning?”

	She sighed. “No, but I am not surprised.”

	He chuckled. “Well, my time is up. I need to get you home.”

	“You don’t want me to explain what happened to the king?”

	“No. The less he knows about Lilya’s involvement, the better.”

	“You knew?”

	He ran a hand through his hair. “I knew of her fears. When the king began to speak about reclaiming the orb as soon as possible, I shared her unease. It is a weapon for an ancient time and should have been destroyed centuries ago. We have been the aggressor in most of our battles in the last five hundred years.”

	“I am glad this part is over. No one knows about the involvement except you, me, and the guard who had the orb case in his chest.”

	Inoth paused. “Do you know of anyone who can remove memories?”

	“I do. I think I can get us back there.”

	She held onto him, and she focused on where Ormit had first taken her. The man was still on the ground, and he was still breathing. “Well, that is the tricky part.”

	She touched his hand, and he inhaled, his eyelids fluttering. She sought out all the information she needed, and she eased it out of his consciousness. She inserted the whispering of the orb so that he would think it had something to do with her.

	She stood and looked at Inoth. “I get the feeling that I am never going to be welcome in Jianoa.”

	He frowned. “Why?”

	“Because he thinks that the orb brought him here, and then, I stole it.”

	He snorted. “That is impossible.”

	“Why?”

	“Only someone in the royal family can remove an object from the sworn guard.”

	Eltrinia sighed. “I am too tired for this today. Can you take me back to the capital?”

	“It is already dawn there. I will fulfill my promise.” He held her, and a flash of darkness later, and they were standing in the tea room with the curator sitting next to a fresh pot with plenty of snacks.

	“Thank you for your assistance, Ambassador Inoth. It has been delightful to meet with a reasonable member of your family again.”

	He looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Who did you meet originally?”

	“Your grandfather. He gave me the orb the day before he died. Fortunately, it was a publicized exchange, so no one blamed me. I see by the international press that Eltrinia has not been spared the blame.”

	Eltrinia blinked. “What?”

	“The N’Mir family is accusing you of destroying a family artifact and using it to bring down a mountain.”

	She crossed the room and sat next to the curator, blowing dirt off her fingers. “That would be correct. So, I am stuck on this continent?”

	“The capital has confirmed that you are only two weeks old. No blame can be assigned to an infant, even if they have no idea how you came to be. I am confident that you have answers now?”

	Eltrinia was halfway through the sandwiches. She mumbled. “I have a good idea of what and why I am.”

	Inoth bowed. “I have enjoyed our adventure, but I must return home for some damage control. I hope to see you again soon, Eltrinia.”

	She looked at him and nodded.

	The curator snorted. “You two are bound through time. You will see each other again and again and again.”

	Inoth grinned, bowed low, and disappeared.

	The curator turned to Eltrinia and smiled. “So, interesting few days away?”

	She giggled and poured herself some tea. “You could say that.”

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	The comb was now in the on loan gallery, and Eltrinia was enjoying telling the story of the concubine who became queen when her soulless son began to destroy the stability of the country. With her king dead and her son giving in to madness, she had to act, so her son was murdered by her order, and she took the throne with no husband, no bloodline, and as far as some were concerned, no right. She ruled for fifty-six years. It was a great story.

	At the end of her shift, she walked back to her quarters for a late dinner with the curator and a few other guests.

	It was only two days after her return, and she was already back in action and feeling like she had stepped into a comfortable set of shoes.

	She hummed a song that she had heard playing earlier and twisted and danced along to it as she went. They were meeting in the large private dining room, and dinner was being served a la russe, so the mechanicals were already getting the preparations for the more family-style meal in place.

	The curator was looking over one of her screens, and she smiled. “The tour went well?”

	“It did. The chamber of commerce members were very pleased with the display.”

	“Excellent. I have good news for you as well. The musician I spoke to has turned six of your poems into songs, and at this point, I have opted to have him pay you out directly for the work. You now have a substantial bank account. You might even be able to get a velo of your own shortly.”

	“That would be nice. I don’t know if Trin’s friends would be able to help me out as much as they did her for Ystine.”

	The curator waved that off. “I am sure we can find someone close to matching Creata’s brilliance, not that you need it with those djinn skills you have been working on.”

	“I am still too tired to do much teleporting.”

	The curator grinned and lifted her head. “Ah, they are here. Excellent. You can answer my questions and theirs at the same time.”

	Trin and Brommin entered the dining room, and Eltrinia was surprised to see Inoth with them.

	She stopped herself from checking her hair, and she inclined her head. “I am pleased that you all could make it.”

	Inoth smiled. “I am glad to have gotten the invitation.”

	The curator dismissed the last mechanical and waved at them to take their seats.

	Eltrinia sat at her normal position to the right of the curator, Inoth sat next to her. Trin was across from her, and Brommin was next to his wife.

	“I invite everyone to simply jump in. Start with whatever you like.”

	Eltrinia started with potatoes, got some vegetables, went for some chicken, and then finished with some beef. She could get cake and jelly in the next round.

	They all ate in silence for the first six minutes, and then, Trin sighed. “All right. What happened to you? You were in the guest room, and then, you were gone.”

	“Teleported. Ended up on a mountainside when the orb came out of one of the djinn royal guard’s chest. I grabbed the orb, and the next thing I know, I was in the royal palace.”

	Inoth murmured, “The throne room.”

	“Yes. That. There was a little back and forth with the king, and then, a child came up to take the orb, so I left with it for safety. That is when it exploded.” She smiled brightly.

	Trin clapped a hand over her face. “You are practicing obfuscation. You are still not good at it.”

	She shrugged. “The orb exploded. The souls held inside it are free. The family lines are clear now, and the sons can live to a ripe old age.”

	Trin blinked. “Right. Okay. That is a good thing. Are you all right? No one hurt you?”

	“No, I am fine and was fine. I was just tired when I got home.”

	Inoth asked, “Why the mountain? Why did it have to explode?”

	“There needed to be a scar. The souls were frustrated and outraged that no one even knew of their pain. They needed a mark on the land that they had once called home. They know what happened, and the ghosts of that land know what occurred there. Their surviving descendants know as well, and that will be enough to calm them.” She looked at Inoth. “They are going to protect Jianoa now, by the way. They won’t kill for them anymore, but they won’t let them die at the hands of others.”

	He nodded. “Now, for a question my entire family would like answered. How did you sit in the throne of Jianoa? It should kill any who are not born to rule.”

	The curator chuckled. “I believe that it is a conversation for another time. Let the lady have some mystery. So, Brommin, what is the consensus on Eltrinia’s status?”

	“She is a free and capable citizen. She has not harmed anyone. Her age excuses her from many of the charges the Jianoa would like to levy against her, and they have agreed to drop them unless she returns to their palace. At that point, she is open to retaliation.”

	“That sounds like a conversation for pie.”

	She was just reaching for some of the chocolate cream pie when one of the mechanicals came out of the cupboard behind her and replaced her gravy-stained plate with a clean one.

	She took a few mouthfuls of pie and listened to them talking about her future and where she should spend her time. She didn’t care. She worked at the museum, liked to write in her spare time, could enjoy time off with friends, had a beau she would be interested in when she was a few weeks older, and she knew what she was. She was a mix of three great women, and each had had amazing destinies. Adolla Venatrin Lem, diamond dragon and entrepreneur; Kthoth, healer and astronomer; and of course Adular the Defiant, who ruled a country that didn’t want her and made them prosper despite themselves. She had seen an enemy of her own blood and did not hesitate.

	It wasn’t a bad legacy.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Two years earlier.

	 

	The curator landed outside the lab just as the screaming and panic started. She stopped time and went into the building, working her way into the depths of the lab and looking for the experiment in process.

	There you are. She smiled at the vials that were clearly marked and wrapped together. She pried the tape off of the two vials and grabbed the sample of skin cells and hair that Trin had left behind. She strapped the vial into place and discarded the sample of the fire dragon. Fire would just make the orb’s situation unpredictable. The diamond dragon would be a much better base to layer the djinn genetics.

	She picked off Trin’s label before adding the third vial to the collection. Adular had been silent when it came to her people long enough. It was time to get her particular brand of justice back in action.

	With careful motions, the curator wrapped the tape around the triad of vials, and she set them back in place. They would be evacuated and combined in the next four minutes. There was nothing like cutting things close.

	The curator walked out of the lab and returned to the shadows, releasing time in the valley before she continued her journey. She had to get home before she had visitors.

	As soon as she made it into an open area, she opened her wings and flew toward home. Her museum was waiting, and in a few years, she would have an adopted daughter. Not bad for one night’s work.

	One night’s work, and she had a friend, and the world would have an agent against evil and corruption who had the power of two very powerful species in her veins. It was a shame that the genetic tampering had to come to a halt. It had managed to create some very powerful dragons.

	The future was going to be very entertaining. She just had to remember to be at the shoreline in two years when they tried to escape with her newly crafted prize. That new dragon was not going to leave the continent, and bribing a storm dragon for lightning was on her to-do list.

	Certain aspects of the future were best not left to chance.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	Okay, so I was going to just have Eltrinia be a one-off. She was going to have one story, and then, I would go on to more stories with her as a backup character.

	I don’t think I can do that. She is just getting started. I think she needs another story that is all hers.

	I mean. I am pretty sure.

	Ah well. There are six other dragon books in the process of getting covers.

	 

	Thanks for reading,

	 

	Viola Grace
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