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Dragonskin


Sorting through Wizard Garstang’s Potionery one airy, improbably-coloured bottle at a time, Jessamine went through what seemed an infinite number before happening upon the one she sought (and too many of these ended up splashed over the rosewood floor, alas, or would have, were it not for the ever-ready sylphs catching them up and sweeping them to safety before they could fall). 
The chosen phial bore no obvious signs of difference from its fellows, Wizard Garstang being the meticulous type, and preferring the contents of his Potionery to match exactly. It was six inches tall like the rest, bulbous in the body and graceful about the neck, and tightly stoppered with some porous material (“So that they can breathe,” Wizard Garstang had answered upon enquiry, without specifying who or what or how). 
Jessamine knew this bottle (a clear glass, just faintly tinted with emerald) for the one she sought by the great eye that slowly opened within, blinked once at her, and then slid sleepily closed. Emerald like the glass was this eye, only a thousand times more vivid, with a slit, black pupil. The wisdoms, glories and resentments of uncountable years glittered in the depths of that eye, and Jessamine was not sorry that it did not open again.
She put the bottle into her velvet potion-bag, and carefully tied the string. This she hung (securely!) from the belt of her mustard-yellow gown (a colour no one would have chosen, for its hue reeked of seedy magics and bile; but Jessamine was grateful for the luxury of the fabric, and she liked besides the way its skirt swirled over her hips). 
‘You have got it?’ asked a gossamer voice, floating somewhere above her left ear.
‘Safe and sound,’ said Jessamine. ‘As you have kept those I elsewise would have ruined. Stars! I swear the poxy things throw themselves off the shelves.’
‘Why, but they do,’ said the voice. 
‘I hope the Wizard pays you well for your service, then, or he’d have nothing of his Potionery left.’ She wondered as she spoke what a sylph might want by way of currency, for their lives in Castle Chansany must be simpler than most of its residents. Did they wear clothes, or require sustenance? Jessamine had never seen a sylph, not possessing the requisite eyes, but she thought not. 
‘Does he pay you well,’ said the sylph, ‘to fetch his trinkets?’ 
‘He pays me in knowledge,’ said Jessamine gravely, for it was true, though her secret heart wished for some halcyon day when she might, against all odds, advance beyond the lowly status of Apprentice Potioner. Then might she not command fees of her own? She could choose how she lived, and where—and the colour (and fit) of her gown would be her own to determine.
Frivolity to think it at all, and the Wizard, were he to hear of it, would raise that terrible, satirical brow, and send her at once to clean the Mixery. But Jessamine, half a fairy and half a human, with all the uglinesses of both, had no other beauties to enjoy. Might she not, someday, aspire to a ribbon or two? 
‘They need not even be silk,’ she said, thinking of ribbons.
But the sylph thought still of knowledge. ‘Do they, then, craft books out of silk?’ said the sylph, intrigued. ‘I hadn’t thought it so.’
‘The Wizard would have such an oddity,’ said Jessamine. ‘He has one of everything somewhere, I’m sure of it.’
Including a sleeping and fearsome old power stopped up in a bottle, on the topic of which, she ought by now to be halfway to the Dispensary with it. 
With a bob of a curtsey for the sylphs—it never hurt to be polite, with ethereal things—Jessamine hurried out of the glittering, colour-drenched Potionery, closing the door upon its old oak shelves and bottled secrets.
Her lithe little feet carried her post-haste down the three passages that divided the Potionery from the Dispensary, one hand cupped protectively around her velvet potion-bag as she went. 
Wizard Garstang sat ensconced in the best-of-all-chairs, the thing having taken up a station in the shadowiest corner of the Dispensary. It did not belong in there, of course; there was scant room for so oversized an article, and its jewel-coloured upholstery and curlicued conceits were ill-matched with the scrubbed, dark wood of the walls and floors. But the chair, like most of Castle Chansany, obeyed the Wizard’s bidding; where it was wanted, it was wont to appear. 
The Wizard wore an embroidered surcoat and a velvet mantle, as befit his status. It wasn’t called frivolity when a man wore finery, Jessamine knew; perhaps because there were no ribbons. The jewels adorning his fingers, and the curls to the toes of his shoes, didn’t count. 
Wizard Garstang’s swarthy countenance lit with something upon seeing Jessamine; was it relief? ‘Ah! You have it,’ he said, leaping lightly out of his chair. 
‘Of course,’ said Jessamine, a touch crossly, for did he have no faith in her at all? (Or in the sylphs, at any rate; she need not mention how many bottles they had saved from a messy demise). Untying the emerald-tinted bottle from her girdle, she offered it to the Wizard. He did not take it with his own hands, but instead wafted the phial aloft on a stray wisp of mist. The sleeper did not wake; all that stirred within was a low glimmer, as of a dying fire. 
‘There, shall that do?’ said Wizard Garstang, but not to Jessamine. She had not seen the person into whose care he intended to consign the bottle; as far as her eyes could tell her, he was alone. 
‘Admirably,’ said a hissing voice, and what had appeared to be a darkened sconce upon the wall writhed about, shedding its iron-wrought semblance and becoming a boggle. The boggle, pale as milk and a little greenish, but clad in fine Court attire, clambered down the wall and righted himself upon the floor; then, bowing to the Wizard, he plucked the proffered bottle from the air, pulled out the stopper with a swift, deft movement, and downed the contents in one swallow.
‘But—!’ said Jessamine, appalled, for something had been imprisoned within. Something alive.
The boggle looked at her. ‘Treganda’s daughter, are not you? My regards to your mother.’ Then, after belching out a gout of emerald-coloured flame, he sauntered to the Dispensary door and out into the passage, leaving Jessamine staring after him.
‘He didn’t pay?’ she said, in great indignation.
‘Payment is coming,’ said Wizard Garstang, with a look of unholy amusement. Jessamine knew that look. It meant the Wizard was up to something.
A suspicious glare, however, failed to elicit an explanation, and she knew better than to ask. The eyebrow would go up, his dark eyes would fix her with a gimlet glare, and he would instantly find more work for her to do.
‘He knows my mother,’ she said instead. 
‘I fail to see the relevance.’
‘I hope you won’t incinerate him completely, if he is a friend of hers.’
‘Only a little bit? Would that be permissible?’ Up went the eyebrow.
‘About the edges, perhaps,’ said Jessamine. She had not yet ceased to pity the sleeping creature with the unsettling eye, greedily gobbled down, as though it were a stomach-settling draught, or a headache remedy. 
Wizard Garstang did not reply, nor did he move. He stood frozen, head lifted, as though awaiting something.
‘He seemed awfully pleased about something,’ Jessamine suggested.
‘He is to be disappointed,’ said the Wizard.
A crashing sound split the silence, and the sudden roar of a ferocious inferno. 
The Wizard began to smile, and then to grin; and when, moments later, the Dispensary-door opened again, and a thing of living flame wandered in, the grin became positively gleeful.
The flame-thing spat in disgust, spraying globs of white flame about the floor. ‘Something tastier, I believe I said?’—uttered with the suppressed tumult of a forest fire, and laced with flaming crackle.
‘You object to boggle?’ said Wizard Garstang. ‘But seasoned liberally with baseless arrogance! And, I believe, more than a hint of foolhardy ambition?’
‘Succulent enough, I grant you,’ said the fire-thing. Jessamine expected more, but it did not speak again. It looked up at the Wizard, licking its flaming jaws, and the bursts of fire wreathing its slender body, tapering tail and three, scaly legs dimmed a little.
Wizard Garstang permitted the emptied bottle to float to the dragon’s feet, and with a further grumbled curse, uttered in syllables incomprehensible to Jessamine, it slithered over and poured itself down the neck, neatly bottling itself once more.
The emerald eye stared hard at Jessamine, in its depths lurking a twinkle of… satisfaction? Amusement?
Then the eye closed, and vanished.
‘That dragon has only three legs,’ said Jessamine after a while.
‘The fourth was lost.’
‘How?’
‘I haven’t asked.’
‘I suppose it would be rude.’
‘The wise are not rude to dragons, as a rule,’ agreed the Wizard. 
Jessamine only nodded.
‘You are not going to ask me why I have fed your mother’s friend to a dragon?’
‘I should suppose he deserved it.’
‘Perhaps it’s only that Dragonfly was hungry, and I am a tyrant.’
‘Naturally you are a tyrant,’ said Jessamine. ‘You’re a Wizard.’ 
He smiled.
‘Besides, he appears to have fed himself to the dragon.’
‘So he did.’
‘Expecting a different outcome, was he?’
‘He imagined himself worthy of one.’
Having no further interest in the matter, Jessamine made him her graceless curtsey by way of farewell; it didn’t hurt to be (passingly) polite to Wizards. ‘I’ll return Dragonfly, shall I?’
Wizard Garstang gave her back the bottle, this time with his own hands, which were warm and oddly roughened. Hers were so, and no wonder, with all the scrubbing she did; but what business had a grand Court Wizard with callused fingers? A puzzle, and Jessamine made the mistake of looking up, startled, into his face, as though the answer might be found there.
He was laughing at her. ‘Carefully now, Jess-o’-mine. If you break Dragonfly’s bottle, you will be the next delicacy in his banquet.’
Jessamine clutched the bottle close, thankful she had not run through the winding passages between the Potionery and the Dispensary. ‘He wouldn’t find me at all delectable. Perhaps one of the Court ladies, by preference.’
Wizard Garstang’s glinting grin reappeared. ‘I should like to feed every one of them to Dragonfly. Go,’ he said, flicking his fingers towards the door. ‘And do be careful.’
Outside, Jessamine found a display of scorch-marks streaking the cool stone some halfway down the passage. As she passed by, they shimmered silver, and melted away, leaving no trace of the boggle or his unhappy fate.
Save for one jewel: a small ruby, whose fire-licked depths offered some hint as to how it had survived the incineration of every other of the boggle’s effects. Jessamine put it into her velvet potion-bag, next to Dragonfly’s bottle, and went on to the Potionery. 
A gale greeted her upon crossing the threshold—tore the hapless door out of her hands entirely, and sent it slamming wildly against the wall. A revolt in full swing, she quickly saw: the deep shelves, labelled in Wizard Garstang’s own looping script, stood empty, their contents ferociously a-whirl above Jessamine’s head. 
‘Shut the door!’ called three airy voices at once, not so gently-wafting as before, now more of a howling cyclone in triplicate. 
Jessamine tried, but the winds fought her, and she, small and spindly as she had always been, had not the strength to overcome them.
‘You must shut the door!’ she cried, and this command being more promptly attended to than she had expected, she took a vast leap back over the threshold and into the passage, just in time to save herself being brained by the flying door. 
Two potions tore out after her. A common Toading Draught she caught in her quick hands before it had flown far; but the Wizard’s signature mix, a Wishful Elixir, made it almost as far as the Mixery before she snatched it up. Feathery wings sprouted beneath her fingers, and she winced as the sharp pinions stabbed at her hands. 
‘Stop that,’ she grumbled, squeezing both bottles as hard as she dared. It would not do to shatter the glass, but she was displeased. ‘And so will the Wizard be, when he hears of this!’ she admonished. 
The Wishful Elixir quieted, its roil of colours fading to a dull, sulky grey. 
She could not leave Dragonfly in the midst of such chaos. He would be shattered to bits in seconds, and then what? He appeared to like his bottle, having slithered back into it with apparent alacrity. What might a boggle-eating fire-licker do to a mere Jessamine, if she smashed his house?
All three potions found a place upon a high shelf in the Mixery, Dragonfly’s bottle separated from the rest by a clear four feet, and the Mixery door firmly locked. 
Later, standing with her arms elbow-deep in the stone sink of the Mixery-Room, scrubbing away the remains of a Purging Draught, Jessamine heard the one sound she had dreaded all morning through: a shattering and a splintering, as of glass rendered abruptly into dust. 
‘Stars alive, can a fairy not work in peace?’ she roared, terror emerging as fury. The lingering vestiges of Purging-Draught went everywhere as she wrested her arms free of the muck, and tore across the room.
It was not Dragonfly’s bottle: that fact alone could (to some degree) quiet her racing heart, and soothe her anger. The emerald-tinted phial stood, meek and quiet, at its separate end of the shelf, half-hidden in shadows and the draping lace of a cobweb. 
Nor was it the Toading Draught, which sat like a mud-coloured rock at the other end, peacefully bubbling.
‘Twas the Wishful,’ sighed Jessamine. ‘It would be, of course,’ that being the next-most horrible possibility. The bottle lay in a thousand pieces, having shattered so heartily as to leave traces of itself sprayed all over the floor. The contents were grey no longer. Purple and periwinkle, turquoise and moss, and the strange, indeterminate colours of heartache: the myriad colours were racing down the shelf, pouring over the edge, and generally making another great mess which Jessamine would be obliged to dispose of. 
Intent as she was upon this fresh calamity, only belatedly did Jessamine observe that the Wishful had run a long way down the long, oaken board, and before she could prevent it, the miserable stuff engulfed Dragonfly’s bulbous little house. 
‘No—!’ she started, hurling herself after it, but too late. All the colours merged into the emerald-tinted glass, which began to smell, unaccountably, of berry-pie. 
‘Drink me,’ said Dragonfly.
Jessamine stopped. ‘What?’
‘Drink me.’ It could only be Dragonfly speaking, what with the crackle of flames all in the words. 
‘I certainly shan’t,’ said Jessamine. 
‘Why not?’
‘You’d devour me,’ Jessamine said, folding her arms, and backing a pace or two away from the compromised shelf. ‘Burn me all up, like that foolish boggle. And what have I ever done to you to deserve it, I ask you?’
‘Maybe I wouldn’t,’ whispered Dragonfly, oddly seductive. ‘Maybe you would devour me.’
‘I do not wish to!’ 
‘I wish somebody would.’ The voice was mournful now, almost weeping. 
‘You aren’t making any sense,’ said Jessamine, beginning to feel cross again. ‘And I have cleaning to do.’
‘Drink me!’ roared Dragonfly. ‘I command it!’
‘I answer only to the Wizard’s commands,’ said Jessamine, and with a sniff of disdain turned her back upon the too-colourful bottle and returned to the sink.
There followed a quantity of inarticulate snarling, and a sensation of intense heat against her skin. She did not turn again. If she did, she would witness Dragonfly, out of his house again, and trying with all his might to terrify her into obedience. And there was no saying but that he might, for a Jessamine was a small, weak thing, no match for fire-lickers.
When the snarling had quieted, she said, without turning her head: ‘Perhaps if you were to explain, instead of roaring?’
‘Explain?’ spluttered Dragonfly.
‘Why you would wish to be imbibed. It’s a strange request, you must allow.’
After an indignant silence, which lasted a full minute at least, Dragonfly said: ‘It’s my Dragonskin.’
‘Your… your skin?’ Startled, she turned her head, and beheld a formless inferno occupying the darkest corner of the Mixery. ‘Have you got any, under all that flame?’
‘Yes,’ said Dragonfly bitterly. ‘And you don’t want it, do you? No one does.’
Picturing the lifeless hide of a dragon, deprived of its innards, and draped all over the shelf, Jessamine was silent with horror.
‘I thought the boggle might do,’ said the dragon, heedless of the effect of his words. ‘But it’s no good. There wasn’t enough of him.’ 
‘Then why ask me?’ Jessamine squeaked. ‘I’m no taller!’
‘What has height to do with anything?’
Jessamine began to answer, but finding herself incapable of a sensible response, gave up the point. What had height to do with anything, indeed? ‘What is it I am to do with your Dragonskin, supposing there’s enough of me?’ she said instead.
‘Why, wear it! What else would one do with it?’
The Wizard, she thought, would drape it over his best-of-all-chairs, and sit on it. Perhaps that was why Dragonfly had not plagued him with his peculiar request. 
She asked anyway. ‘Did the Wizard decline?’
‘I haven’t asked him, and I shan’t,’ said Dragonfly. ‘What a preposterous dragon he’d make!’
True, reflected Jessamine. There had not been enough of the boggle to make even a halfway dragon (and upon reflection she could see that there was not; strange that it had escaped the Wizard), but there was far too much of Wizard Garstang. He would burst his bounds, like a swollen river, and his Wizardliness would go cascading all over. 
Probably Jessamine would have to clean it up.
‘So I’m to be dragoned, then?’ said Jessamine. ‘I am sorry, but I’m no clearer about the business than I was before. Why should you wish to give up your Dragonskin?’
‘I am tired,’ breathed Dragonfly, and the searing heat, mercifully, lessened. ‘For all that I’m only a potion, I’m a potent one, and I’ve been much employed.’
How long the dragon-potion had lurked upon the shelves of the Potionery, Jessamine could hardly say. Certainly she had not seen him before, but she had been the Wizard’s Apprentice for less than a year.
‘You would not have to clean the Mixery,’ Dragonfly said, and Jessamine stopped scrubbing, arrested.
‘Or the Dispensary,’ he went on. ‘Or the Potionery, either.’
Jessamine dropped her scrubbing-brush. It fell into the soapy, grimy water with a splash, wetting her apron and, underneath it, her gown. 
‘I see I have your attention,’ said the dragon.
‘You do,’ she allowed.
‘Well then, let me see!’ Restored, by hope, to high good humour, Dragonfly obligingly ceased to burn her at all. ‘What else do you want? There is not much you could not have.’
‘Living in a glass bottle, pouring myself down other people’s guts all day?’ Jessamine narrowed her eyes. ‘You have funny notions of freedom, sir.’
‘No, no! That isn’t at all how it would be. What is it that you want?’
‘A ribbon,’ said Jessamine.
‘A ribbon?’
‘Silk, and the colour of the sky in summer.’
Dragonfly was silent a moment. ‘Is that all?’
‘Yes.’
‘It can’t be.’
‘It is.’
He scoffed. ‘I thought you a weightier sort of person.’
‘Then there cannot be enough of me, can there? You had better ask someone else.’ She resumed scrubbing.
Dragonfly, ruminating, did not answer. At length he said, slyly, ‘When I was younger, I used to go all about the Castle. With the Wizard Baldringa. She did nothing but that she asked for my counsel.’
‘I thought you said you were only a potion.’
‘And you are only a girl.’
‘You make an excellent point.’
‘So you’ll do it?’ The flames erupted again, bright with hope.
‘I’ll think about it.’ Jessamine returned to her scrubbing, and this time Dragonfly did not interrupt her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After all, would it be so very bad if she failed, like the boggle, and became dragon-food? The Wizard would soon find someone else to clean his Mixery, and she had never excelled at the Wizardly arts herself. Even he agreed that she never would. 
She was here only because of Mother. The fairy half of her heritage came from Treganda; a famous Court beauty some twenty years ago, Treganda was as ravishingly beautiful as she was difficult of temperament. Jessamine’s utter failure to inherit either of these qualities had been an eternal source of disappointment to Treganda (who did not imagine herself difficult so much as charmingly wilful); so when the Wizard Garstang, somewhat the worse (or the better) for the Queen’s honey wine, had offered her an Intolerable Insult, and subsequently a forfeit in recompense, the beauty had been quick to demand an apprenticeship for her gawky, impossible child. The fact that Jessamine had neither aptitude for nor interest in Wizardry had been nothing to her.
Why the Wizard had agreed to such a forfeit in the first place, or kept her on afterwards, remained a source of mystification to Jessamine. 
As did the nature of the Intolerable Insult, which neither Treganda nor the Wizard would ever tell her.
She’d stayed because she recognised in her mother’s manoeuvrings a desire to be rid of her obligations to so strange a child; and being fed and clothed in the service of so magnificent a character as the Court Wizard rather beat scrubbing pots in the scullery. 
An alternative future for her daughter as the resident Court Dragon might please Treganda just as much. And there was considerable beauty about Dragonfly. It was not the beauty of silken wings and tresses, like her mother’s, nor that of velvet gowns and ribbons, such as she craved in her secret heart. It was the beauty of strange and ancient magics, of elements and nature and power and myth, and Jessamine gave the possibility serious thought—at least until she had finished cleaning the Mixery.
‘Well?’ rasped Dragonfly from his bottle, as she staggered back over the threshold with her burden of buckets and mops. 
‘I am sorry, Dragonfly, but I believe I cannot,’ she said, setting the buckets down for a moment. ‘You see, you make a strong case for Dragonhood, but that isn’t what I am. I am a creature of four plain limbs and shivering in the winter, and I don’t know how to be a dragon.’
‘You would soon learn,’ said Dragonfly. 
‘As I have learned Wizardry?’ Jessamine, shaking her head, picked up her buckets. ‘I’m afraid I would be poor at it.’
‘How do you know, if you haven’t tried?’
This question, being unanswerable, went unanswered. Jessamine left the Mixery, taking the Toading Draught with her, but leaving Dragonfly behind.

      [image: image-placeholder]‘Have you been cleaning again?’ 
Wizard Garstang, having rung for his third-favourite spell-book to be brought into his study at once, regarded Jessamine with a frown as she came trotting in. 
Jessamine, startled, looked down at herself. Had she splattered her gown with Purging Draught and soapsuds, and failed to notice? Or perhaps that mischievous Wishful had got onto her as well as onto Dragonfly.
She saw nothing but mustard-coloured cloth, only slightly wrinkled, and her own unlovely body beneath. 
‘The Mixery was very dirty,’ she said defensively, and set the third-favourite spell-book—less weighty than the first and second, and relatively sober in appearance, a mere dark clothbound tome with silver etchings—onto the low table at his elbow. He was in his best-of-all-chairs again, the thing installed in its regular place before the stone hearth, and somehow contriving to emit a steady reading-light. 
‘I have other people for that,’ he said, making no move to pick up the third-favourite. ‘Will you not use the Mixery?’
‘I thought you liked me to clean, being as you’re quick enough to send me for the scrubbing-brushes.’
‘Only when I am trying to annoy you, Jess-o’-mine. I can see I shall have to try a different approach.’ He picked up the third-favourite at last, and made some show of leafing through it, but Jessamine did not think his mind was on the spells.
‘It amuses you to annoy me?’
He subjected her idle question to more depth of thought than she had expected, and after some moments of rumination announced: ‘It does not precisely amuse me, but I hope someday it will benefit me.’
‘Benefit you?’ Jessamine eyed him with sour disgust. ‘I can’t see how it could.’
His grin appeared, and a gleam of exactly the amusement she had accused him of. ‘No, but I’m persuaded you will. What happened in the Potionery this afternoon?’
‘I don’t know. The Potions took it into their heads to hold a riot.’
‘Again?’ His brows went up—both of them, this time. ‘Why, they haven’t done that since Year’s Turn.’
‘I can’t think what set them off.’ Jessamine made a move to retreat, navigating carefully between an enormous jarful of twinkling butterflies and a precarious stack of cloth-and-leather-bound tomes towering up from the floor. 
‘I imagine it was Dragonfly, for some motive of his own. He’s restless just at present.’
Jessamine frowned. Her mouth wanted to speak, to tell him about Dragonfly’s odd request, and find out his opinion of it. It half-opened, all ready to pour forth the words, but some other instinct shut it again.
‘Yes?’ said Wizard Garstang, observing this aborted attempt.
‘Why is he restless?’ she said.
‘Dragonfly? Oh, he has a fit of discontent about once a year, and sleeps much of the rest of the time. They say he was an excellent Familiar to one of my predecessors, but that must have been a long time ago.’ He bent his head over the third-favourite, and began to read.
A Familiar! Jessamine had always heard that Wizards had Familiars, but her Wizard had not seemed to; she’d thought herself mistaken. Was Dragonfly his Familiar? 
‘Why, he is as bad at it as I am!’ she blurted, not making much sense; she’d meant he made as poor a Familiar to the Wizard as she made an Apprentice, and what a pity.
‘That being so,’ said the Wizard, without looking up, ‘I fear our arrangement is to come to an end, for I have taken a new Apprentice. He begins in the morning. I am sure you will show him around the Mixery and the Potionery and so on, before you leave?’
Jessamine stood, transfixed with shock. ‘L-leave?’
‘Tambul will need your room.’
‘B-but—’ stuttered Jessamine. ‘Where will I go?’
He looked up at last, and directed at her a dark, keen look, as though deeply interested, all of a sudden, in the subject of his erstwhile apprentice. ‘Where would you like to go, Jess-o’-mine?’
‘I wouldn’t like to go anywhere at all!’
‘No? Surely there is somewhere that interests you?’
She was silent. To be sure, there might be some other post in Castle Chansany she could take; even were it the scullery, it would be better than nothing.
But he had asked about her interests. The world beyond the Castle was large enough. Surely something of it might fascinate her?
‘I like it here,’ she said. ‘With you.’
His eyes were smiling, she was sure of it, though his face remained grave. ‘A solution will no doubt present itself by morning,’ he declared. ‘Do go away now. I simply must finish this cantrip.’
Jessamine, heart-stricken, turned in silence to leave. 
‘Do not even think of cleaning the Potionery,’ he called after her.
Jessamine slipped silently out into the passage, and didn’t answer.  
The potion seared her throat a little as it went down. In its wake it left a burning sensation, more pleasant than otherwise, like the time Jessamine had finished the dregs of one of the Wizard’s discarded goblets.
‘I could have been the best-of-all-familiars,’ she said sadly, ‘If only he’d asked.’ She dissolved as she spoke, her limbs turning to mist and then smoke and then flame. She waited to disappear, as the boggle had done; down into the innards of Dragonfly, never to be seen again. But she didn’t. 
‘Wizards are no good at asking,’ said Dragonfly. ‘Not in any of the right words.’ His name now made sense to her; he had the wings for it, once stripped of his Dragonskin. He was handsome, too, even if he was hundreds of years old. Perhaps he wouldn’t get any older, now.
‘I’d stay away from Treganda, if I were you,’ she told him with a sniff, wreathing her smokish form around his lithe limbs.
Dragonfly shuddered. ‘You do burn, you know,’ he said, extricating himself. ‘You’ll have to watch that.’
‘Sorry,’ said Jessamine, too busy for remorse; it had struck her that she would never be cold again. Neither cold, nor frail, and the next time Wizard Garstang raised his left brow at her, and said something about the Mixery sink, she’d have exactly the means to annoy him. 
No. She would have no opportunity to annoy him, for was she not to leave? She’d decided that herself, just before the potion had gone sliding down her throat. A Dragon need not remain anywhere she did not choose, and she’d have her house with her. 
‘How does it feel?’ said Dragonfly, having stretched out his fairy-limbs ten times over, and turned a somersault that sent him right up to the ceiling. ‘Shall you be all right?’
‘I shall be the best-of-all-Jessamines,’ she told him firmly. ‘I can feel it already.’ 
He grinned, reminding her, for a moment, of the Wizard. ‘We thought you’d be perfect,’ he said. ‘Take care of the Dragonskin. It’s the first-favourite, you know.’ 
‘Wait!’ said Jessamine. ‘Who’s we?’ But he was already gone, vanished out of the meagre window of her little Apprentice’s room like a wisp of smoke his own self. 
Grumbling, grousing and spitting flame, Jessamine made her way down to the Wizard’s study, and slithered her way very carefully between the books. You do burn, you know. She had better watch for that. 
He was still there, in his chair, with the third-favourite spell-book open on his lap. 
‘You could not have just asked, I suppose?’ she said, taking care not to bathe him in flame. Or not too much, anyway.
He waved her fires away with a flick of his fingers, and set aside the book. ‘I did ask,’ he said.
‘You didn’t. I am sure I’d have recalled it.’
‘I asked when I gave you the Dragonfly.’
‘You did no such thing. I took it out of the Potionery myself.’
‘And why did you do that?’ The left brow went up.
‘Because you wanted him for a customer.’
‘In a manner of speaking. I thought a snack might appease the dragon, and that boggle always was an unpleasant fellow.’ Garstang blinked. ‘Whatever was his name.’
Jessamine, having never known it, could not assist him. ‘Dragonfly was the customer?’ she spat.
‘One might rather consider the boggle as payment for services rendered.’
Jessamine’s flames roiled in tune with her dismay.
‘I shouldn’t waste your sympathies upon him, if I were you,’ said the Wizard. ‘He was perfectly aware of the risk.’
‘But what if there’d been enough of him? You would have got him for a Familiar! I can’t think he would have been better than Dragonfly.’
‘I thought it of all things most unlikely,’ said the Wizard, unruffled.
‘What if there hadn’t been enough of me? I’d have been dragon-lunch.’
Wizard Garstang looked straight into Jessamine’s fiery eyes, and the lurking smile was back in his own. ‘You’ve always been enough, Jess-o’-mine. There wasn’t the smallest danger.’
She sniffed, though the tip of her shimmering tail found its way to his wrist, and coiled loosely about it. ‘I am magnificent, am I not?’
‘Beyond anything.’
‘Did you complete your cantrip?’
‘I can make no sense of it at all. Will you take a look?’
Jessamine draped herself over the back of the best-of-all-chairs, and rested her snout upon her Wizard’s shoulder. ‘Open it up, then,’ she ordered, and the Wizard retrieved the third-favourite, and offered it for his Familiar’s perusal.  
‘I shan’t be fed any boggles,’ she said, suddenly suspicious. 
The Wizard smiled. ‘You shall have anything you wish, Jess-o’-mine. You’re a dragon now.’
‘A ribbon, please,’ she said promptly. ‘Sky-blue.’
But the Wizard made no move to produce one. He only turned his head, and looked up at her, waiting.
‘Oh,’ said Jessamine.
It was not a Wizard’s power, the magic that stirred in her fiery depths. It was older, deeper, and stranger than that, and Jessamine needed only a thread of it.
‘Delightful,’ said the Wizard Garstang, with his glinting smile.
Jessamine, decked in ribbons and flame, purred her satisfaction. ‘Well, Wizard,’ she said, tapping the open pages of the third-favourite spell-book with the tip of her tail. ‘About the cantrip.’
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The Best-of-all-Chairs


When the dragon Jessamine slithered into the Wizard Garstang’s study in the dark of the night, and undulated her way towards the best-of-all-chairs that skulked in a corner, a voice from the shadows took her by surprise. 
‘I would not sit there, if I were you,’ said the voice.
While disembodied and confusing as to source, it could not be termed alarming; not even though the hour was late, and the night dark and silent. The words emerged too sleepily for that, as though the speaker were at least half asleep.
Jessamine paused. She had not known the sylphs to frequent the study very often, for the Wizard’s caprice irritated them, and theirs had the same effect on him. But they were wise in the ways of Castle Chansany, and when they spoke, Jessamine listened.
From a distance of a safe three or four feet, Jessamine inspected the chair. 
Nothing so personal to the Wizard Garstang could be modest, either in proportion or design, and so the best-of-all-chairs elevated the concept of splendid to new and dazzling dimensions. The tall, engraved back rose to a height of six feet; the seat was wide enough across to fit at least two people side-by-side; and the arms were of proportions eminently suited to the king’s own throne. Moreover, while the greater part of an old oak tree had already gone into its construction, in the creation of its spectacular frame, the Wizard had desired that the thing should be soft as well. Hence the profusion of cushions, in hues of emerald and sapphire and gold; above all, the best-of-all-chairs advertised itself as expensive.
‘Perhaps you think I will damage it, and displease the Wizard,’ said Jessamine. ‘And were it likely that I should, you would be right to prevent me. But my fires are my own, and shan’t do anything unseemly to the chair.’
‘The Wizard would never harm his Familiar,’ said the shadowed voice. ‘However clumsy she had been. But no, that was not my concern.’
Jessamine thought again. ‘Perhaps what stands before me is not the best-of-all-chairs at all, but something else in a clever disguise.’ She let her tongue unspool, and tasted a leg. The flavour, woodsy and old and dry, did not encourage a second taste.
‘Like as not to be, with the Wizard around,’ agreed the voice. ‘But no, that was not my concern either.’
‘Well then, what is it?’ said Jessamine, abandoning so unsatisfactory a pursuit. ‘I am tired, and I want to sit down. On something soft.’
‘The Chair is in no mood for company,’ came the answer, sleepily, and then nothing.
‘No mood?’ muttered Jessamine. ‘What else does a Chair desire but to be sat upon, I should like to know?’
Nobody answered her, or not right away. A swishing sound came instead, and then into the pool of light cast by Jessamine’s own wreathing fires there appeared: a carpet.
It was the thickest one, nicely rounded about the edges, and coloured like forest-moss.
‘Aren’t you supposed to be in front of the hearth?’ said Jessamine, recognising it. 
‘I went for a perambulation,’ said the carpet, settling itself in its accustomed place with a silky sigh.
‘Refreshing.’
‘Occasionally.’ The carpet, to all appearances, went to sleep.
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