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Making Flames

A
nother elder dragon landed next to them with a young, particularly small female dragon called Amlie. She hopped down from his back carrying an identical net to Yoshiko’s. They touched wings, and both broke into wide smiles.

Amlie and Yoshiko both lived in Nephan territory in neighbouring caves, and as hatchlings had regularly played in their nearby mountains.

‘I didn’t think you would be starting at Fire School yet!’ said Yoshiko warmly. ‘I thought your elders weren’t going to let you start until next season.’

‘I wanted to be in the same class as you,’ she stuttered in her high-pitched, hasty tone. ‘I practised and
practised to make a grown-up flame to convince them I was big enough to come, and look!’

She swelled her small chest to an impossible size, screwing up her face in the process and gasped out a rush of air that smelled like paraffin. But no fire accompanied it.

‘Wait,’ she said, inflating herself again. This time the exhalation was met with a little shower of sparks, and a flame, no more than a talon-width across, hung off her bottom lip.

‘That’s a good start,’ Yoshiko remarked.

‘Oh, I can do way better than that,’ continued Amlie. ‘I sometimes get the timing wrong like that. When I am matching the air and the spark I sometimes click too early, but my elder says if I keep up my good progress then I’ll soon be spurting really long jets of flame.’

A sudden sound drew everyone’s attention; an enormous fireball signalled that it was time for school to begin.

‘All the younglings up to the crescent!’ Ayo announced in a bellowing tone. ‘Any elders who wish to stay and watch over their younglings for the first hour may all assemble behind, at the observation deck.’

Amlie and Yoshiko exchanged glances then followed Ayo’s instruction.

Just as the younglings and elders divided, a purple dragon landed with a loud thud. He was clearly far later than any of the other arrivals, but still didn’t seem in any rush. He unfurled his large wing casually and let his youngling hop down. The elder had a shifty appearance. His son was large for his age with brown horns protruding over his dark eyes and a look that suggested he already hated Fire School and everyone in it.

A queue was forming. The younglings were being organised into a long line by two Guard Dragons with Ayo watching over them all.

‘Ah, you must be Igorr,’ he remarked as the new arrival stomped over. ‘Take your place over there.’ He pointed to the back of the queue where the younglings were huddled together. Amlie nodded at Igorr as he moved behind her, but in return he just stared back meanly.

‘My elders say I should mix only with Alanas of my own breed,’ he snarled whilst looking around busily to where some other purple dragons were huddled. ‘You red Nephan dragons think you know it all!’

‘And you Alanas are always telling lies and causing bad business,’ shot back Amlie, glaring defiantly at Igorr.

Igorr narrowed his eyes even more at Yoshiko who stood next in line. ‘Well, well, well! Look who it is!’ he exclaimed. ‘My elder told me all about you. You are Yoshiko. Yoshiko – the weirdo. The one who came from the strange egg that the Hudrah should have taken away in her black wicker basket.’

The colour left Yoshiko’s face as he took in Igorr’s words. ‘What are you talking about?’

Igorr was about to reply, but before he could make a retort the attention of all the younglings was drawn back to Ayo as he beat his wings together, causing the great torches to flare.

‘Welcome to Fire School!’ he announced.

‘All younglings will now be having lessons in how to breathe fire,’ Ayo went on. ‘But we must all take great heed, for fire can also destroy as much as it helps create. Misuse of your talent could burn down the forests, dragons can be badly injured or even killed. My job is to ensure that you younglings know how to use your fire properly.’ He gazed up and down the rows of dragons eyeing them intently, then continued. ‘Now, I know that many of you younglings have come here today excited at the prospect of making a flame or two, so as a special treat for today I shall allow you to do
a little target play. But first, you must learn the basic theories from me. Now, take out your wooden boards and charcoal sticks.’

Yoshiko took out the equipment from his bag and as he did so he glanced over to Igorr. He noticed that the purple dragon’s muzzle was twisted in confusion and that he was looking about him anxiously.

‘Have you not brought anything with you?’ said Amlie as she also noticed that Igorr didn’t have a net of his own.

‘How was I supposed to know?’ grumbled Igorr, looking distraught. All the other pupils had their wooden boards poised expectantly. ‘No one told me I needed to bring … whatever that is,’ and he gestured with uncertainty to the stick of charcoal.

‘Here, you can share mine,’ said Yoshiko, moving the board between them. Igorr looked up reluctantly, and then Ayo began to speak again.

‘This morning I will be covering the basics of fire-making, that being dragon-anatomy, fire-sense, fire-theory and the history of Surion. The more you pay attention the quicker we will get to the fun things.’

He pointed the edge of his wing meaningfully around the circle of younglings. ‘Until I have finished I don’t
want to see any of you practising. Do you understand? Until I say you can make fire, no dragon makes fire.’

‘What is the point of learning all this totally boring stuff if I can already breathe fire?’ Igorr muttered. ‘I can hit a target from twelve paces – this is all a complete waste of my time!’

Ayo looked at Igorr sternly to silence him.

‘What is the most important part of fire-breathing?’ Ayo asked, staring around the whole group of younglings for an answer.

‘The fire-gases!’ a young voice shouted out.

Ayo peered to where an orange dragon was sitting. ‘Good answer,’ he said. ‘That’s a very important part of making fire, and for those of you who don’t know, there are fire-gases being made in all your bellies as we speak.’

He gestured to his stomach. ‘When a dragon enters his tenth winter his abdomen changes,’ he explained. ‘Two chambers are formed which create two different liquids. When these are mixed together they blend into a special flammable gas. Who can tell me what flammable means?’

Another dragon spoke out. ‘It means you can set it on fire,’ she said.

‘Correct,’ said Ayo. ‘So, all of you have these pits in
your stomach as we speak. That’s why you’ll have gone through metamorphosis.

‘Do you remember? When your stomach started to make noises of its own accord and you developed an embarrassing tendency to burp in public?’

The younglings giggled. Most had gone through Metamorphosis with its commonly known side effects a few seasons ago but as if in response to Ayo a small blue dragon’s stomach growled noisily, followed by a really loud burp. The younglings near where he sat roared with laughter.

‘The second part of fire-making,’ continued Ayo. ‘The dragon tongue is vital in making flames.’

He clicked his own tongue and a few sparks shot forth.

‘See these ridges here,’ he pointed to the drawing on his own board as he held it up. ‘The technical name for these is carbon-teeth.’ Several pupils scribbled this down and he pointed to the shape of the ridges, which were curved slightly like tiny claws.

‘These curved shapes are one half of what makes the sparks that ignite the flame,’ said Ayo. ‘Every dragon is born with these. Even tiny hatchlings have the little diamond-protrusions on their tongues,’ he paused.
‘And there is another important part of making fire.’ This time Ayo tapped the top of his mouth with a claw.

‘The flint bones,’ he said, ‘which harden around the top of the mouth and when they are properly set the tongue can be used to strike against them and make sparks.’

He drew a mouth around the tongue on the board and tapped at it. ‘The basic technique is very simple,’ he said, ‘although it does not usually come naturally and has to be taught. Can anyone tell me a dragon for whom this method was a natural skill?’

Now all the younglings flung their wings up, jostling to be chosen. Ayo pointed out an orange dragon.

‘Surion!’ he announced proudly.

‘That’s right,’ said Ayo. ‘And what was unusual about Surion?’

‘His egg,’ said Igorr loudly, glaring at Yoshiko. ‘Surion was a cursed dragon. He came from a strange-coloured egg!’

Ayo shook his head. ‘Not many dragons think Surion was a curse, Igorr. Almost all in our land praise him as a great dragon and our hero. Do you all know much about the legend of Surion?’ he asked, addressing the younglings before him.

Most of the dragons nodded their heads but some looked at him blankly, so Ayo continued.

‘Surion is the most famous dragon in all our history because he was the first dragon to make flames. No creature before Surion could breathe fire. He taught other dragons to use fire to escape from being the slaves of humans. It enabled us to win our freedom. There was a mighty battle that we today know as the Battle of Surion, and since then all of us dragons have lived in our own secret land where no humans can find us. The Commandments of Goadah keep us safe and secret from capture.’ All the dragons were listening attentively except Igorr who was fidgeting impatiently.

‘As the lessons progress you will learn that the dragon’s fire is our greatest accomplishment. Each different dragon clan uses their fire for many different purposes. Some dragons make exquisite metalwork, others the most beautiful pots from the red clay of our hills.’ He waved his wings expansively. ‘Today I am not going to get into any further argument as to whether Surion from the red egg brought dragons freedom or cursed us to live in hiding,’ he said. ‘That is for your history teacher to debate with you. Our Council has enough challenges to deal with, doing all they can to protect us from external
threats. It is important that we are united, talented and strong. In Fire School I need you all to get along.’ He looked out at them as if daring anyone to disagree.

‘So now I imagine all of you will want to make the biggest flames that you possibly can,’ he said.

The younglings nodded enthusiastically.

‘Well then,’ said Ayo. ‘Time to give it a try.’ He unfolded his wings to gesture them to move towards the fire targets.

The younglings set their nets down to the floor and trooped closer to the crescent.

Their elders were now directly above them watching from the viewing deck.

Igorr’s face lit up suddenly.

‘There is my elder, Gandar!’ he cried, grabbing Yoshiko’s wing in his excitement. ‘Do you see him? Do you see him?’ Igorr started waving frantically.

Yoshiko looked up into the viewing deck to see two large, grey, hooded eyes staring down at them.

The older Alana nodded his snout slightly, but didn’t return his son’s wave. Then he looked up at the sun, as if calculating how much more time he would need to spend at the school.

‘Line up in groups of five in front of the targets!’ said
Ayo. ‘Anyone who would like to give their turn a miss today please wait at the side over there and watch how the other younglings try.’

Around a dozen yellow and orange dragons began to shuffle away over to the other side of the crescent and several of them looked very relieved.

The first younglings then took their position in front of the targets and at Ayo’s command around half managed to produce a full flame that left their bodies, whilst the others made little jets of fire or sparks. None hit a target.

Yoshiko watched with uncertainty, and then looked back to Amlie who was almost bursting with impatience to start.

He watched Amlie step forward ready for her attempt. Igorr was busy warming himself up by strutting around and puffing out his chest whilst making loud grunts.

Amlie stood directly in front of the target. She puffed her chest in and out three times and then unleashed a football-sized flame that fell within a few feet of the target. Applause fell from the observation deck.

Yoshiko looked carefully down the line as the next younglings prepared to take aim. Igorr was next to step up, and was eyeing the target with an assured look. He balled up his chest, narrowed his eyes, and as Ayo gave
the word let out an impressive column of flame which came close enough to nudge the edge of his target.

Ayo beat his wings in applause, and Igorr looked overjoyed as he turned to look up to the viewing deck to see his elder’s reaction. The happiness dropped suddenly from him, and his wings collapsed despondently against his body.

Yoshiko turned to see that Igorr’s elder was no longer watching from the viewing deck and had not stayed to see his son’s fire at all.

Igorr stalked past the row of younglings, and as he did Yoshiko put out a friendly wing. ‘Why is your elder not here?’ he asked.

Igorr turned on him furiously.

‘Why is my elder not here?’ he spat. ‘Why should anyone’s elder be here? I’m not a baby like you. I don’t need my elder looking on.’ He marched off towards some other purple dragons, and as he joined them he turned his full attention back to glare at Yoshiko.

Feeling even more disconcerted by the angry gaze, Yoshiko stepped forward to the mark, and on Ayo’s command he puffed up his chest as much as he could. Keeping the target in sight, he raised his tongue to the back of his mouth, and as the command came made a
loud whooshing sound. A stream of air flew from his belly, and he clicked his tongue as fast as he could. But nothing came out and he dropped his snout in embarrassment. A cry came suddenly from the sidelines.

‘Did you see that? Yoshiko tried to hit the target but he cannot even make a spark!’

Yoshiko looked to the side to see that the jibe had come from Igorr, who was looking jubilant now and was nudging his new friends to enjoy the joke.

‘What is the point of having your elder here if you can’t even make a flame for him?’ Igorr continued. ‘What a waste of time it’s been for him.’

Amlie came and stood by Yoshiko and that fuelled Igorr even more.

‘You are stupid, stupid in every way! Even your name. Yoshiko sounds like a girl’s name to me – probably because of those silly eyelashes and sissy green eyes that you have. And even your titchy girlfriend can make better fire than you! We shall have to call you Feddy from now on, after the dragon who couldn’t make flames!’
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