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© 2018

A
._ @

iy

P eople are terrified of tomorrow, Melek.

The faded memory echoed over and over in Melek’s skull, like the throbbing
ache of a wound that refused to fully heal. It was a wonder how he had not
been driven mad by the memories. But then again, perhaps his sanity had fled
him long ago. Melek had no real means of telling one way or the other.

Melek fought his way up the marble steps with agonising slowness,
every step paid for in blood. He ducked under the sweeping halberd of one of
the guards, resplendent as ever in their golden armour, and danced around the
thrust of another before striking at the carotid artery.

As the arterial spray jettisoned into the air, crimson splashing against
the pristine white stairway, Melek once again found the painful memories
forcing their way to the forefront of his mind.

*

“People are terrified of tomorrow, Melek,” Shamu finally said after a
long and pregnant pause.

Melek had awoken in their chamber to find himself alone in the bed. He
rose, ignoring the chill of the night air, to find Shamu outside on the balcony
in her human form. She looked out over the capital, a few lights still
flickering even at this late hour. Melek joined her, leaning against the
embossed, jet rail and gazed over the most important city of the Tehomian
Kingdom, then toward the rolling hills beyond. “You have had a vision,
haven’t you?” Melek could always tell when Shamii had managed to peer
into one of the possible futures.
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The Primean Dragons, named for being the direct daughters of the
queen and dragon goddess Tiamat herself, were renowned for their prophetic
powers, none more so than Shamu. Often, she received visions that the others
had not seen, save perhaps her mother. Rarely did she smile after such
visions. Melek could only guess at what an ordeal receiving such sight must
entail. He waited patiently until she was ready to speak.

Shamii turned to face him. Even in her human form it was clear to any
that Shami was by no means human. Delicate onyx scales ran from her neck
to forearms, and her irises were red lined with bronze—a hint of the
magnificent and deadly form she could take at any time. Melek had grown to
love those red eyes. Besides, he was no longer human either, not really. He
had sacrificed that, along with much more, long ago to become one of the
goddess-queen’s dragonbound. He had participated in the bonding ritual,
mixing his blood with the acidic blood of Shami’s. Having survived that
harrowing ordeal, they both emerged as close as lovers, if not closer. His
own red-tinted irises showed that bond.

“You have seen the outcome of this war?” Melek asked. The kingdom
was uneasy. The Anunni, the demi-people once vassal to Tehomia, had slain
the unhinged king and forced Tiamat to declare war upon them. After
increasing tensions over so long a time, it was almost a relief. Now it was
official. People could go about preparing for the bloodshed that would likely
follow.

“I saw beyond that, Melek.” Shamu sighed as she turned to face the
city again. “People fear tomorrow. They prefer what they know and have
always known. So they will seek to languor in the certainty of the present, or,
if the present is to their distaste, they shall glorify and reminisce of the past.
If we fail, there shall be no future, only a series of unending now.”

As always, Melek could only shake his head as he struggled to
understand Shamu when she tried to explain what she had seen to him. He
made to wrap an arm around her in a gesture of comfort. She flinched and
sidled away. Melek winced, wishing Shami could accept that other painful
prerequisite of becoming a dragonbound. “We shan’t fail, Shami.”

Wrapping her arms about herself, Shamu shivered, and not because of
the chill. “I fear that, perhaps, in order to succeed, fail is exactly what we
must do.”
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Melek broke out of the memory as he spun and cut down the golden
guard. The gilded warrior was sent tumbling down the stairs to join the many
others, his life essence spilling from him.

Melek ascended the last few steps and entered the temple. It was as
immaculate within as it had looked without, the floor polished, the walls
coated with gold, and the ceiling had a fresco depicting the might of the solar
god Marduk. He breathed in the perfumed air and eyed the golden doorway
ahead of him, certain that what he sought was beyond those filigreed doors.

A pot-bellied man in gaudy robes stood before the door, trying and
failing to hide his fear. He trembled as Melek advanced toward him. The fool
had likely never expected this, having spent his whole life confident in the
security his office afforded him, growing fat from the populace as a tick does
upon a beast’s hide. The wealth and opulence flowed to this place not out of
worship but fear, and the priest had made an art of it.

Well, that would stop this day, although if Melek had his way, those
dire warnings that were preached to the masses would become justified.

From an alcove, another warrior in golden armour strode out to stand
between Melek and the priest. He was clearly one of rank, a cut above the
rest of the guard. His helm sported a colourful plume, and his breastplate
displayed various blessings and incantations to invoke the will of the solar
god. The warrior spoke, his voice tinny from within his helm, “Well, I had
thought your kind long since extinct.” He drew out his mace and gestured
toward the draconic brooch pinned to Melek’s breast.

“Not me.” Melek had no idea if any other fellow dragonbound were
still around. It held little meaning to his plans either way.

“And what brings an ancient relic like you here to defile the temple of
holy Marduk?”

Melek flicked his thin sword, sending blood spattering across the tiles.
“My companion was Shamu.”

The warrior stiffened slightly, then nodded. “I see.” He fell into an
offensive stance and approached. “Then I shall slay you, as holy Marduk
slew your incestuous whore of a queen.”

Melek ground his teeth at the insult to his goddess, another memory
sparked to life and screaming for his attention.

*
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It rained rose petals.

Not since that day had Melek seen any celebration as extravagant.
Petals rained down from the windows above, incense perfumed the air. He
stood beside Shamu, dressed in his most ornate armour. Like his other sets, it
was designed to be as light as possible whilst offering some meagre
protection when in the skies. They stood outside the main entrance to the
Stellar Palace, an enormous structure built of iridescent material not of this
world. A crowd of thousands had gathered not far beyond, cheering.

Eventually the couple, now bonded in sacred marriage, emerged.

Melek’s breath caught in his throat when Tiamat emerged. Like Shamii,
she retained her humanoid form for the occasion. She was every bit as
beautiful as when she had first deigned to come to this world from the stars
and raised the apes that scuttled here into something more. Her long white
hair flowed freely behind her, the white dress complimenting her alabaster
figure, a silver crown with moonstones elegantly declaring her sovereignty.
With red eyes, she took in her worshippers, and smiled and waved to them,
her children all.

Beside her, not Tiamat’s equal, but still beautiful, stood Kingu.

It was no secret that they were lovers even before King Apsu’s death.
Shamii herself was a product of their union, only the king’s presence
prevented their marriage. That Kingu was Tiamat’s firstborn son seemed to
be of little concern to the people; after all, how can one apply the taboo of
mortals to that of a goddess? Melek watched the couple, mainly Tiamat,
descend to the carriage that awaited to parade them through the city.

Sensing Shamii’s unease, Melek looked to find her staring sadly at the
ground. A quick glance to his fellow dragonbound showed the other Primean
Dragons displaying hints of displeasure or melancholy. To become a
dragonbound, one had to be utterly in love with Tiamat. Why, Melek could
not say, beyond ensuring total loyalty. Only when certain of this would
Tiamat bequeath one of her first daughters or sons unto them. As a
consequence, her direct offspring had to accept that they would always be
second in their partner’s hearts. Melek wished it was not the case. Seeing the
pain in Shamii’s eyes every day as a result of this acceptance grieved him.
But he could not help but watch the queen with a sense of rapture as she
entered the carriage, then enviously watch Kingu as he followed suit.

Waving from their plush seats, the carriage began to take the royal
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couple away.

“It is time. ” Melek whispered, brushing rose petals from his shoulders.
In honour of their goddess-queen, the dragonbound would circle the city in
the sky above. He pulled on his dragon-shaped helm.

Shamiu nodded quietly. “I love you, Melek.”

“What did you say?” Melek spun around. Not since he had survived
their bonding ritual had she ever said that to him.

Too late, in the blink of an eye, Shamu was now in her dragon form,
speech impossible. Sleek and agile, Shami lowered her onyx body so Melek
could mount up.

Melek felt dread rising in him. Just what had she foreseen in her vision
last night that warranted such bittersweet vocalisation of her feelings? He
could not spare the time to have her change back and talk. Already the others
were mounted, their partners’ flapping their wings, eager to take to the skies.
Swallowing the lump in his throat, Melek deftly hopped upon Shamu’s flank
before soaring to the heights above.

The mace descended.

Melek snapped back to the present in time to skip out of its path. His
blade flicked out, but weakly, scraping at the warrior’s shoulder guard.

Considering how much bigger the warrior was in contrast to Melek, he
should have been much slower. But no matter how much Melek danced
around the warrior, no matter how swiftly he lashed his blade out, the warrior
was parrying and striking back without fail in turn. Unlike the warrior,
though, Melek had just fought his way through several guards already. His
strength was flagging, and it would only be a matter of time before a mistake
cost him his life.

“Go, Brother Erdval! Slay the monster! Marduk is with you!” The
priest, seeing which way the fight was headed, had regained his confidence.

With a guttural roar, the warrior, apparently named Erdval, swung out
his mace. “You shall not have it, you poison-blood filth!”

Melek sprung back. “I don’t want it.” That was a lie, he did want it, but
it was not his priority. What Erdval referred to was not what had caused
Melek to go on a murderous rampage through this temple. “I want her.”

Erdval swung again, Melek tried to skip away once more, only to feel a
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hand take hold of his cloak.

“Dragon vermin!” the priest spat.

Melek felt the mace strike his chest. The thin armour buckled and bent
under the weight of the impact. He felt ribs crack and his acidic, half-dragon
blood spilled as he flew back and slid across the floor.

He tried to rise, tasting foul blood in his mouth. His head rang, his
vision spun. His limbs were reluctant to do as they were told, numb as they
were. He vaguely made out the golden doors where his prize awaited, so
close yet so far away. “Shamg.”

“So, this is it,” Melek said stonily as they watched the army march out
of the capital from one of the towers above. The majority of the army
consisted of typical mortals, loyal to the goddess-queen. But amongst them
were Tiamat’s eleven legions of eldritch creatures, specially created for this
war, each legion consisting of alluring beings specialising in some form of
warfare. At the head of them was the new king, Kingu, bearing the marks of
sovereignty bequeathed unto him by the goddess-queen.

Melek sighed as Tiamat flew over in her dragon form. Never was there
a more majestic and wondrous sight as seeing her dominating the skies in
that shape. Not one to sit idly on her throne, she too would join in the battle.

“The War for Tomorrow,” Shami said.

Melek clasped his fists. Shami refused to go into detail about that
vision, no matter how much he prodded. The lack of trust had hurt him and
caused their relationship to sour of late. Tiamat was the one who had named
the war as Shamu had declared it, revealing to Melek that the dragon
goddess must have also had the vision. He could not understand it. The
Anunni were a lesser race. How could they hope to stand against the might of
Tiamat and her Tehomian army?

Melek began to don his helm. “We should not delay. The others will

have already set forth.”
“Melek.” Shamu gripped his arm, her red eyes meeting his. “I, I have
no regrets.”’

Blinking, Melek frowned. “What?”
“Even though I can never hope to match my mother, [ want you to
know this. I have no regrets about bonding with you. Just promise me
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something?”

Melek felt his ire towards her melt away like the last snow in spring.
“Name it.”

“Live and chase tomorrow.” Shamu’s grip tightened, “Promise me.’

Shaking his head, Melek laughed. “One day, I will understand you.
That shall be a sad day indeed. I promise Shami, count on it.”

She smiled, and Melek felt joy as the tension between them slid away.
In the space between a heartbeat, Shamii was in her dragon form again.
Melek leapt up and whooped as they sailed through the heavens.

)
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“I promise.” Melek choked as he managed to fumble out a vial. He
uncorked it and brought it to his lips in one swift motion.

The Nammu Water was a dangerously addictive brew, an addiction
Melek had fallen victim to some time ago. It contained all manner of toxic
ingredients that ravaged the body, even his nigh immortal one. But for a brief
time, it gave the imbiber an ecstatic strength and awareness that was delicious
in its sensation. Melek’s wounds were but a vague issue as he rose, rage and
determination now fresh within him. He growled at Erdval as the golden
warrior approached, thinking to finish him. Fast as a cat, Melek pounced.

Not expecting the sudden recovery, Erdval was too slow to react.
Melek glided by, his sword darting in under the armpit and piercing the heart,
the blade snapping off in the process. Erdval staggered forward a few steps
and tried to turn, not realising it was over, before collapsing lifelessly,
sending a candelabra toppling.

Falling on his backside, the priest tried to scrabble away. Melek walked
past, casually ending the priest’s life, little more than an afterthought on the
way by. He hesitated as he stood before the ornate doors, fearing that what
may be beyond would not be what he expected. “I promise, Shamii.” He
steeled himself and pushed against the doors.

They creaked open.

Melek wept as he staggered across the battlefield. More than once he
tripped over a body, but he was fast upon his feet again. Not once did his
tear-strewn gaze leave the dying body ahead of him.
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He had watched in horror as Tiamat had duelled the new ruler of the
Anunni, the demi-man Marduk. It should have been a sure victory.
Splendorous in her dragon form, Tiamat had swept down upon the golden
figure of Marduk, only for him to unleash an alien weapon Melek would later
learn was named Imhullu. He, along with many others, screamed as they
watched Tiamat plummet to the earth, her life torn from her by that foul
weapon. Shortly after that, a hail of javelins swept up, piercing Shami, and
sending them spiralling downwards.

Somehow, Melek survived the fall with little injury, buffeted perhaps by
the numerous fallen carpeting the ground. Still, something had given in his
right leg and pain shot up him every time he put weight to it. But that was
nothing compared to the pain in his heart upon seeing the death of the one he
loved. Gasping, ignoring the fighting that continued in the distance, he made
it to her and fell to his knees. “I’'m sorry.” He sobbed, realisation eating at
him as he pressed a hand against her scaled face.

“You were always my first love. I was too childish to see it, lost in
fantasies of the queen. I'm so sorry.” When he found himself rushing to
Shamu rather than Tiamat, his feelings had become clear to him, as though a
glamour spell had been broken. But it was too little, too late.

Shami was dying, pierced all over by the razor javelins the Anunni
artillery had shot into their ranks. She did not resume her human form, did
not have the strength to. She could only look at Melek calmly with a single
red eye.

He understood what she wanted to say. “I promise,” he spluttered. “I
promise, I will live. I will chase tomorrow. I promise.”

As if that was enough, the eye went dark, her breathing stilled.

Melek roared to the heavens, the heavens he would never soar through
again.

The room beyond the golden doors was not particularly large, nor was
it as ornate as the rest. There was no need for it to be so, for only the head
priest was permitted entry here. There was no call to impress the populace
with grandiose design. At one end lay a casket, locked, of course, but soon
broke open thanks to Melek’s drug-endowed might.

Unlike other temples that claimed to house sacred artefacts that
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belonged to the Anunni gods, this one was known for sealing artefacts of evil,
namely a bone of the Primean demoness Shamd, as they called her, and the
infamous Tamtu, the sword whose blade was fashioned from one of Tiamat’s
own talons.

Upon opening the casket, Melek saw that the latter was certainly true.
He picked up the magnificent blade, trading it for his broken one. He
swallowed dryly and picked up the bone that was lying beside it.

To his relief, it was a phony, the thighbone of some mundane animal.
The corpse of his love had not been defiled, as he had feared. In one swift
motion he cracked the bone into pieces, turned and began to make his way
out of the temple. He paused at a statue of Marduk, festooned with precious
gems.

Although he had made his promise to Shami, it was centuries before he
understood what she had foreseen, and the enormity of what his promise
entailed.

At first, it seemed to him that tomorrow would come regardless of
whether there was a Tehomian kingdom. It was just that then the Anunni
empire held sway, followed by Sumeri empire, and now the Akkad empire.
Another tomorrow, another empire.

Thanks to his altered body being slow to age, it slowly dawned on him
that the world had, as Shami had feared, come to a standstill. From a
mortal’s concept of time, this was not the case. They did not see things
beyond their own day-to-day struggles. But from his extended viewpoint, he
began to realise they were trapped in the same unending cycle. An empire
rose, reached a pinnacle, then collapsed before it could go further. Another
rose 1n its stead, reached a pinnacle, then also collapsed. Over and over the
cycle continued, the world seemingly unable to go beyond a certain point.
The common theme was that Marduk remained the chief deity in every cycle.
Oh, the name might change, but it was still him, maintaining his power by
stunting the growth of the people as a civilisation.

Melek saw the pattern. Just when the people started to make a
headway, some cataclysm or disaster came about to cause them to start over.
They would blame savages, demons, decadence, but in every cataclysm,
Melek saw Marduk’s hand, stunting the very evolution of civilisation that his
reign could continue.

Well, Melek would put a stop to it. Marduk and the other Anunni had
made a grave mistake when they killed Apsu and Tiamat. They had revealed


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kulull%C3%BB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kulull%C3%BB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kulull%C3%BB

to the world that gods and goddesses could be slain.

He drew out Tamtu and, in a split second, sheathed it again. The head
of the Marduk statue fell, its gemstone eyes falling from its sockets.

Satisfied, but far from done, Melek continued out of the temple, ready
to free the people from their invisible shackles.

“I promise, Shama, I will chase tomorrow. I will give the world back
its future.”
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As she flew out of WyrmDen, Kyra could not remember a time when her

eyes didn’t automatically turn towards Keytes Cragg. Even at night, she
could hope to see the shot of flame that signified Zeflaw was flying.

Zeflaw had been her playmate ever since leaving her Clutch—the
group of eggs that had survived the initial soft-shell stage and become the
next generation of dragons. He had been her childhood sweetheart when such
things were important, and now her dream mate as they entered the age of
mating flights.

When she pushed off from her ledge, Kyra glanced west but could not
see any fire. Chiding herself, she heard her mother’s voice yet again telling
her that she should look elsewhere for her mate. Zeflaw was destined for a
greater dragon mate than her. A prince among dragons, he would fly with the
most powerful, most beautiful, of their generation. His would be a life of
drama, of heroic deeds, of breathtaking feats of daring, the choicest treasures.
The most Kyra could hope for in a mate would be a full WyrmDen, one who
occasionally came back to her from missions with trinkets barely able to be
labelled treasure.

Sighing with sweet regret, she opened her wings wide and sought her
thermal. She spiralled upwards, lazy curls on a sunset beam. At her peak, she
folded in on herself, her scales glinting purple and gold. Lifting her face
towards the dying sun, she called out her song, a clear trill of golden notes,
bugling her joy at being alive, free, flying, young.

As her last note rang out, she threw herself into a series of impossible
twirls, ending with a heart-stopping downward plummet towards her ledge,
landing with an elegant reverse which would have drawn gasps from a circus



audience. This was a practice rehearsal for her coming appearance at a Clutch
Party, a celebration of six dragon eggs surviving the soft-shell stage, and now
certain to develop into healthy dragons.

*

Zeflaw heard the trill, saw a glitter of annoyance in his sister Zo’Ra’s
eyes, and tightened his jaw. Zo’Ra took her responsibilities seriously, looking
for his future mate amongst the greatest WyrmDens in the country. A prince
he would be, if she had anything to do with it. The distraction that Kyra
presented, a local dragon with little WyrmDen wealth at her command, was
not to be considered, however sweet and pretty.

A knock at the entrance to their cave caught their attention. It was
Simon and Charlotte, their human riders, and their way of communicating
with the human world. Simon told them their reward for their most recent
assignment was due the next day. Two carts of household treasure. Zo’Ra
had bargained for the treasure, her being far more capable than he. When it
was a matter of fire, fear and fury, then Zeflaw was the dragon of the hour,
but it was Zo’Ra who could be relied upon to make sure the work brought the
right reward. Treasure.

The dragons’ hunger for treasure was insatiable. Glittery, golden, bright
and shiny. Never enough. They piled treasure in all their caves, masses and
masses of it. Never enough. When he mated, he would bring his Dragon
Bride and her dowry treasure back to Keyes Cragg. Zo’Ra would stay with
him until she, too, found a mate and bargained for his services.

Z0’Ra would need to find Zeflaw someone with her skills, as he was
hopeless at negotiating, although her intention of finding a mate and leaving
him was at best half-hearted. A royal marriage for Zeflaw would do. Their
treasure had built and built until it did indeed rival royalty. Privately, she
thought that she should not delay plotting for such a marriage. She had set
rumours running as part of her longer plot, and they had given up every
comfort in favour of treasure. Their trove was immense. So immense that she
lived in constant fear that rival dragons would plot to take it. Their best
chance for survival lay in them developing a substantial and unchallengeable
power base. Bringing a princess to Keytes Cragg was the next step. Her eyes
whirled and glittered as she plotted.

Zeflaw glanced at his sister but saw she had gone into a dreamworld.



Treasure will do that to dragons. He smiled at Charlotte, who brought in other
humans to clean the dragon scales and help prepare them for the Clutch Party
being celebrated by the Dragon Queen. Six eggs and all whole! It promised to
be a very fancy affair, with dragons all trying to outdo each other. He noticed
the polish smelled very nice, better than their usual polish.

“I bartered with Kyra’s WyrmDen for it,” he heard Zo’Ra say
mockingly. “She always has the best oils and polishes. She makes it part of
her bargains.” Oils instead of treasure, indeed. He suspected Kyra’s
customers did not have much in the way of treasure. She must be asking for
other things, things that helped her WyrmDen, or her beauty. Maybe Zo’Ra
should do that too, make their humans happier with better clothes and food.
He might mention it if he remembered. Zo’Ra would only scoff—kindness
was not valued by dragons. Certainly not if it meant less treasure.

“By the way, Zo’Ra,” Charlotte said softly, knowing her dragon was
calmed by the grooming. “Our kitchen staff left this morning. I’'m sorry, but
we’ve had to make up a stew for dinner.”

“Why? They’ve only been here a few weeks!” Zo’Ra replied, annoyed.

“They said they were used to better kitchens. The food we get from our
local farms is adequate. They just thought they would have higher level work
to do. They heard another WyrmDen was after a kitchen pair, so they left.”

“But the glory of working for Zeflaw! Surely that is enough?”

Charlotte’s voice remained calm as Zo’Ra became increasingly tense.
“They are idiots, darling ZoZo. They will never work anywhere as famous
again. Forget them. I will get better staff at the Clutch Party at the weekend.
Lots of staff looking around for work at those events.”

Zo’Ra relaxed, releasing a deep growl of pleasure at being groomed by
someone who loved her. Charlotte had been grooming Zo’Ra since becoming
her rider nearly two decades previously. Where Zeflaw was all fire, red and
gold, Zo’Ra was copper and garnet, subtle and muted. Her fire was edged
with green lights, streams of deep, red-gold flame with occasional hints of
bronze. Similarly, her scales echoed this palette, soft browns, bronzes,
coppers and the occasional golden flash.

Charlotte knew every scale, knew how to burnish each so that her
dragon shone with her own very special light. She and Simon were experts in
Zeflaw and Zo’Ra. Nobody knew these dragons as their humans did. The
love they had for their dragons had become a love they shared between
themselves, and each dreaded the day a marriage would pull them apart into



separate WyrmDens. Each also knew small secrets about their dragon that
they shared between themselves, but with nobody else.

Zo0’Ra had hidden in the folds of her inner wing scales a swipe of
colour that was pure Zeflaw. Less than a handspan, his golden and red scales
nestled deep within her bronze and oak. Zeflaw had under his throat—
between his chest blades and visible only when performing a widespread
wing movement with thrown out chest—a triangle of coppery bronze that
could come from nobody other than his sister. ‘They carry each other’s
colours,” had been a saying that had followed them throughout their lives, but
only their riders knew it was a reality.

Zo’Ra also carried an injury from a childhood fight—one in which she
had defended her brother—a shattering in her caudal vertebrae, a break in her
tail, made by the snapping jaws of an elder war-ravaged dragon who had
taken offence against Zeflaw’s childish energy. Zo’Ra would have died
defending him then, and probably still would. It spoiled the line of her
magnificent tail and was even now so sensitive that Charlotte always took
care when grooming her there.

Across the valley, Kyra was also being groomed by her rider, Riz. They
had been gossiping about the Keytes Cragg WyrmDen not being able to hold
onto their staff. Kyra was very hopeful of decent food from her new kitchen
staff, who had been delighted to be offered free rein at the local market. Kyra
had very kindly appeared at the birthday party of the Lord whose land held
the market, and for a reasonable tithe of free food had given the girls at the
party a ride. Only one had fallen off, and even she had not been hurt.

Kyra did not abuse the tithe, and in return was able to live well, and
offer guests a higher level of hospitality than they would expect from such a
lowly dragon. As a lone dragon trying to establish a WyrmDen of her own,
she had quickly learned the value of offering assignments for rewards other
than the glittery prizes other dragons bargained for. Humans never seemed to
expect beautiful creatures to be good traders and mathematicians. More fool
them.

Her better rewarded assignments were for spectacle, and this
weekend’s party would be no different. The Dragon King wanted a new
dance each day, and was offering a very fine reward, one that would create



the sort of dragon trove that could attract more. Her aerial displays and her
tuneful bugling had developed a fame of their own, and this was exactly what
she needed to be in demand for a very long time.

Kyra had been practising in the near dark for weeks, ever since the
Clutch had been laid and her invitation arrived. She would have been very
pleased indeed to know that Zeflaw had been making a point of sheltering
under his flight ledge at twilight, the better to watch without being seen.

Riz cooed with delight as the perfumed oils developed a mirror sheen,
bringing to the fore her perfect colouring, symmetrical patterns of peacock
blue and rose scales covering a skin of deep shining gold. Her talons were
painted a complimentary gold, sparkling in the dying light. Riz moved up to
groom her head, smoothing the scales around her eyes into elongated almond
shapes, highlighting the contours of her perfect maw. Although still young,
her beauty was becoming more and more apparent.

Riz knew he was biased, of course. He loved Kyra with all his heart.
Riders loved their dragons, more than any other love they would ever have.
He would make sure she was utterly dazzling for her dances. No eye would
look elsewhere, not if he had anything to do with it.

%k

The train of carts and carriages carrying the dragons’ goods and
humans wound its way through the countryside, all heading for the capital’s
Clutch Cradle. This valley, set well outside the town, provided a well-
guarded arena for the display of the newly lain Clutch—rested for their first
few months until they could be declared whole—where they would remain
until paired with their young Riders.

Dragons would fly from here as soon as the party was over to seek out
young people who showed promise in being able to bond with a dragon and
become efficient riders. The bravest, most open hearted, humblest, finest
young people reaching puberty would be sought out. Together with their
chosen dragon, their lives would no longer be their own. They would be
devoted to the care of their new love, and in the service to their Lord.

In the longer term, they may become Dragon Kings and Dragon
Queens themselves, or they may remain part of a larger WyrmDen,
undertaking assignments when demanded. Some would be taken onto the
Border Force to fend off the enemies from outside and do battle to keep the



whole country safe. The unluckier ones would be drafted to the Eastern
Border where dragons could never feel warm, humans would continually
battle the lack of decent food, and forces were always tested by wild dragons
from the Eastern Mountains. But for now, six newly declared eggs waited to
have the party that would announce their existence to a waiting world.

As Kyra arrived, she circled first to see if she could spot her household
in the melee. She had no luck, so made her way to the main arrival hall,
where she was directed by the Dragon King’s household to her assigned
perch. As a performer, she had been upgraded to a middle rank, which gave
her an exit ledge to the open air. From there, she looked out over the
domestic arrangements far below. Households scurried about preparing food
and oils for their arriving dragons.

Kyra sent Riz to find her crew and make sure they knew where she had
been put. She was not positioned to see arrivals so missed Zeflaw and Zo’Ra
flying into the welcome of the dragons of the Court. Zeflaw’s loud salutation
bugle reached her, however, and a tiny part of her relaxed, knowing he was
near.

That night, as dragons and humans ate and drank, a rumour rippled
through the assembled hoards, flying from one household to another. The
Dragon King’s brother was expected. Guardian of the Eastern Border, the
fiercest dragon ever known, whose reputation alone could halt armies. Space
was being prepared to welcome Lord P’Pr. Shivers of horror and delight in
equal measure were felt by the unattached dragons.

Lord P‘Pr was known for his taste in beautiful female dragons and,
surprisingly, a few often returned east with him. Some were heard of again,
but by no means all of them. He also scouted young fighters amongst the
male dragons, offering a “death or glory” future some found irresistible. Lord
P’Pr’s veterans lived off their war stories and were welcomed everywhere,
thanked for their service, everyone a hero.

Lord P’Pr’s appearance added a shine of excitement to the party, which
was brought almost to fever pitch when he was spotted circling far above the
valley, drifting downwards towards the Dragon King’s private tower, the
highest point in sight. His brief appearance was dramatic enough to keep the
campfires burning late into the night as dragons and humans alike speculated
as to his purpose.

Zeflaw and Zo’Ra would have been amazed to find out they were the
reason he had come. He had heard enough about Zeflaw to recognise a



glamorous legend in the making, and he wanted to find a way of harnessing
Zeflaw to his cause. Zo’Ra he had no use for, he told himself. It was not true,
of course. Ever since they were younglings, playing in the royal courts, he
had been irked by her lack of fear and respect for him. She would be amazed
to learn that much of his alliances with other beauties was a reaction to her
lack of attention towards him.

The following morning was the start of the three-day party, with a
formal opening by the Dragon King, hours of feasting, singing, bugling and
dancing, and an evening of theatre, led by Kyra’s first dance of three, one for
each evening. Her first was a dance of youth, of birth and joyful celebration
of life. Light, bright and magical, she would lead a colourful troupe of young
dancing dragons in lines of pretty whirls, swoops and tangles. As the first
formal performance, the spectacle was well attended, everyone taking their
place in good time. The younger dragons were from the best families, so
everyone wanted to pay proper respect.

Lord P’Pr took his place beside the Dragon King, careful to note
Zeflaw’s position so that he could study the young dragon without being
noticed.

So it was that he caught Zeflaw’s expression when Kyra made her
explosive first appearance, bursting from a brightly fabricated egg which her
fire shattered into a thousand pieces. A ball of peacock and gold flame, she
whirled high and fast, spiralling and calling for all of youth to join her. Every
heart was lifted, every mind called back to a time of innocence and hope.
Striking, beautiful and memorable, Kyra imprinted her image onto every eye.
Almost every eye.

Lord P’Pr was looking at only one dragon, and it was not Kyra. He saw
Zeflaw’s eyes as Kyra flew. He noticed how they glittered and sparked. He
knew, with the certainty of age and experience, that he had found the key to
this young legend. He decided he would add this young performing star to his
string of wives, none of whom lasted longer than their first clutch. This
would irritate the young fire breather and, more importantly, annoy his sister.

Lord P’Pr often felt his whole purpose in life was to cause Zo’Ra
whatever hurt he could—ever since she had mocked him long and loud after
he’d remarked about flying with her in her mating dance. Admittedly, they



had only been children, but even so, he carried that grudge like a precious
amulet. His string of pretty wives were each chosen to show Zo’Ra that he
could do better than her, that he could get the most attractive, the most
charming, and the most celebrated dragons to marry him. He would have
been mortified to know she never gave it a thought.

Feeling triumphant as he plotted how to make the best show of the
plan, a tiny curve at the corner of his mouth, he returned his attention to the
spectacle.

The evening was full of praise for Kyra’s brilliance, and everyone was
excited to see what she would produce the next day—the performance
dedicated to displaying young romance, signifying the new dragons finding
their maturity and their mates. The third concert would see a dance of age and
experience, circling back to the production of more eggs, more dragons, to be
picked up at the next party.

Z0’Ra woke to find herself out of sorts. She called for Charlotte,
hoping that a long head rub would soothe her irritable mood, but could not
get the satisfaction that normally came from such grooming.

“What is it, ZoZ0?” Charlotte always knew when her dragon was
fractious.

“I don’t know, Charlotte. We do not often mix with other dragons like
this, and it has put me on edge. Perhaps I just need to lie down and think for a
while. I need to plan our approach to the Dragon King about an alliance
through marriage, and I’m not sure which approach would work best, or even
which princess to suggest. I feel unprepared. That must be it. I hate being
unprepared.”

“Zo, would it help if I asked Kyra if we could use her perch? She is
rehearsing the dancers for tonight and won’t need it. It’s up on the higher
ledges, overlooking the domestics, but still near to the grooming bays. If she
is agreeable, I could stay and groom you and nobody will bother us.”

Although Zo’Ra could not see why Kyra would oblige, she was pleased
to learn she had, and found the ledge agreeable, sunny, quiet and unobserved.
As Charlotte got to work with the scales on her crown, Zo’Ra relaxed and
allowed her senses to widen in a drowsy half sleep of sounds, movement,
heat and her own thoughts.



Charlotte felt her dragon relax, smiled to herself, and began her
rhythmic manipulation of the scales—guaranteed to even out even the most
fiery of moods.

After a short while, Zo’Ra became aware of movement and noise on
the other side of the tapestry room divider, the one separating her from the
grooming bays. A few barked orders from humans preparing the bays
confirmed that the bays were being prepared for the princess dragons.

Sure enough, bright chatter and wafts of perfumed oils announced their
arrival and, after a certain amount of shifting about and giggling stumbles
over the bays, three dragon princesses finally relaxed into their grooming,
soft silences and appreciative whistles adding to the background hum of
busyness all around them.

As Charlotte worked her way scale by scale down the neck, spine and
saddle, Zo’Ra opened lazy whirling eyes on the domestic scenes below.
Humans worked diligently to prepare their dragon’s favourite foods for
snacking prior to the evening banquet. Livery and blankets were cleaned,
perfumed, aired, brushed, shaken and draped. Sugar, honey, almonds, fruits
and sweetened bread were pounded, mixed, shaped, baked, and sliced. As
Z0’Ra marvelled at the amount of work that went into providing dragons
with a simple mouthful of delightful flavour, she also noticed that her own
household was preparing much simpler fare.

She recognised her own favourite bread being sliced and wished she
had thought to ask for some of the more exotic tastes. Soon, though, she saw
people from other households dropping by her humans’ work pit and making
gifts of small packages of food. Her people were well thought of, it seemed,
though the looks of pity being cast their way did not escape her notice.

Their food. Their clothes.

A small worm wriggled in the pit of her gut, what she recognised as
shame. Keytes Cragg was a prominent WyrmDen, one of the highest in the
land, one with rightful ambition to be one of the greatest. And yet her people
did not wear the best livery, and her food was sparse. Their WyrmDen was
pitied. Pitied! This could not be allowed. Her ambition was for a WyrmDen
that was the envy and ambition of all dragons, not one that needed the charity
of others.

Which others? Who was being kind to her people, and why? As she
watched the ebb and flow of trade below, she realised that the goodwill being
shown her humans came in large part from trades commissioned and directed



by Kyra’s WyrmDen. Kyra. Her magnificent WyrmDen was being kindly
supported by that dreamy, pretty little nobody. It was subtle, such that very
few would know that her WyrmDen’s produce was not their own. She shifted
in annoyance. Zeflaw would have to make it clear to this infatuated dragon
that he was headed for a royal marriage. This adoration would be too
embarrassing if it got out.

Charlotte felt the change in mood and lay over her beloved dragon’s
spine, pulling shoulder scales towards her and releasing them alternatively ,
causing Zo’Ra to rock her head slightly, which had the intended advantage of
moving her attention away from whatever it was that had caused her to
frown.

The soft chatter in the grooming bays had been desultory and slow, but
hearing her brother’s name brought Zo’Ra’s head a half circle round, the
better to eavesdrop.

“You know he is going to try for a royal match, don’t you?”” This was
Arianthe, the elder dragon princess. “Nothing to do with me. Poppi has
already promised me to one of Uncle P’Pr’s war heroes. He hasn’t picked one
out yet, but there are a couple he has his eye on for next mating season. As
for you, Armarxa, you are to be sent abroad for an alliance. I heard Poppi
talking to Uncle P’Pr last night about it.” Armarxa was the middle princess.
This left Attricia, the youngest dragon, who bugled a soft giggle.

“He’s going to have to come for me then. He might be fine. He looks
nice. I do like a bit of flash!” Attricia did not appear to mind one way or the
other.

Zo’Ra was a little discomforted. Zeflaw was a catch! He could
certainly aspire to Arianthe as a local Hero Dragon, even though he had not
developed a war reputation on the Eastern front. Even Armarxa would not be
out of the question if Attricia could be persuaded to be the foreign bride.
Having Zeflaw dismissed so summarily was not flattering. Any princess
would be welcome at Keytes Cragg.

“At least you’ll not have to live at Keytes Cragg,” laughed Armarxa.

Zo0’Ra bristled.

“Oh goodness, could you imagine?” continued Armarxa. “Do you think
they ever actually heat the place? Maybe his sister just breathes on
everyone!” The princesses hooted their laughter.

“Poppi would have to cash in half the treasury to make the place even
barely liveable. I’ve heard the humans have to eat oats every day because



they won’t stock the larder.” Attricia trumpeted mockery and despair in equal
measure. “When we get anyone who has been there before coming here, they
practically kiss our cooks. I hear there is not one tiny thing that is not
absolutely essential to daily life. Not one scrap of paper, not one candle, not
one rug, not a single spice. Zeflaw might have a nice bit of flash and bang
about him, but nothing would make up for that. I like my comforts, so there is
no way | am going there.”

“Don’t worry, Marxy, that won’t happen. Poppi would never put you
through that, especially for a match that doesn’t bring us much glory. We will
bring him here, show him how a prince is supposed to live, and add his
treasure to ours. It’s the only thing Poppi is really interested in, although it
helps that he is beautiful too,” Arianthe said.

“Oh, goodness, we won’t have to have his sister, will we?”” Horror
seeped into Armarxa’s tone.

Zo’Ra lifted her chin.

“No, no, that would be taking things too far. I’'m not conducting
married life under that gimlet stare, thank you very much!”

Zo’Ra could imagine the theatrical shudder that accompanied the
words.

“No, love. We will leave her a bit of treasure to make sure she can
survive. Uncle P’Pr can give her up as a reward to an old soldier. Good
reward too—a WyrmDen, a bit of treasure, married into royalty, and an old
soldier won’t mind the rubbish food and the cold conditions. We won’t invite
them over that much.”

So Zo’Ra and her future were neatly stowed away.

Attendants came to collect the princesses for dressing, and Zo’Ra was
left with her thoughts. The future of her WyrmDen would not play out as she
had thought, a second royal household growing in power and influence. The
view she had been presented with was far from that. Alone with an old
soldier who may or may not have the wherewithal for a clutch of eggs in him,
and whose conversation she could predict even now. Cold, poor, hungry and
forever wishing things were otherwise.

Charlotte, understanding little of what had been said, but knowing her
dragon’s mood, wrapped her arms around Zo’Ra’s neck and hugged her tight.
After a while, Zo’Ra asked her to fetch Zeflaw. They needed to talk.

*



Zeflaw was surprised to be called for a flight away from the party, but
understood his sister wanted privacy. As she related to him the overheard
conversation, he grew still and cold.

“So that is how they see it, Zef. Take our wealth, install you in the
household as some sort of pretty accessory, and pension me off to an old
soldier. Our dreams, my dream, for Keytes Cragg to become a powerful
household is just not going to happen. Not if you marry into their WyrmDen.
They said Keytes Cragg was a dreadful place, cold and unwelcoming. If they
think that, they won’t be alone. I have gone badly wrong, Zef. I thought a
royal marriage would take us where we should be, give us an important house
with influence. Looks like if we still want that, and I do, we need another
plan. We deserve it, Zef. Our family has been on the rise for years. It is our
time to shine. We just need to work out how we do it.”

“But how do we get there? If the royal household doesn’t want another
powerful house, how can we fight that?” Zeflaw replied.

“We can’t. We need to grow a house from a solid base. I thought we
would have that with your marriage, but not if they just absorb you into
theirs. We would have to find a way of becoming powerful without seeming
to become powerful. To do that, we would need all the major WyrmDens to
be on our side, get them to want to help us. Goodness knows how we go
about getting that without anyone thinking we have such lofty ambitions.”

Zeflaw looked thoughtful. “We don’t really have a reason for them to
side with us on anything, Zo. I’'m not sure if any of them like us enough to go
out of their way to help us. Why should they want to be our friends? It isn’t
as 1f we have such a brilliant social life. If we must rely on the major
WyrmDens to stand up for us, it will take us years to feel safe.”

They sat in silence for a while, each thinking about how their dreams
were in tatters. Dragons needed to protect themselves all the time from being
absorbed into other WyrmDens, being taken over, having their treasure
confiscated. Zo’Ra only wanted to bring baby dragons into a household
where she could feel safe. They would have a stable family, a fulfilling life,
without the danger that went with not having these things. She and Zeflaw
had already survived such a takeover battle, but only just, and at the cost of
their parents’ lives. That was when she had resolved to build their WyrmDen
into one of powerful influence. She wanted her baby dragons to have a better
future than she and her brother had experienced.



“So, Zef,” she began again, “we need to have a way of getting to all the
major WyrmDens to start building our new life. Our non-royal life.”

“That’s easy.” Zeflaw smiled. “Just follow Kyra about. After her
performances this week, I will bet every single WyrmDen invites her to visit.
She has had a triumph. She will be the most celebrated dragon in the world
for the next few months.”

Zo0’Ra felt something move deep within her chest. Kyra. Pretty Kyra.
Kyra, who loved Zeflaw. Kyra, who could access every part of dragon
society with her newfound celebrity. Kyra, who understood what it took to
provide guests with comfort and luxury. She lifted her head and turned it
towards Zeflaw, holding his eyes for a long moment. She saw the same
realisation dawn on him.

“Oh, Zo. Could she? Could she be the answer?”

“It feels right, Zef. She is well liked by all the major households. She is
talented, beautiful, charming. She loves you, which makes planning easier.
And, more importantly, she presents absolutely no threat to our ruling family
at all. With her we could build a power base around the arts. Nobody is
threatened by the arts, but everyone wants beauty in their lives. And we have
plenty of time to think it through. One question, though. How do you feel
about flying a minor dragon? You were destined for a royal house.”

“Zo’Ra, Kyra has been in my life since we were practically eggs. She
has a special place in my heart, and to have her with me forever would be as
good as I could ever hope for. But we must promise now, right now and
forever, she must never be made to feel as if she were a second-best choice.
She must never know we were plotting, and she became a part of our plot. I
mean it. We treat her as a queen. And to be honest, if she saves our dreams,
she deserves no less. I mean it, Zo. You can be pretty cutting when you want.
Bite your tongue around her. You’ll hate it, but it won’t work if you don’t.”

Z0’Ra’s eyes narrowed into slits. She saw the sense in what her brother
was saying, and she accepted that he was right, but it would be difficult for
her. She was not used to being second. She nodded once.

Zeflaw moved to stand in front of his sister, close enough to breathe her
smoke, and rested his great head against hers. She leant against his jaw, her
eyes closed, and allowed herself to relax a little. They took strength from
each other, heads together as they had been in all their closest moments. After
a while, they returned to the party, the morning sun cresting the horizon in a
clear sky. It promised to be a beautiful day.



The crowd was agitated in anticipation. The dance the previous day had
whetted their appetite, and everyone wanted to see how the dancers would
interpret this phase of life, the joy of love, the mating flight, the beauty of a
full heart. Human musicians carried a formal dance through the crowds to
their places at the centre of the field, playing all the while and creating a
visual feast as their steps took them to their places.

They finished on one clear note, a soaring cry of ethereal longing that
simply did not stop, and which resolved itself into a trumpet call from the
launching ledge as Kyra flew out, calling her longing and yearning in one
heartfelt note. Her wings had been tipped with fringes of spun gold, longer
than her own length, flowing behind her in a patterned cloud of beauty, grace
and charm. At the point where she could be seen from all parts of the field,
she whirled upwards, her golden fringe spiralling perfectly behind. Her
supporting dancers flew from the launching ledge, a synchronised cloud of
perfectly rehearsed young dragons performing complicated twists, flypasts,
swoops and falls.

Dragon elders smiled fondly, newly matched dragons sent affectionate
glances, dragon children pretended to understand. Far above them, Kyra
began her ritualistic calling dance, summoning from the field those suitors
who would mate her, those who felt up to the task of winning her heart, those
who would provide her with eggs into the future.

As this was a performance, it was not expected that any suitors would
actually appear, so it was with a gasp of surprise that the crowd noticed a
large male dragon lift from the crowd and slowly drift upwards. Huge, black
and silver scales left glinting trails of silver smoke. Lord P’Pr was an
amazing sight.

Halfway towards the patterns Kyra was creating with her golden
fringed wings, he began the subtle motions of the pleading suitor. These
moves, on an older, elegant dragon, took on a new air of sophistication. His
years of air combat gave his flight an effortless style. Decades of close flying
between fire-breathing enemies gave his swoops and turns a dangerous finish.
The tiny flicks of the wing phalanges that completed each whirl gave the
older dragon ladies a catch in their throats. There had not been such a show
of style for many years, and everyone knew they would remember this dance
for decades to come.

High above the crowded field, Kyra completed a difficult twisted loop,
confident in her capture of the crowd’s attention. She glanced down and



almost lost her balance. A dark black and silver shape snaked over her vision,
leaving a trail of glittering silver smoke. Large, imposing and unmistakeable,
Lord P’Pr had signalled his interest in her in the most public, most appalling,
way possible. Stumbling through her trills, she found again the music of the
dance, now bitter in its romance, mocking in its girlish hopes.

She bugled her need for her heart’s desire, all the while trying not to
see his silhouette across her faceted eyes. Lord P’Pr. The dreaded Lord P’Pr.
User of dragons, collector of beauty, wasteful of life on the Eastern ranges.
By flying up in such a public way, he had made it known he wanted her, and
now nobody else would dare. Never mind that this was not her mating dance,
that it was a scheduled and rehearsed performance. Never mind that they had
never exchanged two words. Never mind that for the past few years several
young bucks had made it clear they would be flying for her.

Now there was only Lord P’Pr. She was under no obligation, of course,
but the pressure now would be immense. Once the Dragon King’s brother
had made it known he was in the running, it would be socially and politically
ruinous not to take it seriously. As she led her troupe in the middle stages of
the call for the love dance, she was mentally burning herself with her own
flames for making such a perfect spectacle of a performance. How else would
she have come to his notice? Overplaying her hand. Putting herself firmly in
the limelight. Making a show of herself. So much for showing Zeflaw what
he would be missing when he made his play for a princess. Idiot. She
abandoned her dancers, much to their surprise, and spun out for the clouds.

Down on the field, Zo’Ra and Zeflaw drew breath and looked hard at
each other.

“Well, that does it. We have no time. You have to do this now,” Zo’Ra
whispered. “You cannot let Lord P’Pr fly her without challenge. I thought we
would have more time, but this changes everything. I know we are not ready,
but we must make our play now. You have to get up there.”

“I know. This is it, Zo. Before I go, though, I want you to know I go
happily. Flying for Kyra instead of a princess is not going against my heart. |
go willingly and with joy. You have not put me on a path [ would not have
chosen.”

“Thank you for that, Zef. Go before Lord P’Pr actually marries her.
Go!”

The attention of the crowd was on the flying dragons circling high
above them. Lord P’Pr produced clever wing turns, spirals of dragon smoke



framing spectacular whirls. Kyra was barely visible in the higher clouds, the
occasional flash of peacock blues and greens, golden trails and pure high
notes. Her distance signalled a call for other dragons to join the flight,
although few thought this would happen, given Lord P’Pr’s interest.

Little by little the attention was drawn to a small patch of field where a
golden dragon had created a space on which he was making slow arcs with
his wings. Nudges and whispers drew eyes away from the clouds and to the
field.

From her position amongst the highest clouds, Kyra noticed the
widening circle on the field, the centre of which seemed a sparkling gem of
gold and red. She saw the drifts of gold smoke as the wings moved
rhythmically. Zeflaw. It was Zeflaw!

She drew a shuddering breath, the first for what seemed like forever,
and allowed her heart to hope. Please fly. Please, please fly. Please fly.
Please, please fly. This set the beat for a new trill in the softest register, one
which started as a breath, but which became a clear bugle call, a welcome for
the new contender, a cry from her hopeful young heart.

Her support troupe learned this simple beat quickly and very soon it
was the chant of the afternoon, one which leant itself very well to their
rehearsed moves. Even the children on the ground were soon making the
same moves, echoing on the field the newly described spectacle in the skies.

*

Zeflaw inhaled a great lungful of air, drawing it into his inner frame to
produce his signature smoke. It had taken years to perfect, sharpened gold
with traces of copper. Now he directed it under his wings and began a slow
buffering action, herding his smoke and pillowing it into a ground-based
cloud. As the cloud reached up onto his flanks, he had the attention of the
entire field.

He lifted his head from his chest and bugled a clarion call loud enough
to be heard even as high as Kyra flew. Certainly high enough for Lord P’Pr’s
ears. He smiled when he heard it. He had not been challenged in far too long.
This would be fun. Local hero dragon going against a war-honed fighting
master. Golden flash and bang brought down by experience and a well-
judged claw. He would not hurt the young buck too badly, just enough to
show who was, and would always be, victorious. And his sister. Show her,



too. Show her he still had more than was needed; he was still worth her
notice. He wheeled round to be ready to perform the challenge ritual. The
field was certainly getting the full show.

Zeflaw drew into himself, a standing launch being one of the hardest
for a dragon of his size. The golden, red and copper cloud beneath him hid
the less elegant part of the move. The launch itself was clean, spectacular. He
thrust more golden smoke under his wings to produce a trail from his base,
and his ascent was tracked by everyone within sight. Powerful pumping
wings propelled him upwards, heading for Kyra’s pattern. He knew his flight
would be interrupted. The ritual demanded it. Even so, he was surprised at his
jump of fear when Lord P’Pr appeared as if from nowhere.

Black and silver and flashes of green, Lord P’Pr’s smoke, obscured
them from the field. They faced each other in the air, their wings holding
them in place. They only had a moment before their moves would take them
in the circles their formal dance required.

“I thought you were headed to my brother’s palace, dragon boy. You
are in the wrong place.”

“I thought so too, my Lord. Apparently, though, my heart thought
otherwise.”

“Your heart, is it? Well, boy, pretty wings up there will still be
available when I am done with her. A year, maybe. Possibly two. Get
yourself back to your WyrmDen, child. I’ve heard it’s a cold place. Get it
warmed up for when I have had enough of young Kyra.”

Zeflaw felt his blood burn. An unfamiliar feeling started in his ears, a
drumming sound with a heated pounding. His eyes locked with Lord P’Pr’s.
Without a word, he let his hatred show. This then was what it felt like.
Jealousy. Possessiveness. He was astounded at his own reaction. There was
no way in this lifetime that Lord P’Pr was going to get near Kyra. The
thought was intolerable.

He wheeled away to describe the moves of the ritual. As did Lord P’Pr,
who smiled to himself. Really, the boy was too easy to rile. He could almost
laugh at the simplicity of his strategy. With a couple of words, he had turned
his rival from a clever dragon with youth on his side to a raw, heated mess of
emotions. Subtlety would be lost, his moves becoming predictable. Love,
indeed.

Above them, Kyra saw the ritual being played out. The circling, the
first approach, and now the wheeled arcs all part of the well-known dance of



the mating rivals. The second approach would be the cresting, each rival
providing a display of strength with a grand display of chest scales,
wingspan, teeth and claws.

Sure enough, they met again after a few arcs to display their flying
skills. Lord P’Pr sneered at the younger dragon as they took their fighting
positions, hovering in the air. Each opened their wings wide, pushed forward
their chest scales to their fullest extent, bared their teeth and flexed their
claws. Lord P’Pr’s chest was a mass of old scars. He carried the marks of
battles hard fought and won. No local hero dragon could look at those
without a level of awe due such wounds. They told the tale of fights and war.
Any young rival would feel the same, smaller, lesser.

Zeflaw did not allow his feelings of inadequacy to reach his glittering
eyes. He held Lord P’Pr’s gaze as he too made the spread. Lord P’Pr allowed
himself a cool, calculating glance the length of Zeflaw’s body, noting his
grace, his beauty, his undoubted athleticism. Pity, almost, to scar such a
beast. As he was lifting his gaze to Zeflaw’s eyes, he caught a glitter of
copper in the scales of the chest. Closer examination saw a strange bronze, a
shimmer of green. Zo’Ra’s colours. They carried each other’s colours. He’d
heard that about them but had not thought it a reality. Now he would bet that
somewhere in Zo’Ra’s scales he would find a streak of red and gold. They
carried each other’s colours. Nothing he did to Zeflaw would be forgotten by
Zo’Ra. Lord P’Pr and Zeflaw held each other’s eyes as they turned again in
the final wheel of the ritual.

As he wheeled away, Lord P’Pr glanced down into the field. Zo’Ra was
easy to pick out, an elegant shape in a patch of cleared grass. Alone, as the
ritual played out. He looked at her, solitary and graceful, her head held high
as her brother determined the fate of their household. Pride was clear in every
line. Something snagged at his eye, a line that was not elegant. Something out
of place. Ah, yes, her tail. The final length of the tail lay at an odd angle.
Broken in childhood, defending her brother. He had heard the story. As he
described the moves of the dance high in the clouds, he realised that she
would always defend her brother, even if it cost her dearly. Making an enemy
of Zeflaw closed any door there might remain to becoming closer to her.
Perhaps this ridiculous playacting might be useful after all.

He could plot as well as any dragon, and this change of events might
offer opportunities he had not considered. He knew Zo’Ra was very good at
plotting. He had been blind not to see her hand behind this. She had sent her



brother to the pretty Kyra instead of a princess. She must have a plot. He
could get behind it or become the enemy of it. There was a way of putting
himself in her path, making her notice him. Make her accommodate him. As
he dipped wings and flew the patterns of the final dance, he resolved to take
part in whatever game this was.

Zeflaw saw Lord P’Pr’s final approach and clenched his sharpened
teeth for the final stage of the dance. This was where they would fly close
past each other, able to take their claws, teeth and wings to do harm to their
rival to show their superiority. He felt sure Lord P’Pr would want blood. He
drew a deep breath, readied his smoke, and allowed each claw to spring free.

High above them, Kyra saw their circling, their wheeling, and now
their final drawing together. Soon she would have to make her choice, to fly
down to them and make it clear which, if any, dragon she would have fly for
her. Of course, it would be Zeflaw, but in doing so she would be making
enemies of half the aristocracy. Not her preferred result. But if it took her to
Zeflaw, she would face any challenge. She trilled her song with heart, led her
troupe to their final measures, took her position above the rivals and waited
for her choice to be invited.

On the field below, Simon and Charlotte watched the afternoon’s dance
with astonishment. They had prepared themselves to be taken to the Palace
for whatever courting rituals would take place between Zeflaw and the
princesses. Zeflaw flying for Kyra had not crossed their minds. Now,
however they realised that whatever the outcome of this dance, Zeflaw would
not be leaving Keytes Cragg. He would not be leaving Zo’Ra. They could be
together. For as long as their dragons stayed together, they could rely on it.
They could make a home. Plan for children. Be together. As one, they
reached for each other, eyes focussed on the sky, tears tumbling down their
cheeks.

The final approach made, Zeflaw flexed his outer claws, ready for the
first pass. Lord P’Pr took his proscribed route to Zeflaw’s flank, but before
contact pulled sharply up into a confrontation stance.

Zeflaw, surprised, skidded past, wings dipped and claws quickly



tightened. He squared up as well, both dragons hovering in a pause not found
in this part of the ceremony. He pulsed with adrenalin, ready to fight, ready to
score lengths across his opponent’s scales, ready for anything except this.

“My Lord?” he began, uncertain.

“My boy,” Lord P’Pr countered, a sly smile playing around his
glittering teeth. “I am about to give you a gift. Quite a significant one. |
expect you to understand it and use it. If not you, then your sister. She is
behind this, I know. I see her hand, Zeflaw. I see it and I respect it. You are
about to start a whole new game, and [ will be a part of it. It starts now.
Whatever it is she is plotting, it will benefit from a link to the royal house.
Especially as you have now put yourself firmly outside their favour. Play out
this delightful little drama. Make this the story you will be remembered for.
A love story straight out of legend, giving up a throne for love. For my part, I
will give you the gift of making your story more powerful. I am going to
yield to you, young buck. The great Lord P’Pr yields to love. Who would
have thought it?”” He laughed softly, as much at Zeflaw’s expression as at his
own situation. “Do you understand? Do you get it? You win. You get the
girl. I am shamed and to be pitied. My first defeat and all for love. Take my
gift and make the most of it. After a year, maybe two, expect me to come to
you to claim a reward. Tell your sister. Expect me.”

With that, he wheeled over, flying upside down under Zeflaw in the
traditional display of yielding, a picture of defeat.

On the field, the crowd could not believe what they were seeing. Lord
P’Pr, veteran of more battles than could be told, was yielding to a young hero
without a claw being used. This was unprecedented. This would keep dinner
parties talking for years.

Zo’Ra held her breath. This was playing out like a fable of eons ago. A
story as old as time itself. The yielding was a master stroke. She recognised it
for what it was and knew she would eventually pay the price. She admired
the elegance of the play Lord P’Pr had made, while being aghast at its daring.
She watched as his trail of smoke disappeared over the hills, for all the world
a defeated lover racing to lick his wounds.

High in the clouds, Kyra saw the yield. She realised the elegance of the
move. Now her dance could be completed and would be remembered as a
great love, a wondrous tale to be retold over and over, growing in romance,
more brilliant with every retelling. She had seen them leave last night, Zo’Ra
agitated and angry from her wings to her scowl. Zeflaw followed hesitantly



behind. She had waited and watched them return in the dawn, slow and
ponderous, together in their flight. Clearly something had been decided
between them, something that resulted in this—her beloved Zeflaw arrowing
up through the clouds towards her, his face a joy to see, happy and loving.

She was not going to ask any questions. She had her part to play and
she would play it joyfully, whatever it was. Whatever plot was in hand, she
would find out in time, and if she had her place beside Zeflaw then she would
be content. Aware how well she plotted, Kyra hoped Zo’Ra had great things
in store for her.

Zeflaw was on his final approach towards her. She opened her wings
and trilled her delighted welcome.
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Ona good day my dragon is merely adequate. [ have no problem with troll,

yeti, or even feral pig, but dragons tend to lisp, so getting the sibilance correct
means the difference between “It’s nice to meet you,” and “It’s nice to eat
you.” Awkward as a manner of introduction. And, if truth be told, when King
Olav asked for a translator, I thought he had a more mundane task in mind
and not one that risked incineration.

“We can’t have dragons burning half the villages of the kingdom,”
Olav said to me with a look of consternation bordering on despair.

“Forgive me sire, but I thought knights were supposed to take care of
that?” I said in return.

Olav shook his head slowly, as though he had to explain something for
the hundredth time. “Slaying’s not the answer. Diplomacy. That’s what I’'m
after.”

[ might have admired such tomfoolery if I wasn’t the one putting his
life in jeopardy. But a king is a king even if the crown rests on a head filled
with fluff.

Our journey to Nordlund expended a good deal of energy—oaring
across the fjord in an open-air longboat with temps hovering near freezing
and singing, “Good King Olav” to the accompaniment of Geog’s thumping
wooden leg in lieu of his damaged drum, but when we arrived, the mayor of
Nordlund and his council of elders welcomed us with hearty backslaps and
several hoorays.

“King Olav,” the mayor said with a head bob and winter breath that
floated ominously toward us, “Nordlund is at your service.” The mayor
offered Olav an elk horn of mead and a hunk of roasted reindeer.

Olav waved away the mead. “Honey allergy,” he explained.



The mayor bowed and motioned to one of the council members. The
man opened a scroll and cleared his throat. “Ahem.”

Again, Olav waved the declaration away saying, “Appreciate the
sentiment, but we’re here on a diplomatic mission.”

“So we were told,” the mayor said. “Dragon hunt?”

“Negotiations, actually.”

“Negotiations? A little late for that.” The mayor combed his gray beard
with his fingers while the council members fidgeted with their short swords.
Olav’s eyebrows, like two cumulonimbus clouds, collided over a

crooked nose. “How s0?”

“I assumed this was more of a hunting mission. Syeer destroyed half a
dozen houses in the village last week. Nothing left but ash and bone. Time
for negotiations is up. Revenge is what Nordlunders want.”

[ was in complete agreement. A good slaying was in order, but I held
my tongue—a virtue that had my tongue still in my mouth.

“This Syeer ... what provoked his attack?”

“Provoked? Syeer doesn’t need reasons for killing. It’s in her nature,”
the mayor said.

Olav’s rested one hand upon his broad sword while the other scratched
his chin. “Her nature. Syeer’s female?”

“Not that it makes a difference ... male or female. Dragons be born
with a need to destroy, and Syeer has made it her task to do just that. So, if
you’re looking for volunteers to join in your negotiations, you’re not likely to
find any among the living.”

Olav pushed his way through the throng of council members, shouting,
“Not looking for volunteers. Just directions.”

The mayor quickened his pace to keep up with Olav. “I’ll have Erik
show you. He knows the eyrie. Good lad, not afraid of dragon’s breath, and
expendable.”

Dragon’s breath, as I was led to believe, meant how dragon-fire kept
burning on wooden structures, stone houses, and human flesh. It literally
adhered to any material—even water—to keep the flames from being doused.

“Send him to my ship. We leave at mid-sun.” Olav continued his long
strides up the ship’s docking plank and into his private cabin.

My eyes glanced at the sun, which had barely risen above the horizon.
Mid-sun was a finger or two away. Winter in Nordlund bathed everyone in
darkness and a bit of depression. A feeling of doom shadowed my own usual



good spirits as I followed Olav up the gangway.
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Much to my surprise, Erik turned out to be the mayor’s nephew, not yet
even to beard-hood, but he was remarkably adept at keeping the king’s
attention while pointing out the local attractions.

“This sire,” Erik said, motioning to a cliff dotted with squawking birds,
“is where the auks make their winter homes. Legend has it the auks at one
time traveled south to warmer nesting sites, but dragons-fire has kept this
particular cliff pleasantly cozy for the birds and now they’re here year-
round.”

Olav raised an eyebrow. “Why would a dragon waste dragon-fire on a
collection of migratory birds?”

“Probably for a food source,” I ventured.

Olav turned and glared, and I quietly slipped to the rear of our caravan.

Undaunted, Erik corrected my assumption. “That’s what I thought,” he
began. “But it turns out dragons and auks are relatives, and dragons look out
for kin.”

The boy kept up an ongoing travelogue every step of the journey. “Now
to your left,” he said, indicating an inlet in the fjord, “is where white sea
serpents birth their young in late spring.”

“Sea serpents? Thought they were just a myth,” Olav said.

Erik brightened at the opportunity to set the record straight. “Oh,
they’re real enough, but their numbers have been greatly reduced by whalers
and fishing vessels who trawl these waters.” Then his expression darkened, as
though a storm of helicates had flown overhead. “In a few more years, they
may become myths.”

“I don’t understand,” Olav complained. “Why would anyone hunt sea
serpents?”

Erik pulled on the King’s winter garment. “This coat,” he said, “is
made of sea serpent. Waterproof and cold repellant. Saves Nordlund’s
forests, but at what cost? Soon, sea serpents will become extinct, and the
forests will be cut down for firewood. We can plant more trees, but we can’t
repopulate an extinct species.”

Olav opened his mouth to say something, but only came up with a
menacing, “Hmmm.”



And so it went for the entire trek. By dusk, I had learned about every
animal species living, or no longer living, on the Nordlund coast. I was sure
the boy would soon tire, but his knowledge and voice knew no limits. It
wasn’t until we set up camp for the evening, | had the opportunity to listen to
the peaceful sounds of silence.

While Olav’s guard gathered firewood for a dinner of roast salmon, |
stretched out under my thin blanket and watched as the stars began their
journey across the heavens. Any god overlooking this venture must have
surely fallen asleep thanks to Erik’s recitation of all things flora or fauna. As
my eyes closed, I heard the sound of someone’s light footfalls approach.
When they stopped, I opened one eye.

“You don’t believe in the king’s mission,” Erik said quietly.

My other eyelid struggled open. “What do you want, boy?”

“The others,” he said, indicating the king’s retinue, “they’re here
because they have to be. They’re here to protect. Be it dragon or a bunch of
angry villagers, they must put themselves between the king and whatever
menace threatens him.”

“So0?” I hoped this conversation wouldn’t last through supper but hopes
had a way of being dashed.

“You’re different,” Erik said. “You’ll influence the outcome of King
Olav’s talks with Syeer.”

“So?”

“So, if you don’t believe in the mission, that could be reflected in how
you translate.” The boy fidgeted with his thin coat, scratching something on
his back.

I hadn’t thought of it that way before, but the boy was wrong. I
translated literally. No opportunity to add opinion. “Shouldn’t you be
planting trees or something?”

“That’s what I mean.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t much like me, so if I were to offer good advice, you might
not listen ... or maybe listen, but misinterpret.” This time Erik’s feet refused
to find a comfortable spot on the ground. “That kind of prejudice could sway
the king.”

[ managed to get up on one elbow, eying the boy with something less
than animosity. “I tell Olav what is said. Nothing more and nothing less. We
take an oath to interpret without partiality.”



“Good. Just wanted to make sure.” Erik turned and headed for the fire
pit being dug.

“Hold on, boy.” I sat up and felt the cold wind lash through me.
“What’s your interest in this? Syeer’s a mankiller. Why you taking sides?”

Without turning, Erik shrugged his answer and continued walking.
%

Morning found us blanketed in snow, the fire pit having burned up all
available wood. Olav decided a brief meal of cold cheese and bread would
suffice for the remainder of the journey, so my bones ached from the frigid
air and frozen ground, and my stomach growled for something warm. [ now
wished I’d had the money for a coat lined with sea serpent.

Erik told Olav we still had half a day’s trek before we reached Syeer’s
burrow. I imagined that was more than enough time for the boy to rattle on
about what lived in the nearby permafrost, things indigenous to ice and snow,
but by midmorning and half our journey later, Erik hadn’t said a word.
Instead, he led the single file of King and kingsmen with his hands stuffed
into his jacket pockets and his lips locked. As much as I abhorred the boy’s
orations, there was something eerily unnatural about this recent reversal of
character, something as strange as it was ominous.

“You look a little pale,” Olav said as he matched strides with me.

My skin was white, my hair blond, my teeth the color of frozen rabbit
pelts. What was there about me that was not pale? “Must be the cold,” I said.

“Ha! We’ll soon have a remedy for that.” He slapped me on the back
with his gloved hand and joined Erik for the remainder of our journey.
Humor was not one of the more endearing traits of the king.

When the sun reached its winter zenith—two fat fingers above the
horizon—Erik held up his hand, and the procession stopped.

“What is it, boy?” Olav asked.

“We’re here,” he said.

Olav scanned the distance before turning back to Erik. “Where?”

“Syeer’s lair,” he explained.

Again, Olav peered into the falling snow, putting his hand above his
eyes, as though shielding a blinding sun. “I don’t see it,” he said finally.

“It’s not meant to be seen,” the boy explained. “Only felt.”

Curious as that sounded, I understood what he implied. Every hair on
the nape of my neck stood erect, accompanied by a tingling along the surface



of my skin. “Sire,” I said, addressing the king as he gazed into the white
wilderness, “maybe it’s best we let the lad show us.”

Olav gleaned a few crumbs of breakfast from his beard with his fingers
while listening to the echoes of a solitary raptor overhead. “Spose we could,”
he said without conviction.

Meanwhile, Erik had loosened his pack and began trudging up a small
snow-covered knoll. “This way,” he said, and our procession moved on.

At the top of the knoll, the boy stopped, turned and watched us
approach from below. I wasn’t exactly sure what happened next, for there
was a good deal of confusion as the knoll began to rumble and shake. It was
as though the hill had suddenly decided to grow again and with it the boy as
he rose upward.

The king’s party drew their swords and forced Olav into a tight circle
surrounded by his wary defenders. From atop the knoll, the boy spread his
arms and said, “This is Syeer.”

Once a snow-encrusted hill had suddenly become a dragon of
momentous proportions. Erik stood on the dragon’s head while below him
Syeer’s wings shook chunks of ice and snow from the remainder of her scaly
body. The dragon yawned and puffed a small ring of smoke into the icy air.

“Jacob,” the king cried. It was the first time I had ever heard Olav call
me by name, although I understood in times of high anxiety people clung to
names as to flotsam after the ship goes down.

“Sire?” I replied.

“Do something.”

The something I think he was referring to was something that would
prevent King and entourage from being roasted alive. “Of course, sire.”
While dragon dialect had two distinct forms—northern and southern—I was
pretty sure Syeer fell into the northern category. “Good morrow, Syeer,” |
said in northern dragon.

Syeer lowered her head and opened one red eye in my direction. “What
do you want, hooman?”

I dutifully translated for the king what I thought Syeer had just said.
Olav, for his part, stepped out of his ring of protectors and advanced toward
the mountain of green scales. “My name is King Olav,” said the king.

Syeer bent her head in the direction of the king and inhaled. “You don’t
smell like a king.”

The acid in my stomach began to rise along with this morning’s bread



and cheese. “I believe she understands what you said,” I told Olav. Syeer
slowly opened her second eye so that both were focused on me rather than
the king.

“That makes things easier,” the king said. “Syeer,” and here he
addressed the dragon directly, “why are you destroying all my villages in
Nordlund?”

It was not how negotiations should have begun. Usually there’s small
talk, asking how the family is doing, what changes in your life have been
made since the new year ... that sort of thing, but Olav was direct and left
everything in Syeer’s court.

“Syeer’s land, not hoomans.”

I translated for the king, only changing hoomans to humans, as |
believed that was what she was referring to.

The king spread his arms out. “There’s plenty of land here. Humans
can share with Syeer.”

That brought forth a couple more smoke rings from the dragon’s
nostrils. “Share? Hoomans don’t share. They take.”

Syeer added a guttural sound after the last take that I was not familiar
with. Perhaps i1t was a hiccup, or a derogatory snort, but I left it out of my
translation.

Olav gestured to one of his men, who quickly rushed forward with a
leather bag of something, which he handed the king. “A hundred gold
crullers,” Olav said, lifting the bag for Syeer to see. “They’re yours and a
thousand more if you’ll leave Nordlund and take up residence in the arctic
region.”

Syeer’s head came perilously close to the king as she eyed the bag of
gold. “What do I want with gold?”

I translated Syeer’s response, and the king upped the ante. “Ten
thousand crullers,” he shouted into the heightening wind.

“I have no need of gold,” Syeer bellowed, and this time added a flicker
of flame, singeing Olav’s beard.

I turned to Olav, concerned that if he simply offered more gold, he
might be in for a charring. “Sire, Syeer has no need for gold.”

Flustered, Olav threw the bag in Syeer’s direction. “Everyone knows
dragons hoard gold. She’s just bargaining for more.”

“With all due respect, sire, I don’t think that’s the case here.” As a
translator, it wasn’t my right to contradict the king, but Olav ran the risk of



never returning to Yungsburg, not in one piece.

“A hundred thousand crullers and that’s my final offer,” Olav shouted.

Syeer raised a left foot, her talon as large as two broadswords, and
pointed at the king. “Little man, I don’t want your gold.”

As with any effective negotiations, some liberty in translation had to be
done, so little man became small human. It was Erik who intervened at this
very crucial time. High upon Syeer’s neck, the boy yelled, “King Olav, Syeer
doesn’t guard a hoard of gold. She watches over something more precious.”
Then he bent down and whispered into the dragon’s ear.

“What?” Olav said. “What’s the boy talking about?”

Rising from her winter bed, Syeer lifted her wings and revealed two
golden eggs beneath her. “This is Syeer’s treasure,” Erik yelled. It was, as it
always must be, that time when truth triumphs over invention and we see
what we are truly made of, whether we believe what is before our eyes or
what others would have us believe because we heard it from their lips.

I watched as Olav’s jaw dropped, his eyes transfixed on the true nature
of things. “But ... but ... that means...” Unable to finish his thought, Olav
sank to his knees in the snow.

“Translator,” Erik yelled from the dragon’s back. “You’ve spoken the
truth today. I wasn’t sure you had it in you. Tell the people of Nordlund,
Syeer will leave their villages untouched as long as they leave her children
untouched. But should they come looking for a hoard of gold, they’ll find an
angry mother who will do anything to protect her children. I’m sure the
women of Nordlund will understand.”

After that, there was a swirling of blinding snow as Syeer rose into the
afternoon sky, two golden eggs clutched in her talons, and a boy—who had
become a man—who now appeared to have sprouted a stubble of wings on
his shoulders as he rode on the dragon’s back.
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Lu peered around the corner of the parlor in her mistress’ home, reluctant

to enter. Being a two-foot-tall, multi-colored dragon who could no longer fly,
Lulu’s main job in the elegant house was to light the fires in the hearths. She
began earlier in the afternoon than normal, as a chill had come over the
Settlement, warning that winter would soon be here.

It took longer to stack the twigs and logs in the hearths than it did to
light them with her heated breath. She had finished the one in her mistress’
bedroom first and then lit the two smaller ones in the daughters’ bedrooms.
She usually did the parlor fireplace next, but there were people in the fussy
room.

Memories of her previous mistress, the mother of her current one,
flooded Lulu’s mind. The woman had loved parading Lulu into the parlor in
front of her influential friends, showing off the dragon’s rainbow-colored
wings. Lulu had loved to swoop over the heads of the astonished, finely
dressed women who would clap and smile at her. She had felt free even
though she was a prisoner in the house.

But that had been more than a decade ago. Her happy memories
morphed into the pain of when it had ended. No one showed her off anymore,
and she had learned the hard way that her current mistress, who treated her
more like a slave than a pet, didn’t want to see Lulu unless requested.

As the little dragon looked over her shoulder, debating whether she
should move on to another fireplace or wait a moment, she heard the two
women standing in the parlor raise their voices. Lulu cringed at the anger
pouring off her mistress. That usually didn’t end well for anyone. She peeked
around the corner to see if she had anything to fear.

“I don’t care what you want. I’m not giving up my dragon. You can go



find your own.” Lula’s mistress, dressed in a deep gray day dress, crossed her
arms and frowned at the other woman who had her back to Lulu.

“Patria, be reasonable. The ceremony won’t hurt it, and you’ll have
your pet back in no time.”

“No.” The older woman slashed downward with her flattened hand.
“That dragon has been in my family for sixty years, Marta. I inherited it from
my mother, and if it lives long enough, I will pass it on to my daughters. No
one has the right to use it but me.”

Marta’s shaggy blonde hair bounced as she shrugged. “Fine. You can
hold it as the fire baptism is performed. You know what an honor it is to be
part of this. Our Settlement is only receiving this ceremony because the
firemancer from the Creekside Settlement is visiting Councilwoman Hans.”

Patria tilted her head and seemed to consider the offer. “It won’t be
hurt, will it?”” she rolled her eyes. “It’s bad enough that it can’t fly anymore.”

The other woman shrugged again. “I’ve never seen a fire baptism, but
the thing is a dragon. Surely fire can’t hurt it. More importantly, the
ceremony will give power to both our families. And power to your
daughters.”

Patria closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “That is what is most
important. Selna and Nadra must have good matches, men who will
recognize my authority and power in the Settlement.” Opening her eyes, she
stared hard at Marta. “All right. It makes sense to use my dragon. However,
I’m going to talk to the firemancer first. The thing may be slow, and only
good for making fires, but it must not be damaged. No ritual can improve the
prestige of owning a dragon.

Marta said something that Lulu couldn’t hear, and her mistress smiled.
Quietly, Lulu waddled away. It would be safer to light the dining room
fireplace right now.

Right before dinner, Lulu sat on a stool in the well-appointed kitchen.
There were community kitchens and dining areas for the general population,
but Lulu’s mistress liked to eat by herself or with her daughters, and so had
her own kitchen and cook. Lulu’s job was to relight the fire inside the big
stove when necessary. Lulu didn’t consider anyone in this strange town a
friend, though Cook came close. The wide-faced, motherly woman slipped



Lulu forbidden food and talked to the little dragon as if she were more than a
pet.

Lulu never answered, and wasn’t even sure her voice worked anymore,
but she liked to hear Cook talk about her large family and life outside the
house.

“And just today, my son went to work in the planting fields for the first
time. He was scared, but I had his older brothers talk to him, and soon he
strutted around, knowing how important his job was.” She lowered her voice.
“You know, little one, the mistress might think she’s the most important
person in town, but without my boys, she would starve to death in a week.”

Lulu wanted to believe that, but in her experience, power could
overcome anything.

The door that connected the dining room to the kitchen opened, and her
mistress strode in. She had changed from the simple house gown she had
worn earlier to a form-fitting, jade velvet dress. A multi-colored silk belt
identified her as a high-ranking member of the Settlement Council.

“Mistress, you look beautiful,” Cook said.

“Yes. I think I pulled it off.” She ran a hand down the tight bodice. “I
prefer a less sleek look, but I figured flowing fabric trains would be a bad
idea when dealing with fire.” She glanced at Lulu. “I need it harnessed and
ready to go at sundown. No muzzle this time. We have need for her fiery
breath.”

Without another word, Patria left the kitchen, and Cook looked at Lulu.
“I guess you get to go for a walk tonight. It’1l be nice to get out of the house a
bit. Mistress doesn’t show you off as much as her mother did. I bet you miss
seeing the outside.” She kept talking as she opened the large oven box and
directed Lulu to blow on the dying coals.

“It’s supposed to be clear but cold. Bet you’ll see some stars. I
sometimes go out into the meadow, not too close to the woods, mind you, and
look up at the endless sky. The boys make fun of me, but I think it's
important to remember that there is more than just the Settlement in this life.

Lulu hung her head. She wished she could remember her life outside
the Settlement. She must have had one. By counting the rings on her scales,
she knew she had lived through one hundred and forty-two sun cycles. She’d
been a slave for sixty of those years. It bothered her that she had no memory
of her life before the Settlement. Did she have a family, like Cook’s? Had she
been important, like their mistress?



Lulu disliked living in the Bench household, but she knew nothing
different. Most of the time, she didn’t think about it, but Cook’s comment set
her to wondering.

Where am I from? Is someone missing me? Who are my people? Are
there other dragons out there? Lulu assumed there were and wondered if
she’d ever see them. Thinking about it made her sad, so she tried not to.
When she could have escaped the Settlement by flying, she hadn’t tried, and
now that she wanted to, the chance was gone.

*

At the appointed time, Cook gently placed the leather harness over
Lulu’s wings. She bent down to tie the straps that went across Lulu’s chest.

“You be good tonight and make Mistress proud. We don’t want to deal
with her angry, do we?”

Resigned that she had no choice, Lulu looked into the friendly
woman’s face and blinked in surprise. Cook’s bright blue eyes had changed
to a deep green. An unfamiliar, sonorous voice came out of her wide mouth.
“We'll just leave these a little loose and see if an enterprising creature can
take off her harness. If that should happen, head for the main gate. A door
will be to the right. Have faith. A new life will be waiting for you.”

In the next moment, Cook’s familiar blue eyes looked at Lulu with
concern, and she placed a comforting hand on the dragon’s bony, orange
head. “What’s the matter, little one? Don’t worry. You're too valuable to the
mistress. She won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

Lulu blinked, wondering if she had imagined the eyes and the voice.
With a smoky sigh, she followed Cook out of the kitchen and into the parlor.
Her mistress stood regally with her two teenage daughters and the woman
from that afternoon. No one gave Lulu more than a glance.

“Well, if we’re ready, let’s go. I want time to confer with the
firemancer. Patria took Lulu’s leash from Cook and led everyone out of the
front door.

Selna, just weeks from turning eighteen and joining the council, wore a
dress similar to her mother’s, minus the belt. She took charge of Lulu’s leash
as the group crossed the dirt street and walked down to Settlement Hall.

It had been years since Lulu had been out of the house, and she was
barraged by smells. Fresh yeasty bread from the bakery. Sweat and sulfur



from the blacksmith. Earthy odors from the barn. Everything smelled alive to
her, and for the first time that she could remember, Lulu wished she could be
a part of it.

Patria and Marta, one in green and one in blue, both wearing their
official silk belts, walked ahead of the group, and the two girls chatted behind
the women. Lulu filled her lungs with fresh air as she waddled along behind
and remembered her chance at freedom as she felt the loose straps slip a little
more. Was now the time to break free? She knew she should take the chance
she had been given, but she feared the consequences if she failed. Her wings
didn’t work, and her legs weren’t built for running. There was no way she
could reach the main gate successfully. Looking at it in the distance only
increased her doubt. It was too far.

Without warning, a large dog ran barking toward Lulu. Frantically, she
looked around for a place to hide. Her mistress scooped her up and kicked at
the dog. Lulu trembled as she watched the two girls throw rocks at the
mongrel, chasing it away. The little dragon leaned her head against her
mistress’ chest, grateful to be protected. She didn’t know why she had ever
thought about leaving. This was obviously her family.

“Girls, you must protect this dragon.” Patria set Lulu back on the
ground and, with hands on her hips, stared at her daughters. “Other families
envy us. If you want to keep the power I have built, you won’t let anything
happen to it.

Selna tightened her grip on Lulu’s leash. “I understand.”

“Nedra?” Patria asked.

Lulu looked up at the fourteen-year-old girl with a golden head of curls
that she spent hours making perfect. She wasn’t paying attention to Lulu.
Instead, Nedra stared at a group of boys her age, standing across the street.
Her mother poked her arm.

“Yes. [ understand.” Nedra glanced at her mother and then back the
boys.

“You had better. You and your sister are the future leaders of this
Settlement, and I don’t intend for that to change.” She and Marta led the
group to the largest building in town.

Lulu hung her head, knowing now that protection came at a price. Was
it worth being safe if it meant she was just a thing to be protected, instead of
a creature to be loved?

Her melancholy thoughts were interrupted as Lulu looked around the



room they had entered. She had never been in the sturdy wooden building
and was surprised at its size. Her mistress’ house was grand, but it seemed
like most of the Settlement folks could easily fit inside this high-ceilinged
room. Hundreds of people milled around, and Lulu hoped no one stepped on
her.

Her mistress took the leash from her daughter and walked over to the
platform. A pale, bald man dressed in a sleeveless, red tunic 1dly tossed a
flame from one hand to the other.

Patria stopped a few steps from the stage. “Firemancer, may | have a
moment?”

The flames went out, and the man looked down at Lulu. The little
dragon shuddered. She’d never seen the Settlement folks play with fire. It
was used solely as a tool, and a well-guarded one at that. Fear of a Settlement
fire leaving them vulnerable to the vicious creatures who lived in the nearby
woods taught great respect.

Still staring at Lulu, the man spoke, “I see you have brought me a
dragon, Councilwoman Bench. I’ve never seen one so small.”

Patria raised her hand. “I have the only dragon in the Settlement. You
need my help.”

The man finally switched his gaze to Lulu’s mistress. “I don’t need you
to work with fire. It is my specialty. I just need a sacrifice to protect your
town.”

“Do you need to kill the sacrifice?” Patria asked.

Lulu looked up with wide eyes. Was her mistress going to agree to
this? What about what Cook had said about Lulu being safe?

The firemancer shrugged. “Sometimes. Not every Settlement has a
dragon to offer, so death happens. However, I have used dragons before
without fatal consequences. It helps that they’re fireproof.”

Lulu shook her head. She badly wanted to tell everyone that she wasn’t
fireproof on the outside. She’d learned that years ago from the accident that
had ruined her wings. But her ongoing survival depended on her silence, so
she said nothing. Neither of them looked at her anyway.

“I need 1t alive,” Patria insisted.

The firemancer leaned in. “You need the power I can give you from
this ritual.”

Patria seemed entranced by the man, and Lulu knew that the desire for
power would win. There was no hope for her.



“Well, since dragons are fireproof, I guess there’s no problem.” Patria
ran her hand over her bodice, as if smoothing down invisible wrinkles.

The firemancer once again stared at Lulu. “Great. [ will call you up on
stage at the right time. Until then, enjoy the demonstration.”

Lulu doubted she would enjoy anything about this evening and wished
she was back in the kitchen with Cook.

Without looking down at Lulu, Patria walked away from the stage, and
the little dragon had to follow. Her mistress handed the leash off to her
younger daughter, who chatted with one of the boys who had been standing
across the street when the dog had attacked. Nedra seemed to be giving him a
strong talking to with lots of hand waving while paying no attention to Lulu
or anyone else.

“Nedra, did you hear me?”

Nedra huffed and turned to her mother. “Yes, I heard you. I always
hear you. I’'m a little busy right now.”

“Keep an eye on the dragon. I’ll come back for it soon. It’s going to be
our ticket to the top.” Patria squeezed Nedra’s shoulder and then joined the
other women of the council.

Nedra turned back to the young man, who had a chagrined look on his
face, and started berating him again. Lulu tuned them both out and wrapped
her colorful yet useless wings around her. She’d had some dark times in her
life, but this seemed to be the blackest. She squeezed her eyes shut and
remembered the agony of being burned. That had only been on her wings, yet
her muscles had never recovered. This ritual would probably kill her. She
would never get a chance to see the other places that Cook believed were out
there.

“You do have a choice.”

Lulu opened her eyes, surprised to hear the same lovely voice she had
heard in the kitchen. This time it came from the teen who had been talking to
her mistress’ daughter. He kneeled before her and smiled, looking at her with
the same deep green eyes as before.

“I can’t,” Lulu whispered, compelled to say something in her defense.

“You must. So much depends on what you do tonight.”

Lulu shook her head. “T’ll never make it to the gate.”

The boy’s smile was full of patience and affection. “Fire can be your
friend. I will be waiting.”

“Johan, have you been hearing a word I’m saying?” Nedra asked.



The boy stood up and shook his head. “Cute dragon,” he said in his
normal, deep voice.

“It’s a useless creature, and I don’t know why I have to watch it,”
Nedra replied, pouting.

“Let’s find a seat, and you can tell me all the other things I’ve done
wrong lately.” Johan nodded toward the benches.

Nedra giggled. “Well, someone should.”

Johan led Nedra and Lulu to the left side of the stage and then toward
the back of the room. They sat on the long benches, leaving Lulu standing in
the aisle.

Looking around, Lulu noticed she was very close to one of the outside
doors. She could see the orange and red glow of the setting sun through the
opening. Surprised, she glanced at the boy. He had his brown eyes trained on
Nedra with no sign that he had ever encouraged Lulu to escape.

The benches began to fill, and soon Councilwoman Hans, head of the
Settlement Council, introduced their guest. The firemancer came on stage
juggling three balls of fire. Lulu glanced at the large basin on six legs at the
corner of the stage, wondering if that was where the ritual would happen.

“Fire 1s both our friend and our enemy. As it is said, keep your friends
close and your enemies closer.” The firemancer changed the balls into a rope
of fire and wrapped it around his waist without burning his hands or his tunic.

The Settlement folks gasped.

“How did he do that?”

“He must have true power!”

“It’s a trick.”

“Maybe he’ll share his abilities.”

The firemancer raised his hands, and the comments died. “Those of us
who can control this power can pass it on to others. But it is not simple. It
requires baptism by fire, a ritual of sacrifice.” He untied the fire rope and
squeezed it until it became the size of a coin. He flipped the coin, white-hot,
yet flameless, and it spun above his head. He snapped it out of the air, and the
glowing disc turned into a standard silver coin. The audience clapped.

“Would you like to see more?” he asked.

The crowd shouted, “Yes!” and “More!”, especially after he tossed the
coin into the audience.

The firemancer held out his hand, and fire sprung from his palm. He
took half of it and placed it on his bald head. Taking half again, so he had a



flame in each hand, he raised his two palms until the three flames were level
with each other. The flames began to sway until they jumped from hand to
head to hand, round and round and faster and faster.

Lulu wondered how the man didn’t burn himself. She became disabled
when fire touched her. The flames spinning above the man's head seemed to
mesmerize the entire crowd. To Lulu’s horror, the man turned and looked
directly at her. In that familiar voice she’d heard twice before, the man
calmly commanded, “Go.”

At that moment, the spinning fire went out, and darkness engulfed the
crowd. Lulu didn’t hesitate this time. She stepped out of her loose harness as
the crowd erupted with applause. Waddling as fast as she could, Lulu ran up
the hall to the open door.

She felt the warmth at her back as fire sprung up inside the room, and a
chill on her front from the cold night air. Torches lined the main street to the
gate that seemed hundreds of feet away, while the crossroads were left in
darkness. There appeared to be no one around, but she wondered if she
should keep to the darkened side streets.

No. She’d have one chance to make it to the gate, so she should get
there as directly as possible. She took off at a fast waddle down the edge of
the street. She expected to hear shouting at any moment when Nedra or her
mistress realized she was missing.

Fear kept her going, but she couldn’t keep the pace for long. The cold
chilled her, and her legs hurt from moving more than she had in recent
memory. However, she was almost at the gate, the large torches burning on
each side, and she hoped she had enough energy left to make it. Her
optimism died when she heard what she most feared, her mistress yelling
after her.

Lulu reached the massive, closed gate and turned right. The voice had
said there would be an exit, and Lulu vaguely remembered people talking
about a hidden door somewhere along the wooden wall. As she slowed down
to search for the opening, she could hear the voices getting closer. The
Settlement folks could easily outrun Lulu, even her mistress in her tight
dress.

Frantically, Lulu started pushing on the boards, hoping that one of them
would move. They all seemed as sturdy as the main gate. The voices sounded
closer, and Lulu cried in fear. She had to find a way out. The voice had said
she would help. Where was she?



“Now I’ve got you!” Lulu heard her mistress’s voice right behind her,
and she recoiled, cowering against the boards and squeezing her eyes shut.
Instead of being grabbed from behind, the boards shifted, and she fell
forward.

Upon hearing a muffled cry of frustration from behind her, Lulu
opened her eyes and saw the moonlit meadow with the woods beyond. She
turned at the sound of pounding and wondered why her mistress hadn’t
followed her through the door.

“They’ll be blocked for a few minutes.”

Lulu looked in the direction of the familiar voice and saw a giant,
silvery bear standing in front of her. From the talk in the Settlement, she’d
thought bears were extinct.

“Would you like to go to your new home?”

Lulu looked back at the now quiet palisade. “Where did they go?”

“Probably to open the main gate. Settlement folks tend to be stubborn
when they don’t get their way.”

Lulu nodded. “My mistress is not going to let me leave.”

The bear huffed. “If you can make it to the woods, you will be safe.”

Lulu wondered about that. Hadn’t she been stolen from some woods all
those years ago? How safe could it be? “I can’t make it that far. My wings no
longer work, and my stubby legs aren’t built for running.”

With a steady stare, the bear smiled at Lulu. “I will take you if you
want to go.”

Remembering the ritual she had run from, Lulu made up her mind. “I
think I need to. Going back would be worse.”

The bear sat down. “Crawl up on me, and I’ll get you to the woods.”

Lulu stepped forward. “No one has helped me in a very long time. |
have forgotten how to say thank you.”

The bear smiled. “I think you just did. But understand this. We all have
a part in a larger play. The decisions you make today will ripple through the
lives of more people than you will ever meet.”

Lulu didn’t want to think about that. “I’m just a dragon that can’t fly.
Even my fire is weak. What you say makes no sense. But I do want a new
home.” With that, she climbed onto the bear’s back and held on with her
claws.

Shouts came from the main gate, and the bear took off. Lulu had never
traveled so fast, and it both thrilled and scared her. She clung on harder and



closed her eyes.

The shouts got farther away, and just as Lulu started to enjoy the ride,
the bear stopped. “You must hurry. You are not safe until you are inside the
woods.”

Lulu climbed off the bear at the boundary between the meadow and the
woods. In the dim light of the moon, she saw that the Settlement folks were
now racing across the meadow toward them. Lulu stared into the woods,
remembering stories of dangerous predators and lost lives. She couldn’t seem
to move her legs.

“I just want a quiet place to be alone with food and water nearby and a
warm place to sleep. Is that asking too much?”

The bear nudged her. “I cannot see your future, but I promise you will
find what you are looking for.”

Lulu took a step toward the woods. “Safety?”

The bear nudged her again. “Family.”

Lulu took one last look at the Settlement walls and her mistress racing
toward her, her torn velvet dress flapping. The other women of the council
followed. The little dragon hugged the bear and hurried into the woods.

In the next moment, the yelling stopped. Lulu walked a little further,
climbed over a fallen log, hid behind it, and looked back. To her surprise, she
didn’t see the meadow through the trees. All she saw were more trees.

She started to climb back over the log but stopped herself. Curiosity
would certainly kill the dragon. Her life was in front of her, not behind.

She looked at the trees that seemed more than trees, and the light that
shone too bright for moonlight, and thought of Cook, the boy, and the bear.
The voice.

“Thank you for giving me a chance. [ won’t waste it.”

With that, Lulu walked deeper into the forest.
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Bior the Bold stared into the glare of the flickering flames of his campfire

through glazed eyes. Deep in thought, he shifted his position a little to ease
his cramped limbs. He decided he was getting old. His muscles ached more
than they ever used to, and the damp of sleeping outside in all weathers left
him struggling to rise in a morning these days. The weight of his armour
didn’t help. It looked good and as if he meant business, black and shining in
his youth. Less so now, but no one would mistake him as anything but a
knight of the realm. Still, it seemed to weigh heavier on him every day. He
had to face the fact he was feeling his age. He had begun to seriously wonder
if he’d wasted enough of his life in his ceaseless search for dragons. The
years had flown, and though he’d built quite a reputation for his bravery, he
had never actually seen a dragon.

Biorn’s reputation as a potential dragon slayer always travelled before
him. As soon as he reached any village, there were already villagers queuing
up to tell him about their sightings. He couldn’t remember who had first
coined the phrase ‘Biorn the Bold’ but it had stuck with him wherever he
travelled. Though he didn’t personally believe he had earned the title,
because he hadn’t been very bold. He was willing, but the dragons weren’t.

He considered a few of his quests now, not wanting to sleep just yet.
He had too much to think about. Was he ready to give up?

The villager who had told him about an area of blackened and blasted
trees sounded promising. No one in the village had dared go near it since the
sighting by Tom, the Carpenter, as he searched for fallen wood to use in his
trade. The knight had been excited as he rode his steed to the copse to
investigate. Could this be the day?



Sadly, it wasn’t. The few damaged trees had been the result of lightning
strikes. Biorn recognised the look right away. They gave the impression of an
explosion on the trunk that had been stripped of bark and caused a split right
down the centre of each damaged tree. His mood darker, he returned to the
village for a free meal and jug of ale, while he told the villagers they were
safe to return to the copse so long as they avoided stormy days.

Another time, some years ago now, Biorn was summoned to a farming
area where dozens of sheep perished in just one night, dragged away no
doubt to their deaths, or ripped to shreds where they lay. The farmer who
found the remains in the morning believed this was surely the work of a
dragon.

Biorn’s hopes were dashed again. All it took was a careful examination
of the ground where the carnage spread to see that a pack of wolves had been
the culprits. Their deep paw prints were everywhere. No one else had hung
around long enough to check for signs. So once again there was still no
dragon to bravely face and kill.

Drawn from his thoughts by a slight sound, Biorn squinted into the
darkness around his camp. He soon decided it was nothing more than small
creatures of the night about their nocturnal business. He stared up at the sky,
which for just a moment had darkened even more. Could it be shadows of a
dragon flying overhead perhaps, silhouetted by the bright moon? No. He had
been caught this way before in his younger, more enthusiastic days. Shifting
clouds were all that moved above him. He sighed, poking at the fire’s embers
to raise the flames again.

Fire was always a sure sign that dragons had been in the area, or so
every small town, village and hamlet seemed to think. Many were the times
the knight had been called to flame-damaged areas. He always went, just in
case. He still had hope then.

The fires he examined had not been caused by dragon flame belched
from a huge toothed mouth. They were the result of campfires that had
unexpectedly spread, kids messing with fire that got out of hand, and even
villagers who wondered if they could get away with pretending they had a
resident dragon. None of them fooled Biorn. He knew all the tell-tale signs he
was looking for. His adventures always ended in disappointment. Each
potential sighting and quest ended much the same way through the years. The
time had now come when Biorn believed he knew the end before he even
begun a search.



As the years passed, he began to wonder if dragons had ever existed. If
they had, he became convinced they didn’t now. If a dragon came along and
tapped him on the shoulder, he would probably say, “Go away, I’'m
dreaming.”

Biorn knew he had to get some sleep. He had another village to head
for in the morning. It would be another pointless search and further
disappointment, no doubt. He shook himself at that thought. Didn’t those
negative opinions tell him all he needed to know? If he no longer enjoyed his
search, then why was he still forcing himself to go on these quests? Why not
settle for a more peaceful, easier life?

Elspeth had been asking him to move in with her at the Wayfarers
Tavern for years. Ever since the loss of her husband, in fact. How long ago
was that? He dreaded to think. At first, Elspeth had been a convenience to
call in on when he was in the area. As the years passed, he found himself
making excuses to be in the area. That must mean something. Maybe it was
time to make her happy, and himself too, while he still could.

He curled up by the fire, trying to get comfortable in the creaking
armour that he was beginning to hate. Maybe tomorrow.

He was soon asleep.

Kashen watched the old man settle down for the night, a look of
disappointment and loss on the knight’s rugged, but old, features. Kashen
gave a snort, almost a laugh. Though Biorn didn’t know it, they had been in
each other’s company many times over the years. It amused him to keep track
of the aging knight’s antics. Dragon Slayer indeed. As if. He could so easily
kill Biorn right now as he slept, but he didn’t see the point anymore. He had
mellowed with age, though he never foresaw that happening in his young and
heady days. Age creeps up on all of us, he thought, like a sneaking, slow
assassin.

Kashen looked down at his crimson scales, gleaming in the moonlight
where he sat on the hill overlooking where Biorn lay. Even they were
showing the passage of time, though they remained strong and impenetrable.
Not quite as crimson though, as if the years had eaten some of the glorious
colour, and some of Kashen’s pride at the same time.

Even if Biorn awoke now, and stared right at him, he wouldn’t see him.



This, Kashen found especially amusing. All those years searching for a
dragon, and the many, many times they had shared the same space.

The spell Kashen had bought from an aging wizard so many years ago
had kept him safe during his long and full life. Even now, he wasn’t sure how
it worked, but it had proved itself effective immediately, and ever since. To
his amazement, it had even passed on to his children. They could fly in
complete safety when they felt the urge to take to the skies, because they too
were invisible to human eye. All it took was a thought, a shake of the scales,
and mainly a belief. “I can’t be seen.” They couldn’t. It was truly a wonderful
spell. He wondered if even Erkland had expected it to be so far reaching. He
couldn’t ask him now.

He had actually grown quite fond of Erkland, fond for a human
anyway. He had been sad when the old wizard passed. He missed their
frequent talks, name calling and banter. Kashen still thought of him as he
soared through the skies at night, always safely under his friend’s protection.
Yes, the word friend came to him easily. Erkland had been his friend. As
close as a wizard and a dragon could be. The wizard had likely saved his life
many times. Kashen wished he could have returned the favour, but even
wizards had such limited time spans. No one could protect Erkland from
Fate.

The old dragon glanced down at Biorn again, thinking of him swinging
his huge sword around at imaginary dragons. Humans were crazy. He would
never understand them.

With a sigh, he spread his huge red wings and took a leisurely flight
back to his hidden cave of over three hundred years. It suited him well. He
was more than happy to sit in his quiet and comfortable home on his mounds
of treasure, close to the mother of his children, who had also been given the
safety of the invisibility spell by Erkland so very long ago. The wizard hadn’t
even insisted on payment for that one, though Kashen had given him another
chest of gold anyway. He doubted the old wizard ever spent it. His needs had
been few, like Kashen.

The old dragons enjoyed regular visits from their younger family too.
Their life was a happy and carefree one. Quiet, but safe and satisfying.

Kashen rested a lot now. That’s what age did to you. He chuckled to
himself before settling down for a nap. Dragons are extinct, of course, he
thought.

It suited him to let the fools believe that.
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The dragon statue shivered and shook. Its brass scales stretched and

separated. The clawed hand holding the pearl quivered and quavered until its
leg extended and, still holding the pearl in its claw, plunged it through the
iron bars.

Alexandra watched as the statue came alive and pushed its way further
through the small barred room into the main muniment room.

Powerless to prevent the transformation once it had started, she could
only stare in horror as the bars bent and twisted while the dragon grew. It
filled the muniment room, and Alexandra ran to the outer door. Tears came to
her eyes as she saw the destruction of her family’s priceless artefacts. Ming
vases, Chippendale chairs ... everything shattered and broken.

Over and above the sounds of metal twisting and straining, and
porcelain shattering, she heard the deep rumble from the shadows of her
great-grandfather’s spirit protesting. She wished she could think of what to
say to him. She wanted to protect the treasures he’d collected, but how could
she do anything against this monster?

The dragon gleamed golden, as scale folded over scale. Even the pearl
glinted gold. No matter the contortions that twisted the dragon in its
metamorphosis from small statue to fierce creature, it had kept a fast grip on
the pearl that bestowed wealth, good luck and prosperity. The pearl bestowed
on the dragon the power to ascend to heaven.

Golden eyes homed in on Alexandra. She felt their hypnotic strength as
they held her captive in the open doorway.

Could she lock the dragon inside the room? Could she break the
dragon’s hold on her? She thought of her great-grandfather as she stepped



backwards. One step more. Then another, her great-grandfather projecting
strength towards her, until she had moved back far enough to push the thick
muniment room door closed. She turned the key in the lock.

Her great-grandfather had built this door and this room to keep
everyone and everything out of his treasure room. He hadn’t conceived the
need to retain everything inside.

The door bulged. Impossible! The thick metal should have stood
against all assailants. All, it seemed, except this dragon, a statue no more.
The door groaned and shrieked, and the side wall of the muniment room
blasted out as the golden dragon rammed its way through.

Alexandra ran out of its way. “Great-grandfather,” she called, her
words trailing behind her.

This couldn’t be happening.

She ran to the grand staircase and fled up the carpeted stairs. As she
turned at the bend in the staircase, she saw the dragon standing in the main
hall. It flexed its wings, which on the statue had been small and insignificant,
but now it spread them wide, sending porcelain busts that had been otherwise
safely housed in small alcoves, crashing to the tiled floor.

Alexandra continued up the stairs. The dragon followed. She headed
towards her father’s room to alert him but slid to a halt when the dragon flew
along the gallery.

She knew where the creature intended to go.

In a reversal of roles, she turned and followed the dragon. By the time
she ran into the gallery, with its priceless artworks thrown over the tiles, the
dragon had paused at the foot of the spiral staircase that led to the tower. It
slipped out of sight as she came to the foot of the metal stairs.

Without the slightest hesitation, Alexandra ran up the stairs. At the first
floor, the sound from above of stonework shattering reached her. She hurried
up the last flight of steps to the top of the tower. The apertures that left this
floor open to the elements didn’t exist anymore. The entire roof had been
lifted as the dragon soared into the air. Alexandra could still see him, his
golden scales gleaming even in the dark of night, his leg extended towards
heaven, the golden pearl held tight in his claw. He flew towards the sea. Even
from here she could see the crests of the Great Southern Ocean’s rough
waves glinting in the moonlight.

Alexandra’s eyes flew open and she sat up in bed. The Great Southern
Ocean couldn’t be seen from Thornton Park. She felt dazed. The dragon



statue had come alive and destroyed the tower and the muniment room.

She stared into the darkness of her bedroom. Was it a dream?

Not long ago, she had dreamed of another dragon entering Thornton
Park through the tower. That dragon had curled and twisted its way down the
tower stairs. She had woken with a fright to find the dragon hovering over her
at the foot of the metal steps, then it vanished. A dream. No more.

“A dream,” Alexandra murmured. How could it be real? Yet a lingering
sense of doom filled her. She threw the covers back and stood, her nightgown
drenched in perspiration, her body shaking. Sitting on the edge of the bed,
she waited until her heart stopped racing. Her body still trembled as she
stood, but she grabbed her dressing gown, put it over her wet nightgown, and
raced out of her bedroom and along the corridor, turning into the gallery.

Not a sound reached her. Although darkness filled the gallery, the
paintings remained hanging on the walls. Nevertheless, Alexandra ran along
the corridor to the spiral staircase. It rose into blackness above her. She
hadn’t thought to bring a torch, but hurried up the metal steps, through the
first floor, and up onto the top floor.

All the stonework remained intact, not shattered and destroyed as in her
dream. So, had she accepted it as a dream?

Alexandra turned and ran down the spiral stairs, along the gallery,
down the grand staircase and into the main hall. She halted when she reached
the corridor that led to the muniment room. Thick, impenetrable darkness
filled the passageway. Alexandra took cautious steps until she reached her
father’s study door. She opened it and turned on the electric light switch. She
found the key to the muniment room in the top drawer of her father’s desk.

Back in the corridor, light spilled out from the study, but it still couldn’t
penetrate the darkness at the far end of the corridor.

Would she need to use the key? Or had the dragon statue come to life
and destroyed the room?

Step by hesitant step, Alexandra walked down the corridor until she
stood outside the muniment door. It looked to be in place. She switched on
the one electric light at the end of the corridor and stood for a long while,
resting her head and hands on the thick, undamaged door.

She blamed the dream she’d had months before, and she blamed Edie,
her best friend and adopted sister, who had previously believed the dragon
statue had come to life. They’d had a murder at Thornton Park and, after
blood had been found on the dragon statue’s claw, Edie had been convinced



the statue had metamorphosed into a real dragon.

Alexandra lifted her head, placed the key in the door lock and turned it.
The door hadn’t been breached, but would she find the room itself intact? It
took all Alexandra’s weight behind it to open the door. A heavy curtain of
blackness greeted her. Her father hadn’t put the new electric lights in the
muniment room when the rest of the house had been fitted. Alexandra didn’t
mind. The room, filled with its ancient artefacts, seemed as it should be to her
—a dark, shadowy place of mystery and wonder. As a child, she had hated
the room. Back then, Alexandra had known for a fact that ghostly, spectral
monsters lurked in the corners ready to pounce on unsuspecting children. It
took many years before she would enter the room again. Even the name ...
muniment room ... held ethereal and haunted overtones. Weren’t muniment
rooms supposed to be in castle dungeons? In England or Europe? That alone
had frightened Alexandra.

The day came when she stepped inside again. As she did now. She lit a
hurricane lamp on the corridor table and carried it with her. The shadows and
ghostly forms embraced her. Her great-grandfather’s shade rustled like the
wings of a Victoria Rifle bird. It didn’t frighten her. The sound of satin
petticoats swishing could hardly be threatening.

As Alexandra walked around the large room, her lamp peeled back the
darkness, with golden pools of light bathing Ming vases and jade ornaments,
Chippendale chairs and Tang Dynasty urns, all standing intact on shelves or
on the floor. The reality she’d only had a dream couldn’t be denied. Yet there
remained one final item to certify the veracity of what had occurred.

Alexandra went back to a small table near the door and extracted a key
from behind it. She crossed to a small cell, an area of the room that had been
encased with metal bars—the original muniment room, truer to its name then
than now, where her great-grandfather had kept safe the deeds to this house,
to those of Thornton Mines, to the Daylesford house, and his various pastoral
properties.

With a trembling hand, Alexandra placed the key into the lock and
opened the barred gate. On a shelf at eye level stood the brass Ming dragon
statue holding the gleaming pearl in its claw. Alexandra gulped in her breath
as she stared into its sightless, and somewhat disconcerting, brass eye. She
gazed with trepidation at the overlapping scales, expecting them, at any
moment, to tremble and expand, and the dragon to grow to monstrous
proportions.



So different now to her dream. Alexandra placed the hurricane lamp on
the floor and picked up the statue, which measured approximately twelve
inches long, into her hands. Its coldness sent a chill through her. The last time
she’d handled it, it had had blood on its claw.

Alexandra placed it back on the shelf, picked up the lamp and locked
the barred door. When she turned around, the satin-like rustle sounded beside
her.

“I had a dream, Great-grandfather,” she said. “Only a dream.”

Once she had locked the muniment room door, she returned the key to
her father’s study. By the time she walked with a heavy step up the grand
staircase, the first streaks of light teased at the glass panels of the door at the
end of the gallery.

Instead of going down the right-hand corridor to her bedroom, she
turned left. Benedict Archer’s room beckoned to her. Although Benedict
lived in the house, and they loved each other, going to his room would break
an unspoken agreement with her father that all would remain above board.
She walked down the length of the passageway to Edith’s room. Edith
Blackburn, her adopted sister and best friend. Edith’s room overlooked the
front of the house, as did Alexandra’s, with the gallery dividing them.

Without knocking, Alexandra strode into the bedroom, pulled aside the
drapes that allowed the early light to filter in, and then threw herself
backwards across the foot of the bed.

Edith groaned and rolled over. Alexandra sat up, grabbed hold of the
quilt and wrenched it down. Edith’s arm flayed about, feeling for it. “For
goodness sake, Edie, wake up.”

“What?” Edith grumbled. “Go away, Lexy.”

“I have something to tell you.”

“It’s Sunday. Tell me later.” Edith lifted the top pillow and covered her
head with it.

Alexandra sprang off the bed and pulled the pillow away. “It’s your
fault,” she exclaimed.

“I haven’t done anything,” Edith groaned.

“I had a nightmare the Ming dragon statue had come to life. It
destroyed everything.” Alexandra flopped back onto the bed.

Edith pushed herself up, her light brown hair tousled and half-covering
her hazel eyes. “All right, ’'m awake. Tell me about it.”

Alexandra did so, finishing with, “That’s why it’s your fault, always



going on about the statue coming to life.”

“Did you check the muniment room and the tower?” By this time, Edith
looked more awake. She pushed her wavy hair out of her eyes, but it kept
falling over them again.

“Of course I did. Everything is fine.”

“The tower roof isn’t demolished?”

“No.”

“The dragon is still a statue?”

“Of course, Edie.”

“Good,” Edith muttered. “Then, can I go back to sleep now?”

“You cannot,” Alexandra stated. “I want to show you the tower.”

“You know I don’t like heights ... or the muniment room.” Edith slid
down her bed and buried her head under the pillow.

Alexandra ripped the pillow away. “The dream has to mean something,
Edie. We need to discover why I had it.”

“You discover it, Lexy.”

Alexandra ignored her sister. “Can it be a premonition? What do you
think?”” When Edith didn’t move, Alexandra took her hand and tugged her.
“We need to dress before breakfast anyway, Edie. Look at your hair. What do
you do to it?”

“I sleep on it,” Edith grumbled, but stood up. “How does your hair
always look immaculate?” Edith looked at them both in the tall mirror near
her bed. “You tall, slim, blonde and beautiful. Me taller, fatter, and
awkward.”

“You are not fat, Edie. Only big boned.”

Edith laughed.

Alexandra did too.

Over breakfast in the morning room, Alexandra couldn’t wait to tell
Benedict and her father about her dream. Preston, Thornton Park’s butler,
surveyed the scene, while Sylvie, Preston’s daughter, brought around a tea
pot to be poured into the Royal Albert Country Roses teacups. Breakfast, and
often lunch, remained informal. Sylvie didn’t serve at dinner. That task was
reserved for Preston and Harry, their footman.

Preston, in his formal tails coat, went to where Alexandra sat, and



murmured softly, “Will there be anything else, Miss Alexandra?”

“That will be all, thank you, Preston,” Alexandra replied. She smiled
but, deep down, it crushed her every time Preston asked questions like that,
as it should have been her mother who ran the household. Even though
Alexandra had never known her mother, she missed her at these times.

“So,” Benedict said, “the dragon destroyed the tower.”

Benedict looked so dapper. Edie claimed he resembled John Gilbert,
the American silent film star. Even at this time of the day, with his hair
slicked back with brilliantine, and wearing a silver-gray suit and black
brogues—which she couldn’t see at the moment but had noticed when they
walked into breakfast together—he appeared urbane and handsome. She
placed her hand over his on the table.

“It went through the roof, sending blocks of stone everywhere,”
Alexandra added.

“You’ve been up to the tower since, my darling?” her father asked.

“I have, Daddy.”

“It’s most disturbing for you, but I’m sure the terror will fade as the day
progresses.”

Alexandra rose and kissed her father’s cheek. “I’m sure it will, Daddy.
Don’t worry about it.” She didn’t want to make him fret. She’d discover on
her own why she’d had the dream.

The rest of the day passed in quiet pursuits. They all sat in the
conservatory and read. Alexandra had taken one of the books on Chinese
Mythology from their library. She’d read them in depth not long ago, but she
wanted to find anything, perhaps some link, that helped explain her dream.

Eastern dragons, with a dragon pearl, had the power to ascend to
heaven, sometimes in a cloud. Often thought to be a symbol of success in life,
the pearl contained the dragon’s immense wisdom, and was often known as
the Pearl of Knowledge.

Alexandra paused and looked through the etched glass windows of the
conservatory. So, even though the dragon came into existence, and terrified
the life out of her, demolished their vast and priceless collection of antiques,
and destroyed the tower, she should see the dragon as benevolent? Should she
assume that its desire to soar to heaven was a good thing? Perhaps it meant



she had had wisdom bestowed on her? Was it proclaiming her success in life?

After all, she believed she had attained success. How many fathers in
the late 1920s would agree his daughter could join the family business? So
many women in her social set, women of wealth, expected nothing more than
an indulged and pampered life. Their fathers would expect no less. Alexandra
had wanted more. She worked, and she enjoyed it. Worked beside her father
and Benedict, Thornton Antiques’ manager and the love of her life, and Edie,
her wonderful friend and sister.

She didn’t take her success for granted. But was this what the dream
was about? Maybe, but Alexandra couldn’t shake off the latent, sinister
overtones from the dragon’s destruction that still sat deep down inside her.

*

Alexandra enjoyed going to work each day. She found antiques
fascinating ... always a new discovery, a new challenge. She’d spent the
morning dusting—something she would never do at home. Preston would be
horrified if she did. She’d concentrated on Ming artefacts, drawn to them
because of the nightmare. She held a flat flask and pored over the details of
the blue cobalt dragon writhing in eternal endeavor across the almost
translucent porcelain of its surface.

When a male voice spoke, Alexandra raised her head to stare into a pair
of dark eyes. For a moment, she felt a chilling sense of déja vu. She could
have been looking at Mr. Zhang, the Chinese antiques’ dealer who initially
brought the brass Ming dragon from China for her father ... the dragon who,
only last night, had tormented Alexandra’s sleep.

“A beautiful specimen,” the man added in heavily accented English.

“Indeed,” Alexandra replied. “May I help you? Are you looking for
anything in particular?”

“I search for a Ming dragon statue,” he replied.

Alexandra’s heart somersaulted inside her chest and fear shot through
her body. Her father stood close by. He must have noticed her shock because
he came to her behind the counter.

“The gentleman is looking for...” Alexandra started.

“A brass statue,” the man finished for her. He smiled at her father but,
although his lips moved, nothing registered in his eyes. “A colleague of mine
brought it to Australia a short time ago.”



“A colleague?” Alexandra asked.

“Mr. Zhang,” the man said. “Perhaps you know him?”

Zhang Huo and his son Zhang Lei. Alexandra’s mind conjured up the
tiny Chinese antiques’ dealer and his large, muscular son. The names made
her shudder.

“We’ve met him,” her father replied.

“He brought the statue to you, Mr. Thornton. I assume you are Mr.
Thornton?”

This man had to be behind Alexandra’s nightmare. The association was
too co-incidental, and she didn’t believe in co-incidences.

Her father stood dumbfounded.

“We paid for the statue with good money,” Alexandra stated.

“Ah, then you have it?”

“No, we don’t,” Alexandra lied, but she had no intention of telling this
man the truth. Why did he want the brass dragon?

“I am sorry to hear that,” the man said. “Mr. Zhang stole the Ming
statue from me.”

Was that the truth? Had Zhang stolen the dragon statue? Alexandra
wouldn’t put it past him.

“And you are?” Alexandra asked. Her father had recovered and cringed
beside her at her forwardness.

“My name is Mr. Cheung.” His gaze burned into Alexandra’s green
eyes. “You are certain you do not have the brass dragon? Somewhere in this
vast room?”

“You’re welcome to browse what we have, Mr. Cheung,” Alexandra
said, feeling less shaken now. “You will see that we do not.”

“Perhaps in a storeroom?”

“Would we keep a valuable Ming artefact in a storeroom?” Alexandra
asked.

“Indeed, my good chap,” her father added. “We don’t have the dragon
you seek. I’m sorry that Mr. Zhang duped you, but we can’t help you.”

Mr. Cheung’s expression registered his disbelief. Before he could say
more, another Asian man entered the showroom and walked up to his
countryman. They spoke in Chinese, harsh and heated words.

Alexandra could only catch the words Jiang Ying Yue, which sounded
like a name.

Mr. Cheung’s gaze cut through Alexandra. “We must go. We will



return tomorrow, in case you have found the Ming dragon statue.” His words
reeked with innuendo. He transferred the searing gaze to her father, and then
the two men strode to the door.

When they’d gone, Alexandra turned to her father. “What do you make
of that, Daddy?”

“By Jove,” her father muttered. He looked as pale and unnerved as
Alexandra felt.

“This must be linked to my nightmare. I dreamed of the Ming dragon
and now this Mr. Cheung comes in wanting it.”

“For all that, I don’t know how it can be linked, my darling.”

“Do you believe Mr. Cheung? Do you think Mr. Zhang might have
stolen the statue from him?” Alexandra asked.

“It could well be true.”

“What shall we do when Cheung and his associate return tomorrow?
That other fellow looks like a brute to me,” Alexandra said, and pulled a wry
expression.

“I agree. I wouldn’t want to pick a fight with him.”

“Maybe he’s Mr. Cheung’s bodyguard?”

“He could well be,” her father added. “I suppose we will have to wait
and see.”

Alexandra had no intention of waiting to see what happened. That
evening, while Benedict played the grand piano, the strains of Gershwin’s
Rhapsody in Blue filling the drawing room, she pored over another book
she’d bought during her lunch break. A book of Chinese names. After Mr.
Cheung and his confederate had departed earlier today, she’d written down
the name she’d heard them say, as she thought it would be spelled. She found
the surname Jiang without any difficulty, but Ying Yue ... or was it Xin Xue?
Or Ying Yoo?

Alexandra pushed a book on Ming antiques into Edith’s lap. “See if
you can find out why Cheung wants the Ming dragon back?”

Edith read happily. All books delighted her.

Benedict had finished playing and joined them on the chaise longue
before Alexandra exclaimed, “There it is. Ying Yue. It’s a girl’s name,
meaning reflection of the moon and ... and...” Alexandra looked up at the



others. “It’s especially beautiful following the surname Jiang, which means
river.”

“Golly,” Edith uttered.

“The moon could refer to the dragon’s pearl,” Alexandra said, “and I
saw the dragon fly over the ocean in my dream. Ocean, river, they are both
waters. Someone named this girl or woman with design, with a purpose
behind it.” Alexandra felt her elation shine from her eyes.

“What has a woman’s name to do with the Ming dragon?”” Benedict
asked.

“I don’t know,” Alexandra replied, “other than Cheung said the name.”

“I can’t find any reason why our Ming dragon is more valuable than
any other Ming statue,” Edith declared, lowering her book.

“Perhaps it’s just as Mr. Cheung said,” Thomas commented. “The
Zhang father and son stole it from him, and he wants it back because it is
Ming and it is valuable.”

“You’re probably correct, Daddy.”

*

That night, in bed, Alexandra felt reluctant to close her eyes in case the
same nightmare returned. Why had she dreamed the dragon statue had sprung
to life? Was it a premonition? A warning, perhaps ... but of what?

She sat up, pushing the covers back. She needed to think things
through. Someone—namely, Mr. Cheung—wanted the statue back. Was he
willing to retrieve it under any circumstances? Including stealing it?

The dragon remained secure behinds bars in a veritable fortress, but
Cheung didn’t know this. Would he attempt to break into Thornton Park? No
... he didn’t even know the statue slumbered in the muniment room. He
thought it was at the antiques’ showroom.

Alexandra strode across her bedroom floor. Instead of turning on the
electric light, she went into her sitting room and threw back the heavy
curtains. A flood of moonlight washed over her. In her mind’s eye, she could
see the dragon soaring into the sky, its leg extended as it carried its golden
pearl high.

Then it came to her. Cheung might break into the antiques’ showroom.
That’s what he’d do.



She explained her fears to her family over breakfast, but they didn’t
feel her urgency to hurry into Melbourne to the showroom.

“My dream had to be a premonition,” Alexandra told them. “A warning
that someone wanted the Ming dragon.”

“The statue is here,” Benedict pointed out. “No one tried to steal it last
night.”

“Mr. Cheung doesn’t know it’s here,” Alexandra replied, her frustration
robbing her of appetite. She pushed her plate away.

“We’ll leave soon, my darling,” her father said. “Don’t worry.”

Her father drove his Rolls. A big mistake. Alexandra wished she had
taken her Oldsmobile Sports. She’d have kept her foot down and at least
driven on the speed limit, not below it.

Once in Collins Street, her father turned into the small lane next to the
showroom and parked behind the building. Even before he’d turned off the
engine, Alexandra jumped out of the car and ran around to the front of the
showroom. She felt her stomach drop when she saw the front door had been
forced open.

“Daddy, hurry,” Alexandra cried out, and ran back to urge the others
along. “Look.”

“Let me go in first, my darling,” her father said.

Alexandra could see her shock reflected on her father’s face. She heard
what he said, but she stood closest to the door, and pushed it open to step
inside.

“I expected to see everything broken and smashed on the floor,”
Benedict murmured.

“So did I,” Alexandra replied. Why did everything look to be in place?
“Why would Cheung and his cohorts break in and not leave a trail of
destruction?”

“Cheung?” Edith exclaimed. “Gosh, are you blaming him for this?”

“Of course, Edie. Who else?”

“I think you’re correct, my darling,” her father said. “Mr. Cheung must
have wanted to search the showroom. Although, he did it with great care.”

“That’s the part that doesn’t sit well,” Alexandra agreed.

“I had better phone the police.”

Her father headed for the office, while Alexandra went to the



storeroom. Cheung had asked about a storeroom yesterday. The door stood
ajar. Alexandra’s stomach tightened. She flicked the light switch.

Her blood ran cold as she stared at the body on the floor.

“Daddy ... you had better phone Chief Inspector Wentworth.”

*

They had met Chief Inspector Wentworth not long-ago over dealings
with the same dragon statue. He ran his fingers through his salt and pepper
graying hair as he stared at the body of the Asian man on the storeroom floor.

“Shall we go outside, Miss Thornton?” the chief inspector suggested.
He nodded to Sergeant Smith, his meek and mild officer. They had met the
sergeant before, too.

Alexandra led them to the office. Edith had boiled the kettle and was
pouring cups of tea into fine Wedgewood porcelain. Everyone sat down
before the senior policeman spoke again.

“You believe you know the man who committed this murder, Miss
Thornton?”

“We’re not acquainted with him, Chief Inspector,” Alexandra
explained, “but he came into the showroom yesterday. His name is Mr.
Cheung.”

“And the murder victim was a colleague of Mr. Cheung’s?”

“I assumed so,” Alexandra replied. “Didn’t you, Daddy?”

“Indeed, I did,” her father replied.

“You see, Chief Inspector,” Alexandra continued, “the poor fellow on
the floor in the storeroom hurried in yesterday, spoke to Mr. Cheung in a
brief and heated conversation, and then they left. I assumed he worked for
Mr. Cheung.”

“And Cheung wanted the Ming dragon?” the chief inspector asked, his
amazement heavy in his tone of voice. “The same brass statue that Mr. Zhang
brought from China for you, Mr. Thornton?”

“Exactly,” Alexandra replied for her father. “Mr. Cheung claimed Mr.
Zhang had stolen the statue from him. He told us he wanted it back.”

“We think that’s why the showroom has been broken into,” Benedict
said. “Mr. Cheung asked if we had the statue in a storeroom.”

“But why would Cheung kill his confederate?” Alexandra posed the
question.



“If we suppose Cheung did kill him, Miss Thornton,” the chief
inspector said.

“Who else would, Chief Inspector?” Alexandra challenged. “Under the
circumstances, that is.”

“I agree,” the senior policeman said. “Cheung does seem the likely
candidate. But why?”

“Perhaps they argued after they broke in,” her father offered.

“There’s no sign of a scuffle, Daddy. Just a clean knife wound to the
man’s chest.”

“You leave it with us, Miss Thornton, Mr. Thornton.”

“A warning,” Alexandra cried out, halting the policemen who were
about to stand up. “It could be a warning. Cheung killed the man as a threat
to us not to cross him.”

“A harsh warning, Miss Thornton.”

“Indeed, Chief Inspector,” Alexandra agreed. “I believe Mr. Cheung
could be a ruthless man.”

“How valuable is this dragon statue?” the senior policeman asked.

“Very valuable,” Thomas supplied.

“Value differs in people’s opinions,” Alexandra pointed out. “To
Cheung, it could be priceless. Perhaps a family heirloom.”

“Righto,” Chief Inspector Wentworth said. “You leave it with us,” he
reiterated. “My men will be a while yet.” He nodded towards the storeroom.
“Perhaps you might like to close up and go home for the day. I’ll make
certain the premises are secured before we leave.”

“I think we will, Chief Inspector, and thank you,” Thomas said. “I’ve
already phoned for Bill Parry to come in here to fix the door. He runs the
home farm for us. Very handy chap.”

Alexandra couldn’t settle. She paced the floor of the library. Benedict
had brought work home and used the room’s large desk to do it. Her father
worked in his study. Edith curled up in an armchair in the library, reading
more about Chinese Mythology.

This man’s death wouldn’t be the end of it. It had started with a dream
and now a man had been killed. Would Cheung be ruthless enough to kill his
... what? His bodyguard? His underling? His colleague? Kill him to warn



them he meant business? Or had they argued?

Alexandra’s thought swirled like butterflies in her head.

Jiang Ying Yue. Ying Yue meant ‘reflection of the moon’. Jiang meant
river. But who was she? Had Cheung and the dead man argued over her?
They had certainly had a heated conversation the previous day when Cheung
had said her name.

Alexandra couldn’t see any link.

“Why don’t you read, my love?”” Benedict suggested.

“I’'m sorry, darling. Am I disturbing you?” Alexandra went to Benedict
and wrapped her arms around his neck.

He smiled at her. “I could cope with this kind of disturbance all day.”

“I will read,” she said. She sat in an armchair after taking another book
of Chinese Mythology from the library’s extensive collection. Bookshelves
lined every wall.

Alexandra recalled the Zhang father and son had believed there were
nine sons of the dragon, and they were Yazi, the dragon who liked to kill.
Was Cheung one of the nine sons? Or was the Ming dragon a totem of his
family? Perhaps Cheung belonged to one of the Triads, or even ran one of the
criminal groups? That would make him the wrong person to cross.

Dinner came and passed. Benedict played the piano. They read.
Alexandra fretted.

Then, her father turned the page of the newspaper he read. Alexandra
leaned forward, and then she went across to him. “Daddy, can I see the back
page?” Her father relinquished the newspaper. Alexandra turned it over and
read.

Chinese cargo ship, the Jiang Ying Yue, sets sail tomorrow after port
authorities confiscated illegal drugs. Arrests have been made.

“Daddy, Jiang Ying Yue is the name of a ship,” Alexandra cried. She
took the newspaper over to Benedict and Edith where they sat on the chaise.

“By Jove,” her father exclaimed.

“We must let Chief Inspector Wentworth know,” Alexandra added.
“Cheung must be linked to the ship in some way. I had an idea that Cheung
might be a Triad leader. It could be the reason he didn’t think twice about
killing his associate. They had argued in front of us ... and mentioned the
Jiang Ying Yue. If the newspaper is correct, and the ship leaves port
tomorrow, Cheung might be on it. That’s it,” Alexandra cried. “That’s why in
my dream the dragon soared over the water. Jiang means river.”



“All possible, my darling,” her father said, although he didn’t look
convinced.

“Golly, Lexy,” Edith added. “How can you work it all out?”

“We can’t phone the police now,” her father added. “It’s nearly
midnight.”

“There must be someone on duty,” Alexandra insisted.

“I wouldn’t like the good chief inspector to be woken up. I’'m sure it
can last until morning.”

Alexandra shrugged. “Very well, Daddy, though I’m not so certain it
can wait.”

Morning couldn’t come soon enough.

*

Alexandra tried to sleep, but her mind wouldn’t settle. She threw back
the covers, turned on the bedside lamp and looked at the small clock. Two
o’clock. She picked up the book on Chinese Mythology and then put it down
again. What was the point of reading further when she knew Cheung would
sail away—without the Ming dragon statue, though he’d get away with
murder.

Would he leave without the statue? He wouldn’t be too happy about it,
given how determined he had looked and sounded. He wanted to take
possession of it. Alexandra couldn’t see him sailing away empty handed. But
what else could he do?

Alexandra wondered if she had the answer to her question when she
heard a noise from downstairs. Not wasting any time, she threw on her
dressing-gown and opened her bedroom door to the corridor. On second
thought, she went back and grabbed a hat pin from the crystal tray on her
dressing table. She couldn’t hear anything else, but she tip-toed along the
passageway until she reached the top of the grand staircase.

For a moment, she wondered if she should rouse the others, but another
noise convinced her to hurry downstairs. Alexandra didn’t have a torch in her
bedroom to use, but she felt her way down the steps—she knew it so well.
She paused at the foot of the staircase. The grandfather clock in the main hall
ticked the seconds away. A flash of light, a beam jumping about, no doubt
from a torch, caught Alexandra’s eye. It came from the collection room,
which opened onto both the main hall and the drawing room.



She leaned back against the wall and listened. Footsteps padded around
the room, the beam lighting the intruder’s progress. If he was searching for
the Ming dragon, and Alexandra knew he was, she also knew he wouldn’t
find it ... unless he went into her father’s study and found the key to the
muniment room. Would he even know the room existed? If someone had
talked to Cheung about it, he might. Not one of Thornton Park’s staff. They
existed as a big family. But other people knew of the room. Word of the
Thornton collections was well known in Melbourne.

Alexandra had to act, before the intruder worked his way around to the
muniment room. Was it Cheung in the collection room, bouncing the torch
around? Or would it be another underling? Would Cheung trust one of his
men to redeem his treasure?

She felt herself trembling, but weakness wouldn’t do here and now. She
steeled herself and stepped into the open doorway of the collection room. It
took a few seconds to find the light switch. When she flicked it and light
filled the room, she stared into the startled face of Mr. Cheung.

He recovered after only a few seconds. “So, Miss Thornton, we meet
again.”

His arrogance shocked Alexandra. She hadn’t expected it. After all, she
had just exposed him as an intruder in her home. “I didn’t expect to meet you
here, Mr. Cheung,” Alexandra said, attempting to mimic his haughtiness.
“You should have asked if you had wanted to pay us a visit. It’s not the done-
thing to creep in at night.” She raised her eyebrows. “Of course, we probably
wouldn’t have invited you.”

“You are very superior and smug for one so young,” Cheung said. “In
my country,” he added, his dark eyes narrowing, “you would know your
place.”

“You are in my country now,” Alexandra said, her tone cold. She
refused to retaliate further. “What are you after? The Ming dragon? Or
something else?”

“The dragon statue is mine,” he said, and then added, ““You will tell me
where it 1s.”

Alexandra noticed his nod but dismissed it. She shouldn’t have,
although she couldn’t have known he wasn’t alone. She hadn’t seen anyone
else as she entered the room. Only when she felt herself grabbed from behind,
did she know. One muscular arm went around her waist, pinning her arm as
well, while one hand, his right hand, covered her mouth.



She had the hat pin in her right hand. She brought it straight up and
stabbed it into his wrist. He flung her hand away. The sharp point of the hat
pin barely pierced his skin. No more than a sting.

Alexandra kept hold of the pin and brought it back with more force into
his arm around her waist. Now he cried out, a high whine like an animal
caught in a trap. His hold on her released, and she sprang clear.

Cheung closed the gap, hit Alexandra across the face, and then grabbed
her right arm.

Alexandra reeled from the blow. Her head spun. Her eyes couldn’t
focus on Cheung anymore.

A moment later, she heard Benedict’s voice. He wrenched Cheung
away from her, and she staggered into her father’s arms. Benedict leveled a
fist at Cheung’s face and the man went down.

“You don’t hit the woman I love,” he told the man lying on the floor.

Benedict hurried to Alexandra. “Are you all right, my love?”

“A little dizzy,” she replied. “There’s another man. I stabbed him.”

“My brave and rash darling,” her father said. “Edie took care of him.”

Alexandra looked around and noticed that behind them, nearer the
door, the other intruder lay unconscious on the floor. Edith stood above him,
the hefty volume of Chinese Mythology in her hands.

“I hope I didn’t damage the book on his head,” Edith said.

Alexandra laughed. “Darling Edie.”

*

Chief Inspector Wentworth had to be roused from his bed after all.
With the family, he and a bleary-eyed Sergeant Smith watched as the two
Chinese men were taken away by uniformed police.

Benedict and Harry, being the younger, stronger men, had stood guard
over the intruders while they waited for the authorities to arrive.

As they made their way into the drawing room, Alexandra asked
Preston if tea could be served.

“Of course, Miss Alexandra,” Preston said. “Mrs. Preston is already
boiling the water.”

“Thank you,” Alexandra murmured. She had the most obtuse urge to
giggle at seeing their very formal butler in his dressing gown.

Preston and Harry had woken with the commotion. Mrs. Preston and



Sylvie too.

Edith returned from the kitchen where she’d begged an ice pack from
Mrs. Preston for Alexandra’s face.

Alexandra poured the last cup of tea and took the ice pack. “Thank you,
Edie darling,” she said. Such a luxury was only possible because of the new
ice box her father had bought for the kitchen. Her face felt sorer by the
minute. Talking didn’t help.

“You say you dreamed all this, Miss Thornton?”

“Not all, Chief Inspector, but I feel certain if you have your men search
the ship Jiang Ying Yue, you may find more of Cheung’s men on board, and
even other contraband to what has been discovered already. However, the
ship sails tomorrow ... no, today.” The grandfather clocked chimed six
o’clock as she spoke.

“This Cheung fellow only seemed interested in the Ming statue?”

“It seems so, Chief Inspector,” her father replied. “He didn’t attempt to
steal anything else.”

“He claimed the Zhangs stole it from him,” Alexandra explained.

“We haven’t discovered why the other Asian man was murdered in
your antique’s storeroom, I’m afraid.”

“I wouldn’t put it past Cheung to have killed a man as a warning, a
threat, to us.”

“Y ou might be right, Miss Thornton. Anyway, we’ll get a warrant to
search this ship.” Wentworth rose, followed by his sergeant. “We’ll leave you
good people to get some more sleep.”

Her father showed the police to the front door.

“How is your face, my love?” Benedict asked, lifting the ice pack from
her cheek. “Perhaps we should call the doctor.”

“I’1l be all right, darling, but I might stay home from work today.”

“Gosh, Lexy,” Edith said. “You shouldn’t have come downstairs on
your own when you heard a noise.”

“She should not have,” her father stated, his voice resounding as he
entered the drawing room again. “Why didn’t you wake us?”

“I thought about it, but then I heard a second noise and decided I should
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hurry.
“I feel guilty I didn’t hear anything,” Benedict said. “My room is

closest to the top of the grand staircase.”
“Don’t fret, darling,” Alexandra said, and kissed his cheek. “I couldn’t



sleep. That’s probably why I heard the noise.”

Preston entered the drawing room, dressed now in his tails coat, almost
as if he knew her father needed him. “Ah, my good man,” her father said.
“Send someone to ask Jim Parry to bring his tools to the house. We need
another door mended. These fellows broke in through the conservatory.”

“At least the Ming dragon is safe and sound,” Alexandra commented.

“Thanks to you, my darling,” her father said. “Although, next time, you
must not take so much upon yourself.”

“Next time, Daddy?” Alexandra smiled.
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CHAPTER 1

IT

The bucolic Barangay of Kalipso sits on an inlet of the Philippine Sea, two
hours by fast craft from the nearest big city. Butterflies lived longer and the
birds in the trees sang in harmony to the beat of the town, until one day, in
the dark of night, a chill settled over the banana trees and coconut plantations.
Until this time, the townsfolk had been at peace, and lived quietly with each
other, beating in time to the rhythm of the ocean and the sound of the waves
crashing the shoreline.

As the sun rose that fateful morning, the first to awake was the
Barangay captain, a big man, both in stature and in standing. He stepped out
onto the portico and immediately noticed something different, something
strange, the likes of which he had never seen or felt before in his sixty plus
years. A feeling of dread swept his soul, and he shuddered as if standing in a
snowstorm. Wait, that’s it. It is way too cold this morning. I have never felt
this cold. We are in the tropics, well, once when [ went to the top of
Mindanao, but not here.

The lack of traffic on the only road going North and South startled him
as well. Usually, at this time of morning, the people of this lovely island were
transferring their products to the local markets.

“Dong, (boy) where are you? Food is on the grill,” his nanay (mom)
called from the outdoor kitchen, alerting the big man that it was time to eat.

As he was turning to head back to the kitchen, his cell rang, but the
sound was different, not someone he knew. At least not someone programed
in. The phone was an old flip type, and he deftly thumbed the edge and
asked, “Magandang Umaga (good morning). How can I help this frigid
morning?”’

“It is not how you can help me, but rather how I can help you, and this
town,” the voice said, ominous and cold, like the weather itself. “Have you
noticed anything since rising this morn? Maybe just a little difference in, oh,
let’s say, the air?”” The disembodied voice let out an eerie chuckle and waited.



The accent sounded vaguely familiar, not exactly Bisayan, but rather a
mutated dialect of the language Raul spoke fluently. He thought it to be the
accent of the mythic creature from Apo Sandawa, something his father’s
father had told him about when he’d been just a boy on the dirt floor of their
ancestral home.

With deliberation and a practiced ease, Big Raul Esperanza growled
into the phone, “I don’t know who you are or what you want, but this is my
town, and I will protect my people from whatever evil deeds you may be
trying. Now, who are you and what are you trying to do?”

“This i1s just the beginning. Days of darkness and grief await you unless
you do exactly as I say. First, and from now on, once a week, P10,000 will be
left under a stone at the Quarry. Just wrap it in a banana leaf and leave it at
precisely the same time each week. Then once a month, I will expect a
beautiful example of your town to be waiting for me, dressed in traditional
clothing and ready to meet my needs.

“If you do as you are told, I will release the spell and things can return
to what you would call normal. Wait for further instructions. Am I
understood?”’

Before Raul could answer, the phone went dead. The captain, curious,
scratched his head, ran a big calloused hand through his hair and smiled.
Crazy that person is. Must have been smoking the wrong thing last night. Oh,
better get to breakfast before Lola (Grandma) gets upset.

Without giving it another thought, he turned and walked leisurely to the
patio, where Lola was waiting with a big plate of rice and fish. He looked
toward his mother and said, “Kind of cold this morning, Nanay. Have you
ever felt this before?”

“First time, dong, but it does stir a memory, something I was told as a
child, something foreboding, my tatay (daddy) told me to be aware of should
it ever happen. Ay naku, not now, we could use some cool weather. Now eat,
before you starve.”

The mother and her son strolled leisurely down the well-worn trail as
the sun slowly began its ascent in the east. The mother was tall for a Filipina,
with flowing locks of jet-black hair, a muscular physic that was slim like a
reed, and she always possessed a smile that would warm the heart of even the



most unpleasant stranger.

Her son was a typical two-year-old, full of vim and vigor and a lust for
life, always dashing about, head-long into the proverbial mist, never worrying
or thinking of the consequences, as any little boy would do. He carried his
lanky body with authority as he marched down the trail, looking for his next
adventure. And everything new was an adventure to a child.

Alone in the jungle, just a few meters ahead, a smooth purple stone
started to shake. Well, was it a stone? It looked like a stone, but now it rocked
side to side and a crack formed right down the middle. Skipping down the
trail, the beautiful mother and her little son came across the unusual purple
object and watched in awe as it rolled from side to side and back and forth,
eventually splitting precisely down the center.

With a flourish and a shrug, out of the purple shell stepped a diminutive
creature with a sharply pointed head, big eyes, and what could only be
described as a thorny crown on his still moist dome. He looked up at the
curious duo and shocked the little boy by giving him a quick, but secretive
wink.

Mom missed it, but not the young man. He gleefully laughed and
pulled at Mommila’s hand. “Can I keep him, huh, can I keep him? He winked
at me. That means he likes me. Huh, Mommy, please?” These were the first
words that the young man’s mother would later say she fully understood.

Until then, while he would constantly verbalize, nothing really made
sense, except to the boy himself. It could only be magic; yes, a magic spell
cast to give him the ability to speak at such an early age. They were to learn
later just how strong the magic was.

Startled at the sound of his voice, his mother recoiled for a moment
before responding, “Oh, my, your father will be happy to hear you are
speaking in complete sentences, and perfect Bisayan as well. Oh, and you
have a heck of an imagination, dong, but let us have a look at what that is.”
Zeke’s mother leaned forward, bending down for a closer look.

Her figure, so statuesque any man would lust over, and a smile so warm
and tender that even the evil spirits in the jungle would give her space,
seemed to take the little jungle creature by surprise. He recoiled for just an
instant as Sophia moved into its space, but realized how gentle she was, and
he soon relaxed once again.

Looking down at where Zeke pointed, she saw him for the first time.
“Well, my goodness, you are real, but just what are you?”” She spoke out loud



to no one save little Zeke. She reached down and scooped up the tiny creature
and brought him to eye level.

They starred at each other for a long moment, and then things got really
weird. The creature began to grow in her palm, doubling in size within a brief
moment, weighing almost one kilogram. He looked her in the eyes and, just
as he had done with Zeke, smiled and winked. “Ay naku!”

Startled, Sophia let the creature drop from her hands.

Then something even more startling happened. Before he hit the ground
and surely would have been injured, he sprouted wings and rose up to meet
Mommila eye to eye. “Don’t be afraid,” he said, fluttering in the air. “I have
been sent here to help you and the people of Kalipso. You and the little one
have been chosen. For what, you will learn later. Now, how about you let me
talk to Zeke?”

The little dragon, having again doubled in size, settled to the ground
and looked directly into the now very surprised boy’s eyes. “Beware of the
Sigbin. He is here among your people now. But if you trust me, we can save
Kalipso and return life to normal. You and your cousins alone possess the
magic in your blood to defeat such an evil. For it is here, and it is bad.”

%k

The chill had not gone unnoticed to the first business owners opening
their shops that fateful morning. The first to roll up the metal screen was
Lizzy, the owner of the local pastry shop. Her husband, Bert, had been hard
at work behind the locked doors, busy making the local treats in advance of
the morning arrival of the fast craft from the mainland. “Dong, do you feel
that? What in the heck has happened? Yesterday it was 86 degrees and almost
100% humidity. I have never felt this cold before.”

The drivers of the first Jeepneys to arrive, having backed into their
spots, waited for the ferry while huddled in the asphalt street, shivering from
the cold. “Is it getting colder?” asked the driver with the Jeepney whose
painted sign read, Tudela today, Tudela tomorrow?

“I was in Baguio once and it was not this cold,” another one offered.
His Jeepney sat first in line, hoping to catch the first line of locals needing a
ride, and tourists ready for adventure.

Just as he spoke, a strange thing happened that the drivers, collectively,
would later say was a hallucination caused by fumes from the Jeepneys. They



said they saw what appeared to be a kangaroo walking backwards with its
head between its legs.

They all gasped in surprise and would later swear the “kangaroo”
morphed into a tall Filipino who smiled at everyone, then turned and walked
up the street, ventured right, and disappeared. Each driver looked at the other,
and one even said out loud, “No more whiskey for me.” The sun had just
cleared the horizon.

While everyone was talking over the other in genuine surprise, and a
little fright, the Tall One disappeared around the curve on the way to San
Francisco. As the shock wore off, the horn from the incoming fast craft took
the drivers out of their stupor, and they all turned to watch the ship dock.

*

In a cozy bed, tucked inside a comfortable home, two little girls, Akela
and Alexa, awoke beside their mommy, ready for a typical day in Cebu. Ten-
year-old Alexa yawned, stretched, and smiled at her two-year-old sister
Akela. They sat looking at each other for a moment before Alexa received the
shock of her young life. “Good morning, Di. How’s my big sister this
beautiful morning. Should we wake Mommila or just slip out of bed and
play?”

These were the first words Akela had spoken that anyone could
understand, and they were grammatically correct as well and in English.
Searching for her own words, Alexa shook her Mommila (mother) awake,
and said, “Did you hear that? Aki is speaking, Mommy. Aki is speaking!”

“Oh, Alexa, you have such an imagination. What time is it?”

“She spoke to me. She spoke to me!” Alexa repeated enthusiastically.

Before his mother could respond, Akela looked her in the eye and
smiled. “Hi, Mom. I predict it will be a beautiful day.” Akela acted startled
for just an instant. Her demeanor changed, and she grew still with a far-off
look in her eyes.

Far away, a young boy felt the same.

The moment passed quickly, and she said in a loud and stressful voice,
“Ay naku, let’s head to Kalipso as quickly as possible. Zeke needs us.
Something just happened, and he needs us. Let’s go!”

Sitting upright in bed, the thin, attractive Filipina grabbed her phone
and, in a panic, punched in the number for her brother on the island of
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Camotes. “Dong, answer the phone, answer the phone
mobile.

“Magandang Umaga, (good morning) little sis. What’s up?”

Shouting excitedly into the phone, Mommila almost sang, “Akela is
talking in complete sentences. This is wild. Just yesterday it was all baby
talk, now today, perfect. My baby is a genius!”

Her big brother interrupted her, “Funny you should mention that.
Sophia just returned from a walk with Zeke, and he is doing the same. Perfect
and grammatically correct. I think our children are gifted. Shall we enroll
them in Cebu Doctors College, or is this too early?”

“We will be on the first fast boat outta here and see you tonight. We
absolutely must talk about this in person. Akela told me something strange,
and we need to be there right away. Something weird is happening to my
little girl.”

The beautiful Filipina, Mommy Joy, punched the off button and
jumped out of bed. “Come on, girls, Nanay is gonna want to hear from you in
person. Grab some clothes, brush your teeth, and it is off to the ferry we go.”

Traffic, and the inability to catch the right ride due to rush hour
congestion, caused the trio to miss the early morning ferry to Kalipso. The
only other ferry that day was at 1800 hours.

Mommy Joy paced and waited in a controlled, frustrated state, while
the two girls entertained themselves at the dock. They listened to the music
from the blind musicians, and Akela wondered out loud how people became
so talented.

“Hi, cousins, didn’t expect to see you here. Headed to Kalipso too?” A
tall, thin young man of about twelve stood behind Alexa and smiled as she
turned to greet the familiar voice. Job was the son of Mommy Joy’s brother
from Cebu, and he was as intelligent and personable as he was handsome. He
was on his way to the Island in response to a dream he’d had two nights
before. “I was awakened by a scary dream, and I’m sure I heard a voice. The
voice told me to come, that I would be needed to help save the town. I swear
it was Zeke talking to me. Anyway, we are all here and headed for what, |
don’t know, but I’m sure it will be an adventure.”

Time dragged until the announcement: The fast boat for Poro is now
loading. Please have your ticket ready to show the attendant. Door number
four.

With unbridled excitement, and just a touch of fear, Mommy Joy,

she yelled into the



Akela, Alexa, Job, and about one hundred others, boarded the boat and
settled 1in for the two-and-one-half-hour ride to their home. It would be
almost sundown when they arrived, if the boat made good time.

*

Sophia and Don spent the day with little Zeke, and a now even bigger
dragon, trying to figure out just what was happening. Hugging under the
covers against the worsening cold, they watched in awe as Zeke’s vocabulary
grew exponentially.

At frequent intervals during the day, Zeke would look at the mysterious
creature and nod, smile and stroke his back. Occasionally, he would speak in
an unknown dialect, not Cebuano, not Tagalog, not Bisayan, but something
only he seemed to understand.

“What are you doing, dong?” his mommy asked. “Are you just
pretending to know what the dragon is saying?”’

With perfect English, and occasionally Bisayan, Zeke replied, “We are
getting to know each other. He says he can help us with whatever is causing
this awful cold. But he said it will take teamwork and determination, and
most of all, people must trust us. We need to have Liam and Job here, as
well. Will you get Liam for me, please? Job is on the fast craft with Aki and
Alexa.”

Just as he finished speaking, he put his arms around the green dragon,
gave him a big squeeze, said something in his small ears, and the two fell
quickly asleep.

The sun was setting as the fast craft docked in Kalipso, and an anxious
and determined Mommy Joy urged Job and her children off the boat and
double-timed up the street to her brother’s home.

The sun had nestled quietly in the west, and the town of Kalipso was
asleep, save for the people flowing off the boat and up the street. The first to
note the cold was Mommy Joy. It seemed so out of place, having come from
the big city and 86-degree temperature. “Girls, it is so cold. Let’s hurry to
Nanay’s house before we freeze.”

Mommy Joy, Alexa and Akela moved swiftly up the now darkening
road, shivering in the unexpected and unprecedented cold. Akela stopped



dead in her tracks and exclaimed, “Mommila, 1 know why it is so cold, but
Zeke told me not to say anything. Is that okay, Mommy? This is scary.”

Mommy Joy took this as an omen, not just the cold, but the fact the
child was speaking like a full grown, college-educated adult. Alexa looked at
Mommy, then at Akela, shook her pretty head and pulled the two-year-old
forward. “We gotta get inside, quickly.” Mommy Joy looked in awe as her
two young girls moved with uncharacteristic speed to their Tito’s house,
which was nestled just below and to the left of Raul’s and Nanay’s.

“It 1s freezing out here. Let us in, dong, let us in.” Mommy Joy
pounded frantically on the door, growing more and more frustrated when no
one answered. ““They must be upstairs. Let’s go, kids.” She grabbed the
littlest one and leaped two at a time up the stairs.

*

“Will you look at that. Is that what I think it is? Brr. Oh, my, it’s
snowing. Never happened in the history of the tropics at this level. What
the...?”” Raul looked out the window of their stately home at the white flakes
slowly descending on the town. He had been in snow once, many years ago
as a boy, and felt its sting, but never in his wildest dreams would he consider
it happening here in Kalipso, near the equator. As he was ruminating to
himself, the phone range.

“Hope you haven’t forgotten what I told you,” a low howl echoed over
the phone. “Do we have a deal? 10,000 pesos by Monday or it will get worse.
And a nice voluptuous maiden must bring it with her. Forget the stone at the
Quarry for now, wearing the traditional dress of the Bagobo.”

Raul recoiled for a moment as his mind raced on how to stop this evil.
Stall for time. Tell it what it wants to hear. “Monday is too soon to get all that
together. But if you will wait until the first of the month, I will double the
money.”

Without hesitation, the voice replied, “Agreed.” The phone went dead,
and Raul grumbled, snarled and started to think. He thumbed his phone open
and punched in the first number.

Two rings later, he said, “Get everyone together in the hanger. I mean
everyone, all the townspeople. We have a crisis, and I need their input. It
must be at night, just after sundown tomorrow.” Something from way in the
past had triggered the need for an evening meeting. Something—as a small



child—his /olo (grandfather) would caution him about and regale him with
how he had defeated it. What was it? What had Lolo told me about...? A
brief second latter, he looked up, smiled and nodded? The Sigbin is back. But
I know how to defeat it.

One Hundred Years Ago

Apo is the tallest peak on the second largest island in the Philippines. It
has a reputation for never giving up what goes there. Mindanao is a mystical
place, full of secrets and legends that are passed from generation to
generation. Some are designed to keep unruly children in line should they
misbehave, but some are real. It is often difficult for the locals to
differentiate. But the children know. They always know.

Children have an innate ability to see things grown-ups can’t. And thus,
the myth (was it a myth) of a fearsome beast of the hills was formed. Handed
down from generation to generation, no child ever questioned his nanay or
tatay. After all, they wouldn’t lie, would they?

On the dirt floor of a hut deep in the jungle, a hut covered with banana
palms to keep out the rain, Raul’s great-great /olo sat with his son, Benjamin,
and told a tale of the woods. A tall tale so fierce that when he finished, it left
the child shivering with excitement and fear. But he was also determined to
never be a victim, for he was just the latest in a long line of warriors
descended from the Bagobo tribe.

The Bagobo were headed by Pangilan, a great hero of the people. This
bloodline made it pre-ordained that Raul’s wife’s maternal grandfather was
destined to banish the creature to the very top of Apo, a volcanic peak filled
with secrets. For he alone held the power to vanquish the Sigbin.

That power, his /olo said, was a gift from his own /o/la, who was
considered to be the local Aswang (witch), as well. For she had mystical
power that could overcome any beast of the jungle. And because Raul’s
wife’s great grandfather was of her blood, the direct descendants would also
possess the power if needed.

Every child learned the Sigbin liked to attack and devour with
unfettered lust. No child should go out at night without Nanay or Tatay for
protection, and should their name be called, they must immediately return
home. Raul’s great grandfather had asked his father to explain what the
Sigbin was, he shook from fear and bravado upon hearing.



The Sigbin is said to come out at night to suck the blood of victims
from their shadows. It 1s said to walk backwards with its head lowered
between its hind legs, and to have the ability to become invisible to other
creatures, especially humans. It resembles a hornless goat but has very large
ears which it can clap like a pair of hands, and a long, flexible tail that can be
used as a whip. The Sigbin is said to emit a nauseating odor.

According to the legend, there are families known as Sigbinan (those
who own Sigbin) whose members possess the power to command these
creatures and are said to keep the Sigbin in jars made of clay. But all that
would change over time, mutations occurred, and none would be more feared
than the Sigbin as it morphed into the fearsome creature of the 21st century,
thanks in part to a mistake the old Aswang had made while preparing the
potion.

True to legend, and his promise, the battle for supremacy happened at
the base of Mt. Apo in the year 1879. Benjamin, armed with a sharp steel
blade, a quiver of arrows and longbow, and his trusted blowgun, made his
way cautiously up the steep terrain. The darts for the blowgun had been
soaked—for more subduing power—overnight in a paralyzing liquid his /o/a
had conjured up. It would be the single biggest victory, and the most crucial
mistake in the history of the Sigbin.

He settled in the spot his fatay had said would be the best place to catch
the unsuspecting Sigbin and waited for nightfall. As dusk settled on Mt. Apo,
Benjamin noticed the slightest of movement in the bush. As a dim figure
walked backward down the slope, it would stop and howl, flapping its long
ears and waving a long sharp tail to open a path downward.

The young warrior wanted to make an example of this beast for all to
see, so he decided not to kill, but only halt the Sigbin from coming into town.
He pulled a thin dart out of this leather pouch which hung around his waist
and slipped it into the blowgun. The gun had been passed from father to son
for generations, and hours had been spent perfecting its use. Practicing since
he was a small boy, he lifted the long hollowed-out reed to his lips.

The Sigbin stopped to scratch its left ear, the timing right. Benjamin
took a deep breath and exhaled with the force of ten Bagobos. The eye of the
great, great grandson of the hero Pangilan was true. The dart pierced the skin
just below the left side of the chin, hitting a major artery. The anesthetic
would take effect quickly, allowing young Benjamin only a short hunt.

With a blood-curdling scream, the odd-looking animal leaped straight



up, spun around, looked the shooter in the eye, and started running
backwards. It only made it a few yards before dropping to the ground. Its
eyes opened and closed a few times before it fell into a deep sleep.

Raul’s great, great grandfather scrambled up the hill and kneeled beside
the now comatose Sigbin. “Not so tough now, is ya? That was easy.” He
bound the creature securely, pulled out his leather bag and took a deep sip of
pure cool water, then sat down and waited for it to awaken. “Sleep now, my
pretty, for when you awake there will be a big surprise. I do hope we can
come to understand each other.”

As the Sigbin lay sleeping, Lolo opened a sealed leather pouch, the
stomach of a baboy which contained a magic potion given to him by his /o/a.
His grandmother, the Aswang, had prepared a liquid for just this occasion.
She told the boy to be careful and not spill any, as it was needed at full
strength to subdue the beast.

It was the combination of the liquid potion used on the darts and the
special elixir needed to control the Sigbin that proved to be a big mistake. For
both used in totality would not have a long-term positive affect.

The young warrior sniffed and found no odor, which made him curious.
He started to lift it to his lips and, as if by magic, he heard a voice that
sounded just like his lola, “Do not touch the liquid in any way. Beware the
danger or you too will fall under my spell.” Benjamin quickly closed the
pouch and looked around, sure that his /ola was standing nearby.

Eventually the Sigbin slowly awakened but found himself restrained so
he could not flee from the young man who was the first to vanquish him.

“Well, finally awake, are we? I have something special for you,
complements of my /ola. She remembers the havoc you played on some of
her family members many years ago. This drink is for you.”

The beast clamped its jaws shut with a loud snort and shook its head
side to side, all the time flapping its enormous ears. Nothing worked as
Benjamin forced the animal’s lips apart and poured the liquid down. The
Sigbin gasped, choked and sputtered, but finally stopped, and even settled
back and relaxed.

A few moments later, it looked up and smiled at the great Bagobo
warrior and offered no resistance as the creature was untied so that it could
walk. They started down the hill, Sigbin walking backwards, and climbed
into the canoe for the trip to Lola’s house.

The creature from the mountains seemed blissfully peaceful as



Benjamin repeatedly dipped the oar in and out of the water, never making
any kind of move to upset or worry the young man. Eventually they arrived at
the bank on the river where steps had been hand dug into the earth and, with
surprising ease, the creature of the night climbed out of the canoe and started
backward up the path chosen by Benjamin.

They were greeted by the patriarch and matriarch of the family, the
great Rob, and Jelly the Aswang, and her husband. “Do you know why you
are still alive?” Jelly asked the now subdued, almost frightened, creature. “I
know you understand me. We have a connection, you and I, and it will be so
for generations to come.”

The Sigbin nodded and quivered as he tried to avoid eye contact with
the witch.

“When I am done, you will sleep the sleep of undead. I will not kill you
as you have done nothing to my family. But I will make sure you bother no
one for the next one hundred years, at the very least. You will disappear into
the mountains, never to be heard from again. There is only one thing that will
change that, and when the time comes, the combination of child and adult,
man and woman, will awaken you. And then your kind will cease to exist
forever. Now begone.”

The Sigbin, fully awake now and free from his bonds, hurriedly backed
out the door and up the hill until it vanished into the overgrown brush of the
jungle. Two days later, high on top of Apo, the creature with the bad breath
and floppy ears fell into a deep sleep inside a cave. Only one thing would
awaken it, and that would be over a century away.

Nanay, Tatay and Benjamin sat around a fire made of coconut husks
and reveled in the victory. “No more will we be bothered. Our children can
play at night and be forever safe,” Tatay said to his frowning wife.

“Ay naku, 1 think I am too old for spells. I made a mistake in the
formula. When the beast awakens, he will have the power of gods to control
the weather. May our descendants’ hands and minds be strong and true to
confront the demon when he awakes, for it will take all the young to subdue
and slay it.”

“I have foretold there will be one, a boy child, who will be born on the
twenty-fifth day of the first month, as the clock strikes three quarters past
nine. He and he alone will hold the answer to how to slay the beast. With the
support of others in the family. Mahal kita, my family. Mahal kita (1 love



you).”

Nanay looked at her beloved ones and slowly fell back, and in that
moment, her spirit left her body, never to return. She was interned in the way
of the Bagobo. Her spirit would linger in the jungle until one day she would
enter the chosen one, a young child of two, and he would save the family
once again.

Because of her advanced years, the grand Aswang of the Bagobo made
a critical mistake in the formula she had prepared to stop the Sigbin. The
potion would indeed render the mountain beast immobile for almost the next
century, but with one special caveat. When she mixed the herbs and fauna,
she omitted the eye of the bat, not overly important but just enough that the
future would be uncertain.

This combination would be both good and bad as it would allow the
animal to awaken, but also have the key to its demise. Just enough good and
bad, but the timing would be critical for the survival of her family. The future
was unclear, but it was also pre-ordained, and it came to be on the night of
the typhoon.



CHAPTER 2
The Awakening

Mindanao is the Eastern most positioned island of all the 7641 Islands that

make up the Republic of the Philippines. It serves as a buffer to the wind at
such times when a typhoon spawns in the ocean and blows its destructive
force. This time, however, the landing of the eyewall would provide the
catalyst for the unleashing of the Sigbin.

On this night, at the last moment, the typhoon headed directly at
Kalipso suddenly changed course and just stopped. Over the next twenty-four
hours, it dumped an enormous amount of water on the top of Mt. Apo. The
flooding was so severe, and the runoff so utterly unpredicted, that it moved
the one boulder on the island that the great Aswang of old had hoped would
never be moved.

After Benjamin had sedated the beast, he rolled it into a cave deep in
the mountain under Apo. With the help of fifteen local tribesmen, a boulder
was rolled into place to guarantee the backward-walking demon would never
be free.

The drug administered to him would slow his metabolic rate to such a
degree that he would sleep the sleep of the dead for all eternity, unless a boy
child was born based on a specific date and time.

And so it would come to pass one hundred years later. The combination
of the ferocious typhoon and the birth of the chosen one at precisely the hour
foretold gave rise to the Sigbin once again.

At the very moment the child entered the world, a world filled with joy
and happiness, his mother would later exclaim, “I felt a presence!” There was
something strange about the little boy now snuggled at her breast. He looked
up at her and smiled. A warm, commanding smile of reassurance that only a
mother would know. She dismissed it as motherly love, until that day in the
jungle two years later.



At the very time the baby was being born in a hospital hundreds of
kilometers away, the Sigbin awoke. Slowly its eyes opened, its tail twitched,
and the tiny arms moved as if to chase away the cobwebs from its brain. The
beast could tell it was his time as had been prophesied by the old witch. He
rolled his skinny neck down between his legs and stood up. “I¢ is time.”

But not just yet. Awake it was, but strong it was not. The demon fell
back to the ground and lay on its side, slowly regaining its senses. He was
indeed awake, and incredibly hungry, but he had no strength to support his
frame. He rolled his head side to side and surveyed the interior of the cave.
There was no light, only the hint of a breeze telling him in which direction to
crawl.

Slowly and painfully, the Sigbin pulled its large but extremely
emaciated body toward the direction from which the wind blew. After what
seemed like hours, he arrived at the entrance to the cave and took a deep
breath. Exhausted, he fell into a deep sleep and would not awaken for five
more days.

In the five days it slept, a family of rats took up residency in a patch of
brush just to the side the beast’s head, dangerously close to its mouth. The
Sigbin smelled something familiar, something it had known from one
hundred years prior. Food, I smell food. His eyes opened slowly as the family
of rats lay sleeping. He sniffed the air, and the scent took his vision directly
to them.

In his weakened state, he could just open his mouth and flick his
tongue. It was just long enough to reach the nest, and one by one he devoured
the meat. He felt the strength starting to return to his body, and he quietly slid
back into a deep sleep. More nourishment would come over the next few
months, until he was almost at full strength. He would then begin the journey
that would forever cement the legend of the Sigbin in the annuls of history.

One year later, and fully recovered, the demon made its way outside
and started down the hill. It was pitch black, and the rain was coming in
torrents, but it mattered not. I am hungry with desire, and I know just where
to go and what to do. He raised his ugly head from between his legs and
stared up into the rain.

A vision came to him. He nodded and started his journey north to a
small town. They had just what he was looking for, maidens to further his



genes. He gave a guttural laugh, something between a snarl and a cough, and
headed down to the river. It was exactly the twenty-fifth day of the first
month of the new year, three quarters past nine.

It would take a year—as the Sigbin could only travel by daylight in
human form—for it to reach the outskirts of the Island of Camotes. There it
would finalize its plan, enjoy the beauty of the countryside, and its women,
and gain complete control of the people. It was that first morning, having
walked the long stretch of road from San Francisco to the port in Kalipso,
that the drivers first caught a glimpse of Sigbin.

%k

The morning after the Jeepney drivers saw, or did not see, what they
thought they all saw, started the same as before. Except this time the cold was
so severe they had to scrape ice off the windshields of their vehicles. The first
in line, a tall be-speckled Filipino with a fine goatee and short cropped hair,
was the first to speak the obvious, “Never in my life. My lola warned me
about this one day. She said IT would come for us in the day of the wee
ones.” He was speaking loudly to any of the other drivers who would listen to
him.

The second in line shivered from the cold and offered, “Maybe the
Aswang has cursed you, and you brought it to all of us. Maybe it is you she is
angry with.”

The goateed one snapped back, “Never, for I am a God-fearing man.
My life is true, and my wife is pure. But it could be something with this town.
My lola told me to beware the child, for it is written, a demon from the
mountains will appear, and we all will feel the change.”

A third driver popped in, “Remember yesterday, dong? That which we
do not speak about. Maybe what we saw was not a hallucination or trouble
with the demon rum, but perhaps the demon itself.” The one who spoke was
thin and frail but had the eyes of a man of wisdom.

“Attention on the street!” It was a voice coming from the top of the
Barangay Hall, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Be aware there will be a
town hall meeting in the hanger just as the sun sets tonight. Everyone must be
there. It is a matter of life and death to us all. Be there at sunset as that time is
most important.”

The man of wisdom spoke aloud to all the drivers, “I told you so, I told



you so. Now it begins. The evil is here. We saw it yesterday, remember?”

One by one the drivers never spoke but slowly and deliberately slipped
into their Jeepneys and drove away, some going north, some south, save one.

The goateed one said to himself, “I will indeed attend this meeting, as
my lola said it will happen, and I can help. I must make myself available for
the town.” He stroked his beard, turned to see the fast craft dock, and waited
for his first passengers of the day. He never gave a thought to just how
important he would be.

Raul had just closed his phone and settled into his favorite chair while
formulating a strategy when the entire Loon family, and a dragon now two
meters tall, bolted up the concrete steps and into Nanay’s parlor.

Raul started to speak and was abruptly stopped with a wave of a hand
by the youngest sibling. “Hello, Tito, we know it is the Sigbin doing this. We
know what he wants, and we, or at least I, know how to stop him. My lola’s
lola’s lola came to me in a dream last night. That is why I stand before you
today and speak of what I know. Fear not the dragon, for he is here to help
us. His name is not to be spoken as it is known only to me.”

Raul recoiled and sat rigidly upright at the words this young dong
spoke. “So, the prophecy has come to pass. For it has been passed down from
generation to generation, and now the chosen one has returned. Gemma, get
in here. Your blood, the blood of times past has been called up.” He shook
with excitement and fear and settled back in his chair just as his wife walked
into the room. He cautiously eyed the dragon as it slowly moved into position
under the window, then sat and peered out, as if to be the first guard for the
family.

Zeke was the first to speak, “Hello, Tita. Good morning to you. Please
don’t be shocked. It is I who has been chosen to save the town. As I told Tito,
I know what it is and how to defeat it. My lola from many years past spoke to
me last night.”

“Ay naku, you speak! So, my dream was not a dream, but rather a
vision of the future. Blessed be the Virgin Mary, for it came to me last night
as well. Will you save the town, Chosen One?” Gemma spoke with authority,
for she was the de facto matriarch of the family, and looked at the children
with eagerness.



The rest of the group, Job, Akela, and Alexa had been joined by a
happy-go-lucky little boy named Liam. Liam shook with excitement as his
lola spoke.

It was this combination of youth and eagerness that would slay the evil
one should he dare to come to town again. They all looked to Zeke for
direction. He pondered a moment, looked upward, smiled and nodded. “Will
do, Tita, will do. With the will of the people, the strength of my dragon and
the might of the Bagobo, I will. Salamat (thank you).”

Zeke turned to his Uncle Raul and stated loudly and firmly, “I know
you will be speaking at the hanger tonight to all the people. You must let me
talk; you absolutely must let me speak!”

The shock had worn off, and Raul looked down at the little one and
smiled. “Ay naku, you are kidding, right? How old are you again? Not even
two and telling grownups what to do. Where is your mother?”

“You should probably listen to him, Tito,” Don, the father, spoke up.
“This has happened over night and it is a strong sign.”

“Yes,” Piped in Mommy Joy. “All the little ones are talking and all
saying the same things. Please listen to him.”

Raul took a deep breath, sighed, and sat back in his easy chair. It was
then Zeke and the other children laid out the plans that he would share at the
town-hall meeting. The snow was getting deeper, and for the first time the
round thermometer on the post outside dipped below 0C. The sun had
dropped below the horizon, and there was no one on the street. The people of
the town came to a standstill save for one lone figure.

The lone Jeepney driver hugged himself, stroked his goatee, and slowly
plowed through the now one-foot thick snow. He had AC in his Jeepney but
no heater, and he shivered as he shifted into second and slowly crept up the
road to the hanger. He stopped in front of the one-hundred-year-old Catholic
Church and sat for a long moment.

“Time to go inside.” He exited the vehicle and strode across the street
and into the one place that would hold all the residents of the small town of
Kalipso. He was not the first, for a crowd of several hundred were huddled
together against the snow and cold. A special upbeat music emanated from
the overly large speakers on the stage, and he could hear murmurs echoing
about the hanger.

The driver, hard of body and sound of mind, found a spot on the lowest
tier of the bleacher seats and waited. The music coming from the speakers



seemed to calm him, and a kind of peace settled on the crowd.

The snow was now a blizzard, and a severe, cold wind blew through the
hanger. The locals all huddled together for warmth and wished Raul would
get on with it, whatever “it” would be. The music grew louder and the very
talented dance team, composed entirely of elementary school teachers,
bounded onto the hanger floor and fired up the crowd with a perfectly
choreographed dance number.

In a perfect formation that would make the United States Marine Corps
Silent Drill Team proud, the educators started their performance. In perfect
sync, the dancers wowed the huddled masses as they strutted across the floor.
One by one the lead dancer would change, and the crowd would roar.

Then something unexpected happened which threw the crowd into an
even wilder frenzy. Little Alexa, as if by magic, appeared in front of the
dancers and, in perfect order, started her routine. The lithe young woman
smiled and jumped, and the teachers followed in perfect formation.

The Jeepney driver, sitting quietly, looked over his shoulder and for a
moment did not comprehend what he saw. He shook his head, rubbed his
eyes, looked over his shoulder a second time, and stood up and headed out of
the hanger.

The warmth hit like a hammer and a warm breeze brushed his hair
back. “Whoa, what the heck, ay naku.” The snow that had been so deep a few
minutes earlier quickly became a river of water just outside the hanger walls.
“This is just nuts. What has happened to my town?”

The goateed one started across the road and, upon arriving at his
Jeepney, was struck by the cold again. Now, more perplexed than ever, he
turned and looked down at the snow-covered ground. There was a distinct
difference within inches separating water from snow. He watched in awe as
the snow would melt and then freeze, melt and freeze.

It occurred to him that there might be a connection between the dancers
and the snow, so he started to observe the two. The DJ was trying to add
more flair to make a name for himself, so as Alexa moved closer to the
opening of the hanger, he cranked up the volume on the song. When the
group moved closer to the street, the snow would recede and turn to water,
but just as quickly as they moved back into the inner section, the snow would
return and freeze.

Inside the hanger, it was obvious to everyone that the warmth so
commonplace in Kalipso had returned. The crowd started to murmur, the



murmur becoming a small roar, and the roar became a cacophony of voices
talking over one another.

The louder the music, the harder the team danced, the warmer it
became. Clothes were being peeled off, and the crowd thought everything
had returned to normal. The music ended, and Alexa exited stage left to be
greeted by Job, Akela, Zeke, Liam, Mommy Joy, and Don, the Barangay
captain, and his wife.

The loyal dragon had been disguised in a long flowing coat and beanie
so as not to scare the locals. He waited at the edge of the hanger and studied
the crowd. His primary goal was to protect Zeke and, by extension, his
family.

Like a typhoon of old, the cold and snow descended with a vengeance
on the hanger, causing everyone to wonder in awe and quickly bundle up.
Mothers grabbed their babies and held them close for warmth in fear the
babies might freeze.

The Sigbin was perched atop one of the oldest building in the town, the
Catholic Church, which, coincidentally, sat directly across from the hanger. It
was daytime and the beast of the hills had taken human form so the casual
observer would think a workman was doing repairs on the roof. He watched
with studied glee at the frustration and anger of the crowd, laughing to
himself as the people cried and moaned about the cold.

His spot on the roof did not afford a perfect view, so he did not see the
rise and fall of the snow and ice. He only heard the sounds coming from the
hanger and danced a jig of success on the roof near the steeple. He never saw
the little group of siblings and family move quickly but silently into the
hanger. Nor did he see the performance by little Alexa. He leaned against the
tallest part of the church, closed his eyes, chuckled, and dreamed of the
maiden to come. “Would it be the tall one, the busty one, or the smiling one
he had seen at the crowning of the Queen? Doesn’t matter, because I will
have them all before I leave.”

Zeke was watching intently from the inside of a truck the Barangay
captain drove and a plan quickly came to mind. His trusty dragon sat on the



roof and kept vigil, swinging his immense head and tail to and fro while
sniffing the air. The behemoth caught something in the air and raised to his
full height.

In just a moment, he focused on the top of the church. At the same time
as the Jeepney driver, he saw the man and knew immediately it was the
Sigbin. The green companion, unnoticed by anyone, slipped off the truck and
headed out the side of the hanger. He took up a spot which would be
advantageous to all and waited for the children.

Zeke motioned all the siblings together and, speaking as silently as he
could, told them of his plan. With specific instructions, and an assurance he
would be along in due time, he nodded, and off they went. In unison, they
turned and quietly drifted out the hanger door and headed to Nanay’s house
to work out the plan.

Could the connection be Alexa or the music? The dragon pondered the
thought as he watched his charge head up the street. Slowly, he filed in
behind them, keeping his head on a swivel, keeping everyone safe. He did not
fear the Sigbin; nay, the Sigbin had better fear him. He thought he knew the
secret before, but now he was certain. But how to tell the children? “I know
that Zeke will understand me if I concentrate hard enough. I will tell him
what I know, and together we will win out.”

Raul stayed behind and made his way to the stage, followed closely by
Zeke. They mounted the steps as the crowd grew more restless. Zeke climbed
on a box next to the podium, and Raul took his spot in front. He tapped the
microphone and in Bisayan asked for quiet. “People of Kalipso, we have a
crisis, something never before seen in our town. But I assure you all this will
end well. We know who is doing this and why it is being done. There is one,
however, who can save us. Please give him a moment before reacting. You
WILL be surprised.”

He handed the microphone to the two-year-old as a roar rose from the
citizens huddled together for warmth. The first to speak was the lady with the
bakery by the dock. With an unsuppressed laugh, she shouted, “Ay naku, are
you kidding? A child? Really, we are doomed!”

The Barangay captain merely nodded and quietly said, “And a child
shall lead us.”

Zeke raised a tiny hand and started to speak. The strength of his voice
and the command of his English surprised all, except Raul. “It is written, the
Sigbin is here. We know where he is, and we know how to stop him. We



want all of you to go home, stay inside until late Monday afternoon, and, if
all goes as planned, everything will be back to normal.”

The thing that steadied the citizens of Kalipso was the unerring fact that
Zeke was speaking, not just speaking, but speaking in perfect English and
combined with perfect Bisayan. One by one they stood, grabbed their loved
ones, and filed out of the hanger and onto the street, now covered two feet
deep with snow.

The goateed Jeepney driver stood in silence and watched until all were
gone, and Zeke and Raul headed toward the home of the matriarch of the
family. He rushed to the side of the big man and whispered in his ear, “I can
help you if needed. I saw what you saw, and I am here for you and for the
village.”

“What did you see!” demanded the captain.

“Same as you. There seems to be a connection between the dancers and
the snow and cold.” They had reached the steps to the home across the street
from the satellite store. Raul stopped and turned to the driver. “And Zeke
holds the answer. Just ask him.”

“Be here Monday morning before sunrise, then we will talk.”

The driver nodded and quickly returned to his Jeepney and started it up.
He happened to glance up at the church, shuddering when he saw, or thought
he saw, the same man first seen by all the drivers at the dock. “Ay naku, not
again! [ hope I am right, for we must end this.” The blood in his veins
warmed as he thought of his lola’s lola and his ancestral home on top of Mt.
Apo.

The fourth cousin of Zeke pressed down lightly on the gas, slipping and
sliding as he moved onto the street and began his run up to San Francisco. He
rounded the curve just past the sign that separated the Eastern Poblacion from
the Western Poblacion and, to his surprise, found the snow gone. He was hit
with a blast of hot air, the kind a traveler would expect on the island.

“Ay naku, just as I suspected! The Sigbin. Together we will conquer.”
He rolled down the window of his Jeepney and headed around the curve, up
the hill, and started past the mangrove trees.

The Sigbin, still sitting on the roof of the church—in the guise of a
human—shivered as a feeling of discomfort spread over him. “What was
that? What was that?” The feeling passed quickly, and the blood-thirsty
beast slid down a pipe and headed to the Quarry. His place to hide and rest



until Monday morning.



CHAPTER 3
Shall We Dance

N. anay was 1n her favorite spot and, one by one, her family appeared before

her, blessed her, and proceeded to sit. At Nanay’s house, as was tradition, a
roasted lechon sat on the table along with copious amounts of sticky rice and
cooked banana.

The last of the children entered and took up their places around the
table, instinctively leaving the head of the table for Zeke. Jellie handed each
one a plate, and, with their fingers, the hungry group of warriors started to
feast. Within minutes the carcass of the lechon had been picked clean, and
each child, in turn, looked to Zeke.

Job was the first to speak. “How do we defeat the beast? I am the oldest
and, as a proud Bagobo, I must lead you all into battle. But what will best
beat the Sigbin?”

“We shall fight back to back as blood should,” exclaimed Alexa.
“Together we will win out.”

“Hey,” Liam said, his time to talk. “I fear no one. Bring my battle
sword and he will be slain. One swift flick of my wrist and his head will be
gone.”

Akela jumped to her feet, danced a jig and said, “Let me at him. He
wants a maiden. [ will show him what a maiden can do. My /lolo showed me
how to punch, Ayeee!”

Zeke lifted his form as tall as he could, raised his right hand and
shouted, “Laban lang, laban lang (fight).”

A chorus of laban lang, laban lang rang out around the table, then
subsided as the current leader of the formidable Bagobo started to speak.
“Wait, | am getting something right now. My dragon is telling me something.
He says he knows where the Sigbin is and is going to dispatch him right
away. He says not to worry. I fear for him as the Sigbin is indeed mighty. It
seems the beast has gotten wind of our plans and will not wait until Monday.



He is on his way now.”

Unbeknownst to the group, the pet dragon had slipped away and
headed to the church to confront the beast. The cold slowed him down, as he
was a cold-blooded creature, and he needed heat to be at optimum
performance. But he must slay the monster, or his beloved Zeke might perish.

The beast, in man’s form, had slipped off the roof of the church and
was now sitting, oblivious to the cold, on the bench in front of the statue of
the hero of the Philippines, (pambansang bayani), Jose Rizal.

He scoffed aloud when the dragon appeared up the road. “Ay naku, you
first, 1s it? Okay, bring it on!”” He morphed into the Sigbin and started his
backward march to meet the green reptile in the street in front of the hanger.

The roar of a Jeepney could be heard barreling down the street, coming
from the direction of San Francisco. A loud, as yet indiscernible, music could
be heard blaring from the colorful bus. The two combatants stopped and
stared as the Jeepney hit a patch of ice and spun and spun, coming to a stop
against a small shop which was famous for chocolate candy.

The rear of the Jeepney contained a music box playing loud Zumba
music. The snow began to melt, and the Sigbin grew angry as the dragon
advanced, swaying to the music. The closer the dragon got, the louder the
music, the faster the snow melted, and the more the dragon danced.

The Zumba-dancing dragon was close enough now to turn and lash his
tail at the beast, but he was too slow. The animal that resembled a kangaroo
leaped high in the air and forward, lashing out with sharp clawed hands.

The defeat was quick and painless. The dragon was no match for the
much faster Sigbin and lay on the ground slowly bleeding out from the cut to
his throat. The Sigbin, again in the shape of a man, laughed and turned his
attention to the Goateed Jeepney driver, and smiled. “I’m your sugar daddy.”
And with unforeseen swiftness, changed into the Sigbin and attacked before
the driver could move. The count was now Sigbin two, the people of Kalipso,
Zero.

“So, who’s next? Or are you going to give me my maiden now?”” His
smile was crooked and evil, and his laugh barbaric. The Sigbin’s eyes flared
and jumped as he licked his lips and snorted. Dancing in a circle, he laughed
and laughed at the thought of the fun to come.

“Ay naku, my dragon is in trouble, let’s go. He needs help.” Zeke
jumped from the table and, taking two at a time, and bounded down the stairs



and out into the frigid air. He was closely followed by Job, Alexa, Akela and
Liam. Liam huffed and puffed but managed to keep up as they ran through
knee deep snow.

Job was the first to catch the youngest Bagobo. “Stop, I will take it
from here. You are no match for the beast. I, on the other hand, have size and
strength and quickness he has never seen before.”

Zeke raised a practiced hand, but before he could talk, the others
chimed in, “Laban lang, laban lang, laban lang.”

“Okay, go. We are right behind you.” Job rushed to where the Sigbin
was standing, laughing and dancing in a circle. The beat of the Zumba music
echoed off the walls of city hall. Job slowed to a walk and sized up the
situation. His strength was in his right hand from years of practice in MMA.

With a calmness the Sigbin did not expect, Job walked to within
striking distance and prepped himself mentally for the fight. It was no use.
Back in beast form, it lifted its head from between its legs and let out a long,
loud bellow. Woosh was the last thing Job heard before being frozen into a
pillar of ice. His right hand was cupped, his left hand clenched, and his legs
fighting width apart. His face had a fierce countenance, and he looked to the
Sigbin to be quite angry.

“One down, just a few more to go and my point will have been made.
Come to me, little children of Kalipso. Come to your destiny so that [ may
get on with mine.”

Liam and Alexa were the next to rush it. Liam faked right and went
left, while Alexa did the opposite. Again, the Sigbin was too fast and too
smart. Before they could get within ten feet, Liam had been frozen, looking
like a Greek Gladiator.

Alexa, posed like a ballerina on her toes, ready to strike, dodged the
first wave of cold air and pivoted around the beast, lashing out with
enormous strength, striking the ugly creature with a sharp blow to the head.
Dazed, he rolled left and then came up on his overly large feet and exhaled a
blast so cold even the air froze as the wind found its mark. Alexa, frozen in
an instant, looked like a princess on skates.

The Sigbin once again took on human form and stared down the street.
“Which puny human is next? Which shall I forever turn to ice? You, little
girl?” He pointed at Akela, who only smiled, twirled on her feet and charged
forward, taking two meters at a leap.

“You will be mine, beast, for I too am Bagobo and nothing will stop



my wrath.”

Quickly, the man turned into a beast, roared and leaped high in the air.
Akela had been carrying an ancient weapon passed down from father to son
to mother to daughter. The blade, normally used for cutting husks off
coconuts, gleamed in the cold sunlight.

As the littlest warrior swung the large knife, the beast leaped high in
the air and tried to turn her into one of his ice pieces. He was too late, and
Akela caught him on the bottom of his foot, which soon oozed blood.

Limping as he landed, Akela moved in for the coup de grdce, but was a
step too slow. Feigning severe injury, the Sigbin had set a trap, and the
inexperienced young girl fell for it. As she approached ever so carefully, the
beast simply raised his head, opened his mouth, and in an instant, little Akela
was solid ice, gleaming in the cold morning air, smiling like the little goddess
she was.

Human now, the Sigbin was certain this would be the end of it. After
all, the last one standing was the youngest and the smallest of them all. The
beast sat in the middle of the road and licked his injured foot, smiled to
himself, and said, “Come out, come out, wherever you are. Come get some
candy, little boy.”

Zeke was nowhere to be seen. He had concocted a plan and was lying
in wait by the hotel.

The Heritage Inn is a quaint little place owned by the most delightful
person. Her demeanor was one of peace and happiness, and she never had a
bad word for anyone. Zeke told her to stay inside and not to open the doors
for anyone but him. “It’s going to be ugly, but I will protect you. Have no
fear.”

The Sigbin grew angrier as he looked for the smallest Bagobo of all. He
howled and screeched and pawed at the ground. His foot had stopped
bleeding, and he was ready for battle, except there was no one to battle. “You
running, are ya, boy? I thought you warriors were fearless! Olly, Olly oxen
free!”

“Over here, dummy. Come and meet your maker, or are you afraid?
Here kitty, kitty, kitty.” Zeke had walked into the street adjacent to the
Heritage and beckoned the beast to come to him. A smart move if ever there
was one. “You ain’t so tough, are ya? Hurting little kids; how about you
come take on a man? I may be small, but I am mighty.”

This triggered the Sigbin and, without hesitation, he turned once again



into the beast and bolted towards the mighty mite.

“Come on,” Zeke whispered. “Just a few meters more and [ own you.”

Zeke had positioned himself in the area in front of the alter and steeled
himself for battle. In his right hand he held the ancient knife common to the
Philippine mountain people, and in the other hand a K-Bar his Lolo Kano had
given him for Christmas.

The beast ran to meet him at exactly the midway point of the parking
lot—where the young warrior had moved the few motor bikes out of the way
—and they collided with the force of a Jeepney, causing the Sigbin to exhale
sharply and gasp for breath. The two tumbled over and over, coming to a stop
with the beast on top, clawing frantically at Zeke.

The littlest warrior remembered the training his father had imparted on
him and rolled to his stomach, then to his feet, and threw the Sigbin to the
ground.

The demon from the mountains was not to be undone. He shook his tail
violently and threw Zeke high in the air. As the young man fell to the ground,
the Sigbin tried to swat with his tail, but he missed, and the descendant of
mighty men landed deftly on his feet.

Zeke had lost the mountain knife, but he held the weapon of all
Marines loosely and waited for an opportunity to strike. When the Sigbin
faked right and moved left, the young combatant saw his moment and struck.
The left-handed Bagobo lunged in time with the movement of the beast, as if
in a ballet. Thrusting easily, it was over in a moment.

Howling like a Banshee, the beast clawed at the air as Zeke, holding the
K-Bar, deftly plunged it into the heart of the beast.

The Sigbin rolled his eyes into the back of his head and lay silent.

For an instant, Zeke waited, checked himself for injuries and stood up.
He raised his hands high and looked skyward, as if to thank his god for the
strength. Then he looked down to make sure and stepped over the beast one
last time.

For a moment, he stood in front of the alter, bowed his head, and turned
into the street. The snow had begun to melt, and he knew he had to move
quickly. He approached the frozen form of Akela and lay his hands upon her.

A smile appeared on her lips as the ice turned to flesh and she regained
all movement, as if nothing had happened. One by one, Zeke laid on hands,
and his family came to life. The last to thaw was Job, who smiled and lifted
the mighty mite into the air and gave him a big squeeze. “



“Salamat Po, little cousin.”

Zeke turned his attention to his favorite friend and close confidant. He
placed both hands on the dragon, spoke silently in Bisayan, and watched as
the dragon regained its life, and stood to hug the little man with its own tiny
limbs.

One by one the people of Kalipso ventured forth from their homes,
pleased and happy to see the snow was gone, and back was the 90% humidity
and 85-degree weather. The first to speak was the Jeepney driver. “All hail
the hero; all hail the mighty Bagobo warrior; all hail to Zeke.”

A chorus of cheers rang out as the street filled with the townsfolk. A
kaleidoscope of butterflies fluttered around his head, and Zeke smiled a smile
so broad all his teeth gleamed in the sunlight. He was hugged and punched
and hugged and lifted onto the shoulders of the Barangay captain and paraded
through the streets.

A town meeting was quickly called where Zeke (Urijah Ezekiel Patino
Loon) was declared a national hero. In his typical humble way, the littlest
warrior just smiled and gave all the credit for his success to his mother and
father and asked the townsfolk to be about their business.

Within a year, a statue was erected, placing him in front of City Hall
next to Rizal, the national hero of the Philippines. Out of respect for such a
great man, Zeke’s statue was exactly one inch shorter than that of Rizal and
located just to the rear of the hero of all the Philippines.

Each year on the anniversary of his great victory, a parade is held in
Kalipso, where he is always the grand marshal. He and his family ride in the
Jeepney driven by the very driver who had brought the Zumba music, and all
the schools and offices are closed.

His pet dragon is always at his side, watching, with his head on a
swivel, just by chance the evil Beast of Mindanao should return. At the end
of the parade, Zeke and the Zumba-dancing dragon lead a dance contest in
the hanger, followed by a boodle fight. And the town lives happily ever after.

IN LOVING MEMORY OF
URIJAH EZEKIEL PATINO LOON



Rest in peace, my little cowboy.
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Margaret tried hard to lie still and not make a sound, but her empty tummy

rumbled and she couldn’t help letting a small whimper escape. The night had
been long and frightening. Mama and Papa had taken her littermates from the
nest, and then not-Mama, one of the aunties, had grabbed Margaret by the
scruff of her neck and brought her here.

“Shhh!” the aunty cautioned her. “Stay here and don’t make a sound.
I’1l be back as quick as I can.”

Margaret knew, as young as she was, that if a big one told you to be
still, there was a good reason for it. She had crept under a bush and done her
best to be invisible. All through the long, cold night she had shivered in
silence, longing for her nest and the warmth of her mother sleeping next to
her. But now it was mid-morning and still no one had come for her. She was
lonely, frightened, hungry and thirsty. Where were Mama and Papa? What
was happening? Her stomach growled again.

A black-nosed snout poked under the bush. “What are you doing here?
This is my territory.” The young badger nipped at her leg, breaking the skin.

It hurt far more than her nestmates’ play-fighting. This was real.
Margaret had never hunted or fought. She was barely old enough to leave the
nest, and then only with a grown-up. But the pain woke her instincts. She
growled and fought back. She leaped at the badger. It tried to jump to one
side, but Margaret caught its left ear in her sharp teeth. The momentum of her
leap knocked the badger to the ground. Margaret bit hard, tearing the ear a
little. The badger yelped and managed to throw her off, then ran away.

For a moment, Margaret stood triumphant, a fierce warrior who had



won her first battle. Then the pain in her leg, even stronger than the pain in
her empty stomach, caused her to whimper again. She crept back under the
bush to lick her wound. Where was her family? Why had they left her alone
in this fearful pace? Didn’t they love her anymore?

A beetle crawled past and she snapped it up without a thought. It was
small, but crunchy. She looked around for more.

There was a hole in the ground near the roots of the bush. It smelled of
mouse. Papa had sometimes brought them mice to eat. She dug a little around
the hole but found nothing. No food here. She would have to hunt. She
looked up and saw there were berries on the bush. Berries were food. She
reached as high as she could and managed to eat a few. They didn’t fill her
tummy, but she felt a little better.

Margaret became thirsty, and though the aunty had told her to stay, she
realized she would need to take care of herself. She crawled out into the open
and stretched her aching muscles. The leg had stopped bleeding, but it still
hurt a little.

Margaret listened hard and sniffed the air. She could hear the wind
moving through the trees, and distant rustlings that might be other animals.
There were birds in the trees overhead. Birds were food, she knew, and there
might be eggs there, too, but they were out of reach. She could smell a damp,
greenish sort of scent that made her think of water. She followed her nose to
a tiny stream, drank deeply, and bathed her sore leg. When a minnow swam
close to her foot, she snapped it up. Tasty. She had found food. She made
herself be still, watching and waiting for more fish foolish enough to come
close.

Over time, Margaret learned more and more about finding food. She
dug at the abandoned mousehole under her bush until she had enlarged it to a
proper fox den, then made herself a nest of dry grass and leaves. When
finished hunting and foraging for the night, she would lie in her nest, her
beautiful big tail wrapped around her for extra warmth, and think of her
family and home.

Her memories of home slipped away until there was only the now, the
daily routines, the hunt for food. But no matter how much food she found,
there was still an aching emptiness inside, a feeling that something was



missing.

She watched the birds, which were beautiful—not to mention tasty food
when she could catch one. She saw how they built their nests and raised their
babies, feeding them and eventually teaching them to fly. Birds had families.
Other creatures had families. Big animals had herds. Why was she so alone?
She didn’t even know what she was. She had seen foxes, who looked a little
like her, although their ears and tails were much smaller. She had tried
approaching them, but they always ran away. So did all the other animals.

Margaret discovered the fire-breathing by accident. She had been
happily nibbling her way through what she thought of as her own berry patch,
when a bear challenged her, claiming it was his berry patch. He was much
bigger than she was, and he frightened her, but she wasn’t going to give up
without a fight. When she opened her mouth for a defiant snarl, flames came
out, singing the bear’s fur.

The bear howled and ran. He called back over his shoulder, “Sorry,
ma’am. I didn’t realize you were a fox dragon. I thought they were all long
gone.” From a distance he added, “Maybe you’d be kind enough to leave a
few berries for me? There’s enough here to share.”

Margaret was surprised. A fox dragon? Is that what I am? Am I the
only one? “Come back, bear. I’ll share, if you’ll tell me what you know about
fox dragons.”

The bear was understandably reluctant to come within range of her fire,
but he did tell her that there used to be other fox dragons in the forest, back
when he was a cub. He didn’t know what had happened to them. They had all
gone away, and that’s all anyone knew. Margaret decided that, somehow, she
would find out what happened to her family. But how?

The next spring, Margaret was watching birds teaching their babies to
fly, and thought what a wonderful thing it would be to soar through the air. It
would be good for hunting, of course, but more than that. She had just been
feasting on berries and felt a big fire-burp about to escape. Not wanting to
burn the baby birds, she swallowed it instead. And then it happened. She felt
herself lift into the air. She was flying! With her stomach full of hot gasses,
she could swim through the air as if it were water.
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It took a bit of practice, but Margaret eventually mastered flying, fox



dragon style. On this summer day, she lay in the warm sunshine, a small
breeze ruffling her fur. Several young birds hopped about nearby, unafraid.
Once she began flying, she had felt a kinship with the tiny creatures, and
stopped thinking of them as food. The smaller birds had begun to trust her,
especially after she saved a few nests from marauding squirrels and hawks.

Margaret sighed. The birds were a bit simple and silly, but better than
no company at all. Still, she wished she had some idea of what had happened
to her family.

A sparrow hopped up to her. “What wrong, fox lady? Sun is warm, no
rain, lots of good food. Why you look sad? Be happy.” He chirped a happy
song.

Margaret sighed again. “Thank you,” she said, “but I was just thinking
about my family. I haven’t seen them since I was a baby, and don’t know
what happened to them.”

“That is sad,” the bird twittered. “’You should go look for them. We
could pack you journey food. You like those berries, yes?”

“Yes,” agreed Margaret. “I think they help me with flaming and flying.
I’ve been afraid to fly too far away from the berry patch.”

“We’ll help,” chirped the sparrow. He gathered his friends, and they
were soon weaving a nest-like carrying bag. After filling it with berries that
had dried a little on the bushes, they hung it around Margaret’s neck with a
chain of woven grass.

“Look for more berries,” advised the sparrow. “Eat fresh ones first.
Save these for later.”

“Thank you,” said Margaret. She leaped into the air and soared above
the woods, flying in a spiral pattern as she searched for clues. She knew her
home couldn’t be too far away, since the aunty had carried her from there in
less than a night. But would she recognize it if she saw it? She had never
been far from the nest before that terrible night, and it was so long ago.
Nothing looked familiar. She flew in wider and wider circles. The hills to the
west seemed to call to her. She thought she could reach them before dark.
Maybe she would find a clue there.

Margaret had never flown so far before. She was getting tired and
hungry but kept pushing on. She thought about stopping to hunt but wasn’t
sure there would be a safe place to rest afterward.

The trees gave way to grassland, and then to rocky hills. Margaret
needed to rest. She descended, sniffing the air for food, her big ears up to



listen for danger. This place smelled familiar, somehow. A little stream
trickled down the hillside between large rocks. She approached cautiously,
still sniffing and listening, then knelt to lap at the water. It was cold and
delicious.

A little lizard darted past, and Margaret tried to pounce on it, but it
disappeared between the large rocks. She followed it and saw a small cave.
There was a nest of grass and leaves inside; it smelled like home, like Mama
and Papa and the aunties. She looked up to see the lizard above her, almost
upside down, clinging to the rocks. She was so hungry. He was too high for
her to reach. She took a breath.

The lizard dodged behind a projecting rock. “No, no, please, not to
burn or eat me. Skritch is friend to fox dragons, not food. You are Margaret?
Welcome home.”

Margaret sat down hard. For a moment she couldn’t speak at all. “You
know me? Is this my home? Where are the others? Why didn’t they come
back for me?”

“All gone away. My family, too. Skritch hid here when the wizard’s
hounds came. Skritch gathered fireberries and waited, hoping one went free.
We will rescue them, yes? Skritch has no wings to fly yet, but I know the
way to the wizard’s castle.”

Margaret could scarcely believe what she was hearing. “You know
where my family is? Yes, we must rescue them at once.”

“Rest first,” said the lizard. “Eat and drink. Long trip, I think. All day
for big dragons, maybe more for you. Come, eat, I have berries.” He scurried
down the cave wall and pulled back a pile of dried grass to reveal a large
cache of dried berries. “Eat,” he urged. “Need to be strong, full of fire.”

“Fresher berries first.” Margaret tipped out the nearly forgotten berries
she was carrying, sharing them with the lizard, then they refilled the pouch
with Skritch’s drier berries. “My bird friends made this for me,” Margaret
explained. “They told me to eat the freshest berries first, because the dry ones
are easier to carry.”

“Good, good. Wonderful to have friends. Soon we will have more
friends. Rest now, long journey tomorrow.”

The new friends curled up in the grass and leaves. Margaret dreamed
she was a baby again, home in her nest.

Skritch woke her as the sky was just showing the first hint of pink.
“Up, please. Time to go. Eat, drink, long way to travel.”



Margaret shook her head, driving the warm dreams away. Time to go.
Time to rescue her family. They were on their way before the sun shone over
the rim of the distant mountains. Margaret felt as if her belly was full of
fluttering birds or butterflies. What would they find at the end of their
journey? Would her family all be there? Would she have to fight? Was she
strong enough, smart enough...? She sighed softly.

“Not to worry,” said Skritch, who was riding on her back, close to her
right ear. “It will all work out. We will save them. But for now, must get
there. The rest will come.”

“But how do you know where to go? And how do we know what to do
when we get there?”

“My Papa took me there once. Long way to fly. He said a bad wizard
was capturing all the magical animals, so he could use their magic. We were
careful not to get too close. The wizard is very strong now, has much magic.
But he doesn’t know about us. We are small and sneaky, not big and strong.
We will find others to help. We will rescue our families.”

Margaret was confused. “Your papa flew? He’s a flying lizard?”

Skritch laughed. “No, no, no. Papa is dragon. BIG dragon. Very strong,
much magic, but wizard is also strong. Mama hid me with fox dragons when
she and Papa went to fight the wizard.”

“I thought you were a lizard.”

Skritch laughed again. “I am dragonet. Very young dragon, not much
older than you. My kind aren’t born with wings. Just tiny stubs. Wings will
grow in later.”

“Oh.” said Margaret. She thought she might have seen a big dragon
once but couldn’t quite remember. Like a lizard with wings, but very big.
“What’s a ... a wizard? Is it a kind of dragon, too?”

“No, no, no. Wizards are people. A little bigger than you, stand on two
legs, flat faces, no fur except on their heads. You don’t know people?”

Margaret didn’t know what to think about all this, so she just
concentrated on flying. It was hard to hold a conversation as they flew faster
and faster. Every now and then, Skritch would whisper directions in her ear.

Margaret was getting very tired when Skritch said, “Meadow just
ahead, on your left. Water there. We should rest.”

She landed by a little pond. The water tasted good. They ate a few
berries from her carrying basket.

Margaret was tired, but she was determined to do whatever it took to



rescue her family. The sky had still been light when they were flying, but
here in the shadow of the mountains, it was harder to see.

“Rest now,” said Skritch. “We must find shelter. The wizard’s home is
near. Rest now, be strong for early morning sneaking. Wizards stay up late
nights, I think, sleep in morning.”

That made sense. Margaret scooped out a shallow burrow under a bush,
where she and Skritch curled up, wrapped in Margaret’s big, bushy tail.

Just before dawn, Margaret woke to the sound of tiny voices. She
opened her eyes to see little sparkly lights everywhere, as if the stars had
fallen out of the sky. The voices were soft, high-pitched, like little bells. She
blinked her eyes and looked more closely at the lights as many settled on her
fur. They had wings, but they weren’t birds. They looked a little like
Skritch’s description of wizards, but much smaller. Were they people?

“Skritch,” Margaret whispered. She shivered a little, shaking Skritch.
“Wake up. What are these creatures? Are they people? Are they magic?”

Skritch looked around. “Fairies,” he said. “Yes, like very tiny people
with wings.”

The fairies laughed in their bell-like voices. “Greetings, lady fox
dragon. Greetings, dragonet. Welcome to our meadow. Did you come to help
us?”

Skritch was bouncing up and down. “Yes, yes. We want to rescue
everyone from the wizard. All the magical creatures. You help us, we’ll help
you. Did the wizard capture fairies also?”

“No,” said one of the little people, “we’re too small and too quick, so
he leaves us alone. But he has all the magic berries. We can find other food,
but our magic is getting weaker. Soon we won’t be able to fly anymore.”

“I can help with that,” said Margaret. “I have some berries. I’ll share
with you.”

Margaret opened her carrying pouch and shared a few berries. The
fairies were so small that a single berry was enough for many of them. They
danced about rapidly, buzzing with energy like a hive of bees. Margaret and
Skritch ate also while they all made plans.

Dawn was just breaking when they reached the wizard’s mountain. The
top of the mountain was hollow, filled with the wizard’s zoo, which held the
captive animals. A road wound up to the big gate to the zoo. High above, the
wizard’s castle soared, only reachable from the air. Flying hounds slumbered
at the zoo entrance and at the castle gate, which opened onto a ledge well



above the road. A chariot was parked on the ledge. Huge, dark gray winged
hounds slumbered at each doorway; the only other openings were a few small
windows high up in the tower. Different colored smoke puffed from the
tower chimneys, and the air was tingly with magic.

Everything went smoothly at first. The fairies sprinkled their magic
sleep dust on the hounds. Margaret hovered outside the highest tower
window while Skritch went in for the key. The fairies showed him where it
was hidden, but they were too small to pick it up.

The wizard stirred in his sleep. He made a moaning sound and rolled
over. The fairies darted back outside. Skritch hid behind a pile of books,
remaining very quiet. After a bit, the wizard lay still again, and Skritch
climbed to the little box on the top shelf of the bookcase. Quiet as a whisper,
he lifted the lid and removed the shiny brass key. He hurried to the window—
and was almost there when the key made the tiniest “clink” against the wall.

The wizard leaped from his bed, yelling “Stop, thief!” He wiggled his
fingers, gathering a ball of magic to hurl at Skritch. But Skritch, running as
fast as he could go, dove out the window, trusting Margaret to catch him. The
energy ball sailed past them.

The hounds were just waking up from the fairies’ sleep spell. “Stop
them!” roared the wizard. But Margaret and Skritch had already dove down
to the zoo entry, and soon had the door open. The key worked on all the pens.
Soon winged dragons, unicorns, fox dragons, and other creatures were
pouring out of the zoo. As they ran, they helped themselves from the bin of
magical berries, which the wizard had kept locked away, only doling out
enough to keep the creatures alive so that he could drain their magic.

As the source of the wizard’s power left the castle, he no longer had the
strength to control them, or the hounds. All the animals headed for the great
forest, where they had lived before. Even the hounds flew away.

Margaret and Skritch were both excited to see their families. They flew
up to the tower to make sure the wizard could no longer hurt anyone, finding
him huddled on his bed, crying.

Margaret spoke from the window, “Why are you crying?”

The wizard cringed, holding his hands, palms out, in front of his face.
“Please don’t hurt me.”

Skritch ventured a little way into the room, but not too close. “Silly
person. We don’t want to hurt anyone. We just came to set our friends and
families free. Why did you hold them prisoner? That was a bad thing.”



The wizard wiped his eyes. “Yes. I suppose it was. I didn’t hurt anyone.
I just wanted them close so I could use their magic. They wouldn’t have
helped me on their own.”

Margaret snorted. “How do you know? Did you even think of asking?”

The wizard hung his head. “I’m so sorry. I guess I was too caught up in
my studies to think about it. I was doing important research, but most of my
spells need more power than I have on my own. I don’t even have the
strength to protect my tower anymore.”

Margaret thought a bit. “What if you could live near the magical
creatures without making them captives? Would you be willing to protect
them in exchange for using a little magic? I’ll have to ask the others, but
maybe you could move to the forest with us.”

So that is how the wizard came to live in the forest. He made a bubble
of protection around the whole forest, so that anyone coming there would be
unable to see or get close to the magical animals. Instead of a castle tower, he
built a small cottage where he could carry on his research in peace.

Margaret and Skritch were happy to be home with their families. All
the magical creatures were happy to be safe from invaders. They became
friends with the wizard.

In time, the lonely wizard went on a quest to rescue a princess who was
locked in a distant tower, but that’s another story.
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The cry would soon go out.

For the moment, Wilhelmina enjoyed the feel of the wet sand on her
skin. She liked to lie there and look at the line of coconut palms fringing the
beach. Their trunks curved and reached out towards her as if they were
offering her their coconuts. She’d heard coconut milk was delicious. It would
certainly make a change of diet, but probably wouldn't be good for a whale.

Oh no. The first person had arrived on the beach. There would soon be
more running down the sand with ropes and buckets trying to help her.

Wilhelmina admired people for trying to save beached whales. After
all, humans were so little, and her species was so big. Yes, you had to admire
the human spirit for believing they could achieve anything.

The truth was she didn’t need to be rescued. Well, she was a whale on a
beach, but she was not a stranded whale. She couldn’t tell the people with
their buckets and ropes that she was lying here admiring the coconut palms.
Nor could she tell them that she had a secret friend who would rescue her.
After all, a talking whale would surprise them enough, but if she told them
her friend was an invisible dragon, they might be really shocked.

More people ran along the beach. It was time to go. Wilhelmina called
for Daisy. The people probably thought she was wailing in distress.



Ah, here was Daisy already. She could feel the wind from the dragon’s
wings on her body. Daisy would have to remain invisible with so many
people here.

“Ouch,” Wilhelmina cried, as Daisy’s invisible claw pierced her tail
and dragged her off the beach and into the ocean.

Wilhelmina would have liked to thank the people for trying to rescue
her. They were very good hearted and kind. They just didn’t understand her
language.

Wilhelmina lived with her friends on a small island in the Pacific
Ocean with a tall mountain in the centre surrounded by forest.

When Wilhelmina pushed herself up onto their home beach, Daisy sat
waiting for her, and she wasn’t invisible anymore. It was safe for Daisy to be
seen now. It was only when people were around that she had to use her magic
and disappear from sight.

“Why, oh why, do you like going to that beach?” Daisy said. She
shook herself and spread her purple wings wide. Her scales glistened in the
sunlight. “What’s wrong with our beach? It has sand doesn’t it, and trees?”

“Oh yes,” Wilhelmina said. “It does ... but I like looking at the coconut
palms. We don’t have coconut palm trees. It's very strange.”

“So, you beach yourself just to look at coconut palms?”” Daisy said.

Wilhelmina could see Daisy’s anger growing. Little puffs of smoke



wafted from her nostrils. Wilhelmina smiled and said, “I know you will
always rescue me. You’re my friend. I can rely on you.”

This didn’t make Daisy any happier. “You do realise,” Daisy said,
leaning down and snorting in Wilhelmina’s face, “that I lost my fire-
breathing-awesomeness because you beach yourself all the time. Mouthfuls
of saltwater destroys my fire.”

“I didn’t tell you to bite my tail to pull me off the beach,” Wilhelmina
said indignantly. “You frightened me. I can’t help it if you gulped in a
mouthful of water.” A tiny spout of water rose from her blowhole.

A deep growl made them shudder. The ground trembled and sand flew
up into Daisy’s eyes. They turned towards the tiger as it stepped from the
trees onto the beach.

“You two! Do you know that you have disturbed my sleep,” said the
tiger and growled again. “What are you arguing about this time?”

“Sorry, Tilly,” said Wilhelmina. “Daisy is complaining about losing her
fiery breath.”

“It’s Wilhelmina,” Daisy said. “I had to rescue her from another beach
... again.”

“Well that’s enough,” Tilly said.

“Oh, you are all silly,” said a butterfly that flew from the trees and
landed on Tilly’s nose.

Her beautiful iridescent blue wings shimmered as she twirled. She
giggled, and then flew over to land on Daisy's nose.

The butterfly fluttered her wings and did more twirls before she flew to
Wilhelmina and sat on her head.



Wilhelmina laughed. “Betty, that tickles.”

Betty laughed too. “You are slippery to dance on, Wilhelmina. I might
fall oft.”

Betty flew back to Tilly’s nose and did six pirouettes before she
stopped.

Tilly’s nose twitched and twitched. “That tickles, Betty. I’'m going to ...
ahh ... ahh ... sneeze...”

She did, with a roar, hurtling Betty into the air.

Betty fluttered her glittering wings and flew back to sit on Tilly’s head.

“Who-who 1s making all this noise?”
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They all looked at the brown owl as she flew out of the trees and landed
on Daisy’s back.

“Sorry, Olivia,” Betty said. “Tilly sneezed me off her nose.” Betty
giggled.

“Well, I’'m awake now,” said Olivia. “I may as well hear what’s been
happening.”

“Wilhelmina beached herself again,” said Daisy. “Just to look at
coconuts.”

“Daisy is complaining I caused her to lose her fiery breath,” said
Wilhelmina.

Betty giggled and said, “Tilly is complaining that I made her sneeze.’

“What are you complaining about, Betty?”” asked Olivia.

“Nothing,” said Betty.

“That’s good to hear, Betty,” Olivia said. “Complaining won’t help.
Life 1s too short to complain about things.”

“You are very wise, Olivia,” said Wilhelmina.

“I always say,” Olivia said. “You have to think...” She kept talking
even though the others had stopped paying attention.

“I think it’s time for me to go back in the ocean,” Wilhelmina said.

“I need to stretch my wings,” Daisy said.
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“I need to find a tree to sharpen my claws,” Tilly growled.
“I need to keep dancing,” Betty muttered and giggled.
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They didn’t return to the beach until nearly dark. Olivia still talked, and
they knew she’d been talking all this time, just like she always did.

“Who-who can disagree with that?”” Olivia asked, as if they had been
there the entire time.

They all shook their heads and felt a little guilty for not staying and
listening.

A full moon shone high in the sky. Its silvery beams painted the water
in luminescent beauty.

They all turned their heads when Ursa stepped onto the beach. She
walked over to them and said hello. They didn't see her every night, only
when the moon was full.

“It’s lovely to see you Ursa,” Betty said, and flew onto Ursa’s nose.
“Why can’t you visit us every night?”

“Unicorns can’t appear every night,” Olivia said.

“You know that, Betty,” Ursa said. Her soft and gentle voice sounded
like soft waves lapping the sands.

“Well, I think it’s a shame.” Betty pirouetted.

“It’s time,” Ursa said.

Betty flew over to Tilly.

Ursa walked away from the others and looked up at the moon. After
only seconds, a shaft of moonlight shone down onto her. Crystals of magic
danced in the moonbeams. Ursa raised her head and felt the power of the
moon give her strength. The horn on her head glittered in the silvery light.

As quickly as it shone down, the shaft of moonlight disappeared. Ursa
stood sparkling with the moon’s magic.

“You look beautiful,” Wilhelmina said.



“Just beautiful,” added Betty.

“Did I ever tell you about the unicorn I once met in a wood far away
from here?” Olivia asked.

“Yes, you have,” growled Tilly.

“I’ve heard it before,” Daisy said and flapped her enormous wings and
flew away.

“I must go back into the ocean,” Wilhelmina said.

Ursa smiled and walked back into the trees.

Betty giggled and pirouetted.

Olivia turned her head from side to side. “Who-who would like to hear
another story?” she asked. “I have a lot more. Who-who would like to hear a
story about a beached whale?”

Betty giggled. “I think that's where we started,” she said. “Good night,
Olivia.”
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“Go on, then!” the villagers encouraged, pushing Ned forwards. “Go ON!”

With no choice in the matter, Ned shuddered, but did as he was told
and edged forwards to the gaping mouth of the cave.

“C ... C ... Cedric?” he all but whispered. There was no reply. “He’s not
in,” Ned told the villagers, still using a very quiet voice.

“Call him properly!” yelled Tom, the blacksmith.

Ned heard movement from inside the cave, a heavy slithering sound.
He turned to make sure he still had the support of his friends. Clearly, he
didn’t.

Tom, the strongest man in the village, threw himself to the ground to
hide behind some rocks. The rest of the group soon followed.

Ned swallowed hard. Before long, all that was visible apart from him
standing out in the open was a pile of boulders with the odd arm, hand, foot,
part of a leg or top of a head sticking out from behind them. Ned began to
shake, staring anxiously at the space where his friends had stood a few
minutes before. He then stared back at the black hole from which echoed the
thump of heavy steps getting ever closer.

Ned considered running, then heard the rumbling deep voice from
within the cave. “Hello? Is someone there? Who 1s it? Ah, ahhhhh...”

Ned flattened himself to the ground, his hands covering the back of his
head just as the huge, bellowing “...ch00000000000000!” rang through the
opening with a ball of flames that narrowly missed him.

Ned lifted his head slightly and saw the huge, scaly head appear
through the flowers bordering the cave.



The fearsome dragon stared down at the young man, his body still
shaking from his nostril explosion.

Ned remained still, not taking any chances.

“Oh dear,” began the dragon in his deep voice. “I’m so sorry, but what
can I d-d-dooo?”” he bellowed, sending sparks flying over Ned’s head, and
narrowly missing Tom—who had taken that unfortunate moment to peer over
the boulders, wondering what was happening. Ned saw him duck down
again, rubbing at the ends of his singed hair.

As the heat passed, Ned lifted his head and looked back at the
anguished dragon, standing with a huge paw clasped over his quaking
nostrils.

“We must do something, Cedric,” Ned muttered from his place on the
grass. “No!” he continued, “don’t speak, Cedric. Please just listen.”

“Mmm,” mumbled Cedric the dragon through his scaly paw.

“We’ve always welcomed you living so near to our village. You are a
great protector for us,” Ned continued. “But since your sneezing began in
spring, our trade has almost stopped. Jack the baker arrived with a wagon full
of charred bread after passing your cave. The horses run so fast when they
hear you that visitors either leave town before they know they’ve entered it or
arrive head-first! Cedric, what can I say?” Ned asked, rising to his knees
now. “We can’t go on.” He spread his hands in a gesture of apology, his face
and tone showing the sadness he felt in being the chosen spokesperson of the
village.

“Do you want me to 1-l-leave? Ahhh-CHOOO!” sneezed the dragon,
narrowly missing Ned with a ball of flames as he threw himself flat on the
ground again.

Cedric gripped his snout, tears welling in his eyes.

Ned couldn’t bear to say yes. “Leave it with me,” he replied. “I’ll talk
to the others.”

Sliding over to the boulders, still on his stomach, just in case Cedric
was overcome by another series of sneezes, Ned reached the tight pile of
villagers. “I can’t do it! Could any of you?” He stared them all in the eyes,
which were about three inches from the ground, one by one. No one spoke
up. “Right,” Ned decided. “We can’t make him leave, so our only alternative
is to cure him.”

“How?” asked Sam the stonemason. “Cut his head off?”

“That kind of talk won’t get us anywhere,” Ned replied. “Where’s



Meggy?” he suddenly announced, noticing someone missing from the pile of
bodies.

Everyone stared over or around their hiding place in horror. While they
had been discussing the dragon, the little girl had slipped out from behind the
boulders and ambled over to the dragon! She now stood singing to herself as
she picked flowers from around the mouth of the cave.

“Meg!” Ned yelled. “Get back here!” If Cedric sneezed now, anything
could happen!

The child returned to them, unaware of the danger, still sniffing her
small bunch of red and blue flowers.

Ned began to speak again, but was cut short by a high-pitched, “Ahh-
1>

All the village folks buried their heads in the ground, before they
realised the air was not blistered with heat. The sneeze had come from
Meggy.

“Bless you,” Ned spluttered through a mouthful of earth. He stared at
the flowers, a thought forming in his mind. “Wait, yes. That could be it. ’'m
sure it 1. Gather round, I have an idea...”
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The next day, Ned stood at his full height before Cedric, staring at the
cleared cave mouth. The men of the village had been very busy working long
and hard. Not a flower was in sight.

“Thank you, Ned,” said the dragon. “I haven’t sneezed once since the
villagers moved all the flowers. I had no idea I had an allergy to them, and
they were making me sneeze!”

“Glad to help, Cedric,” Ned replied with a smile, patting the dragon on
his huge scaly paw. “And if you see any more flowers start to grow anywhere
near your cave, breathe on them with your fiery breath. When no one else is
around, of course!”
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CHAPTER 1

“I'm going out for a hike,” Faith Wilson said to her mother, unable to keep

the snark out of her tone. She would probably pay for that one when her dad
got home. “I might be gone a while so don’t worry.” Frustrated, Faith pulled
her long auburn hair into a high ponytail. She could tuck the tail down her
shirt if she ended up going through any heavy brush. She needed some space
away from her parents, away from everyone. Nobody had asked her opinion
when they forced this move on her. No, they’d just sprung it on her at the end
of the school year. Faith had barely been given time to say goodbye to all her
friends.

And she was furious.

“Stay on the trail until you get to know the area better,” her mom called
from the living room of their rustic, ranch-style home. Her mom—still a
beautiful woman with short, strawberry-blonde hair framed around a heart-
shaped face and wide green eyes—peeked her head around the corner. “Make
sure you take your GPS unit, and you better take the can of bear spray too.
Your dad said he spotted a black bear when he went out to scout the area
before we bought this place. There’s probably cougars around too.”

“Wonderful,” Faith murmured, snagging a can of bear spray off the
counter and attaching it to her belt. She stuffed a handful of Power Bars in
her backpack along with two large bottles of water. Her hiking pack already
carried most things a person might need if they got into trouble out in the
wild: a small first aid kit, space blankets, matches, rope, etcetera. Not that
she’d probably need anything today. Faith didn’t plan to go off the trail, not
by herself, but her parents were hiking enthusiasts and had taught her to
always be prepared. Better safe than sorry, they always said.

“Why don’t you take Axel with you today, sweetheart,” her mom said,
stepping into the kitchen with a worried expression. “He could use the run.”
Axel was her dad’s German shepherd.

Faith snorted. “Yeah, if he’ll come with me.” Normally the dog was



attached to her dad’s hip. The stupid beast didn’t care about any of the rest of
the family.

“He’ll be fine. Your dad’s gone for the day.” Her mom rolled her lower
lip behind her teeth a moment. “I don’t suppose your brother could go with
you?”

“No, I wanna be alone.” The last thing she needed was to have to listen
to her little brother chatter the whole way. Mark hadn’t been any happier than
Faith about the move, but it didn’t mean she wanted to listen to him gripe
about it.

“Okay, sweetheart, [ understand. You be careful. If you follow that
wide path behind the house, you’ll find a creek and a nice little waterfall. It’s
beautiful there. Your dad said there might even be some brook trout we can
fish for.”

“Yeah, okay, thanks. I’ll check it out.”

“You got water and Power Bars? You want me to make you a
sandwich?”

Faith rolled her eyes. “Yes, on the water and Power Bars. No, I don’t
need a sandwich. I’'m gonna go now.” She slipped on her jacket, since the
mornings were still cool around here, a few piles of snow still on the ground,
then slipped her arms through the straps of her backpack. Faith had grown up
in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon. For reasons still unknown to her, her
parents had suddenly decided to move east to some dumb Podunk town
outside of Burns. Nobody, absolutely nobody, lived anywhere near them. Her
parents would need to get a second car so Faith could drive her and Mark to
school in the fall. What a joke.

“Don’t forget Axel. He’s in his kennel out in the barn.”

Faith shook her head, fighting not to let the screen door slam shut. She
just wanted to scream over the injustice of it all. Her parents didn’t
understand anything. Who in their right minds would move their kid right
before she started her sophomore year of high school? Only selfish parents
who didn’t care that their only daughter’s social life would be totally ruined,
that’s who. She wondered if they even had a girls’ basketball or volleyball
team in Burns. Faith snorted. “Be a miracle if they even have a freaking
school.”

Axel stood as she walked in the barn, wagging his bushy tail from
inside the kennel. No surprise when she opened the door that the dog ran
straight for the house to check for her dad. Faith looked around the barn



while she waited for him to return. The only good thing to come of this move
was her parents had promised to get her and Mark each a horse. Supposedly
there were good trails to ride on around here, at least in the summer. Snow
could be a problem in the winter.

“Perfect,” she grumbled, thinking about wading through two feet of
snow. On the plus side, maybe the roads would be closed and she wouldn’t
have to drive them to school.

The four-stall barn was going to take a little work before it would be
safe for horses, and they’d need to fence the field off to the left of the house.
Faith glanced inside one of the stalls, sighing at the musty smell of old straw
and urine. The filthy, uneven ground would need leveled and some rubber
pads brought in to put pine shaving on for bedding. It would smell better
then, hopefully.

Axel slunk back to the barn a few minutes later, tail dragging, ears
drooped, obviously depressed about not finding her dad. Faith shook her head
at him, bending down to scratch the dog behind the ears before she walked
out of the barn. “You ain’t the only one depressed around here, boy. Better
get used to it.”

She walked over behind the house, easily finding the deer trail her mom
had spoken of. The deer obviously liked to come into the open field to graze
at night. They had blacktail and whitetail deer over west of the Cascade
Mountains. Her dad told Faith they mostly had mule deer on this side.
Whatever their species, the deer probably wouldn’t be too happy when they
fenced off their field for the horses. Too bad. Everyone, and everything,
would have to suffer over this move.

Faith took a moment to study the rugged land, different from what she
was used to. They still had pine trees, but they weren’t packed quite so close
together, at least not in this area. She’d seen some parts where the lodge pole
was so tight a person couldn’t squeeze through even if they’d wanted. What
Faith loved here that they didn’t have west were the Ponderosa pines. Tall
and straight, they had orange scaled bark split with big plates, like puzzle
pieces. They smelled good, kind of like vanilla or butterscotch. The brush
was different on this side too. Where you ran into a lot of blackberry over
west, you mostly found manzanita and buck brush here.

She started walking, deciding to take a left fork whenever she came to a
break in the trail. Faith had a GPS unit—and always carried extra batteries—
with a saved waypoint showing the way home, but she liked to practice trying



to find her own way. What happened if the GPS unit stopped working? Her
parents had drilled into her head to always pay attention to her position.

Two hours later, Faith stopped to catch her breath, her legs burning
from the steep climb. Maybe she should have gone right instead of left at the
fork. Even Axel, who’d started out scouting ahead, chasing chipmunks and
pine squirrels, had slowed down, his tongue almost dragging the ground as he
walked beside her. She stopped and dropped her backpack to the ground and
shimmied out of her coat, tying it around her waist.

“Need a drink?” she asked the dog, taking out a collapsible bowl and
pouring a little water into it. Faith sipped at the bottle as she studied the land,
her anger and irritation having faded some after the long hike. It was
beautiful here, but it would be even better if she could share it with her
friends. Not very likely their parents would drive them clear to Burns very
often.

“Shoulda wore my shorts,” she said to Axel, the dog cocking his head
in a way only German shepherds could do, as if really listening to her. “These
jeans are getting hot.” She peeled off her oversized sweatshirt, having worn a
red tank top beneath it.

“Done?” she said, picking up his water bowl and dumping the little that
was left. “Better keep going. I think we’re almost to the top. I bet we’ll be
able to see our house from up here.” Probably see the whole dang valley. It
had been a lot steeper and farther than she’d imagined when starting out this
morning.

A half hour later, they stepped out into the open on top of the ridge. No
tall trees here, and only sparse brush. She should be able to see for miles.
There’d been no sign of a creek or falls, so Faith had to assume she’d gone
the wrong way. No biggie. She’d take the right fork next time or come up
with her parents. Might be awhile before she forgave them for disrupting her
life, though.

“Come on, Axel, we’ll go over and rest on the other side there. Got
some rocks we can sit on.” Not that the dog cared.

Sighing, she slipped out of her backpack and dropped it to the ground,
then sat on a large boulder, one she could hang her feet and legs over the
ledge. After giving Axel another bowl of water, she pulled out a Power Bar
and started to rip it open, half wishing she’d taken her mom up on that
sandwich. It would have tasted good right about now.

Just as she took a bite, Axel sat up and looked over the side of the steep



bank, growling, the hair along the ridge of his back standing up. Faith
shivered, the tiny hairs on her neck also standing up. She automatically
reached for the can of bear spray on her hip, coming to her feet. Axel had
crouched down, his head lowered, lips pulled back from sharp fangs.

Goosebumps breaking out, Faith looked over the ledge, trying to see
what he’d spotted. It could have been a bear or cougar, though she more
imagined it was probably a deer or raccoon.

At first, she didn’t see anything and assumed what it’d been had
already slipped away. But then she narrowed her eyes, looking closer. “What
the heck?” Faith kneeled on the rock and reached for her backpack, pulling
out a small pair of binoculars. She stood, putting them to her eyes. “Oh, my
God, Axel. It’s a person. Oh, crap, I think they’re dead?”



CHAPTER 2

Faith scanned down his body, trying to look for signs of life. He looked

young, not much older than her, though she wouldn’t be able to tell for sure
until she got closer. What she found odd, and a little unnerving, if she were
honest, was that he was completely naked, his back pressed up against a bank
of rock. One leg was bent at an odd angle, and she suspected it was broken.
The arm he had resting over his forehead didn’t look right either. “Good
grief, [ hope someone didn’t dump him over the bank, Axel.” Faith had never
been so glad she’d listened to her mom and brought the dog. Whoever had
hurt this boy could still be around.

She took a moment to scan the area for signs of life before making up
her mind to get down there and see if she could help him. Faith tried not to
dwell on the fact that he might be dead. She’d never seen a real dead body
before. “But why would someone bring him all the way up here to dump his
body,” she murmured to herself. “Doesn’t make sense.” Maybe he fell over
the bank while hiking.

Faith sighed. “Yeah, right, while naked?”

Axel looked up at her. He’d finally stopped growling and the hair along
the ridge of his back laid down. Good thing too because he’d been freaking
her out.

After tightening the coat around her waist, Faith grabbed her backpack,
sliding her arms into the straps. She wasn’t sure what she could do about
broken bones, but she could try to clean the smaller cuts all over his body. If
he’s even alive, she reminded herself.

Blowing out a noisy breath, she studied the terrain, trying to find the
easiest path down. It didn’t look like there was one. Not even the deer wanted
to tackle this crap. Faith sat back on her butt and slid, aiming for a scraggly
pine to grab to slow her down. It wasn’t going to do either one of them any
good if she ended up with a broken leg too. Even Axel was struggling.

Thankfully, only the first quarter of the way was too steep to walk. She



breathed a sigh of relief when she could finally stand again. It took her less
than ten minutes to reach the boy.

Axel didn’t want anything to do with him, which again unnerved Faith
a bit. He kept his distance, releasing the occasional deep growl, the hackles
once again raised along his back. What did he see that she couldn’t?

Faith kept her distance a moment, studying the boy. He looked in even
worse shape up close, his bronze skin covered in cuts and bruises, his right
leg definitely broken. The wrist resting across his forehead was also broken.
He looked about fourteen years old, a little older than Mark, his lean body not
yet filled out, though Faith could see muscle definition. He was in good shape
... except for the injuries.

As she stepped cautiously closer, Faith tried to keep her sight off his
penis and balls. She’d never seen a naked guy in person before and couldn’t
help but feel curious. Cringing inside, she reached out to touch his calf,
finding his skin warm. Inching closer, she pressed her fingers to the wrist of
his uninjured hand, relieved to find a faint pulse.

Faith lifted his wounded arm from his forehead, her stomach twisting in
sympathy when he groaned. “What the hell?” she whispered, looking closer.
It looked like two little nubs were sprouting from the outside edges of his
forehead. “Weird.” Well, she’d have to take a closer look at those later. Right
now, she needed to see if he’d wake up, maybe get some water inside him,
then try to find out where his parents were. She wondered how long he’d
been trapped here.

“Hey,” she said, giving him a light shake. “Can you open your eyes?”

Nothing. Perfect.

Faith sat, tugging her backpack into her lap. She unzipped it and pulled
out a bottle of water and a washcloth, pouring a little water onto the cloth and
using it to wash some of the dirt from his face. The little nobs on his forehead
were firm beneath her fingers.

Axel refused to come any closer, whining as he lay in the rocky dirt
about twenty feet away.

Feeling like a pervert when her gaze kept dropping to his exposed
crotch, Faith jerked off her coat and covered his hips. Thinking he might need
more, she pulled out one of the silver space blankets and laid it gently over
the top of him.

He moaned again and started to move, his mouth opening.

“Oh, shit, dude, you got fangs.” Faith bit at her lower lip, fighting not



to scoot back. Maybe it was nothing. He might just be one of those freaks
who liked to alter their body. Made sense with the horn nubs. But did this
make him dangerous? Faith had a cell phone in her pack, but she knew there
wouldn’t be any service up here. She’d only brought it to take a few pictures
to post on Facebook and Instagram. “Not like you can chase me with a
broken leg, I guess.” She should be safe enough.

Faith pressed the lip of her bottle against his lips and lifted it, offering
him some water. He groaned and leaned toward it, choking some as he tried
to swallow. “Shoot,” Faith said, as most of it ran off onto the ground. She
shifted to her knees and tried to cup the back of his head, helping him lift so
he wouldn’t choke.

After several swallows, he collapsed back. She could see his eyes
moving beneath dark lashes, as if he was fighting to open them.

Faith reached for his good hand, a little startled by the sharp black
nails, giving a light squeeze. How did I miss those when [ felt for a pulse?
“Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.”

She felt a light squeeze.

“You’ve been hurt pretty bad, a broken leg and wrist for sure. You
might have some internal damage too. Do you know if your parents are up
here?”

He groaned, giving a harder squeeze.

“Shoot, I don’t know what that means. Squeeze once for yes, twice for
no. Are your parents here?”

He squeezed twice.

“Did someone hurt you?”

Two squeezes.

“So you fell?”

One squeeze.

Well, that was good. At least she didn’t need to worry about some
maniac killer jumping out from nowhere. But how did he get here, and where
were his clothes? Faith’s parents had bought a house about ten miles out of
town. They didn’t have any close neighbors, at least none that she knew of.
Didn’t mean there weren’t known hiking trails out here.

“Can you try to sit up?” she asked. “It’ll be easier to drink the water. I
think you might be dehydrated. I have a Power Bar too, if you think you can
eat. Once | get you fixed up as best I can, I’ll go for help.”

He squeezed her hand twice, hard.



“Ouch! You don’t want help?” she asked, incredulous.

Two squeezes.

She shook her head, frowning. “Why?” Shoot, he couldn’t answer yet.
Okay, he must have a reason. They would need to discuss it later. “Do you
want to try to sit up?”’ Or maybe she shouldn’t move him. His back might be
broken. “Does your back hurt?”

Two squeezes.

Okay, that was good, wasn’t it? Unless he was paralyzed. “Can you
move your toes?”

She watched his good foot, her eyes widening when she saw the sharp
black toenails. They looked more like claws, but at least they moved. So he
wasn’t paralyzed. “Okay, good, let’s see if we can get you sitting up.” Faith
leaned over, noticing his skin was way too hot as she helped him up. He must
have a fever, which wasn’t good. She needed to get down the mountain and
call for help. It would be dark by the time she led paramedics back here.

The boy was panting hard by the time she got him leaning against the
boulder he’d been crammed up against. Her fingers brushed something along
his spine that felt a little like warm leather, but she ignored it. Maybe he was
wearing a backpack. It probably helped to protect him when he hit the rocks.
“Can you open your eyes?”

He nodded, his eyelashes starting to flutter.

“Oh my gosh,” Faith said, leaning back. His eyes were a strange
turquoise color, not a color she’d ever seen on a person before. And they
didn’t look like contacts either. She and her friends used to play around with
colored contacts, but you could always tell they were fake. Faith swallowed
nervously, seeing fear in his eyes. Apparently, he was just as afraid of her as
she was of him.

“You want some water?”

He nodded, his throat creaking as he swallowed. Faith helped hold the
bottle to his mouth, trying not to flinch when he reached up with his good
hand to help guide her. “Easy,” she said when he started to guzzle. “You’ll
make yourself sick.” She pulled the bottle back, blowing softly through her
lips when the boy started choking.

“Can you tell me your name?” Faith asked.

“Aeson,” he replied, his croaky voice barely heard.

“Jason?” Faith said, thinking she might have misunderstood.

He shook his head, his gaze moving back to the water bottle in her



hand. “Aeson,” he said again, a little louder this time.

“Sorry,” she said. “You want to try a little more water?”

He nodded.

“Okay.” Faith leaned in, lifting the bottle to his fanged mouth, not quite
so nervous this time. He wasn’t putting out any dangerous vibes. Axel
refused to come closer, though at least the shepherd had finally stopped his
soft growling.

Aeson didn’t seem so desperate this time, swallowing more normally
instead of gulping.

“Do you know what happened to you?”

He nodded, glancing toward the sky. “Fell.”

“You mean you fell down the bank? It’s pretty steep, all right. What
happened to your clothes?”

He glanced over at the steep bank she had slid down, shaking his head.
Did that mean he hadn’t fallen, or he didn’t know where his clothes were?

“Do you know where your parents are?”

This time he refused to answer, looking away, his jaws clenched.

Okay, that was weird. Maybe he had abusive parents or something.
Maybe they’d left him out here. Or maybe he’d run away. She almost
snorted, certainly understanding how one could be mad at parents. Faith
wasn’t too happy with her own right now.

“Do you want me to try to splint your leg before I go get help? I’'m sure
it’s broken but I don’t see a bone sticking out. I think I can just splint it for
now. It’1l do until the paramedics can get here.”

He shook his head, long dark hair swishing around his angular face.
“No. Youcan’t ... tell anyone ... about me.”

“What? Are you crazy? You’ll die out here by yourself.” Though his
deep voice remained croaky, she could tell he had an accent she’d never
heard before.

“You stay ... with me. Please.”

Faith’s mouth dropped open as she glanced toward the sky. Judging by
the sun, it was a little past noon. Her mother would start getting worried 1f
she didn’t show up before dinner. They’d send out a search party. “I can’t
stay for long. Why don’t you want me to go for help? Are you in trouble?”

He shook his head, then groaned in pain as he shifted around, exposing
part of his back.

“Oh, my God,” Faith said, jumping to her feet as she slapped a hand



over her mouth. She stared between his back and those turquoise-colored
eyes, not sure what to think. “You have wings. Are they real?”
Faith shivered. Could he be some type of mythical fairy or something?



CHAPTER 3

Aeson could barely breathe through the pain. He’d been a fool to attempt to

shift to his serpent form alone. Only the males of their kind could shift, and
they were only able to do so after entering adolescence, which happened
around age fifteen. After he’d managed to shift once with his sire’s help, he
foolishly tried to do so again yesterday, alone, but he’d been unable to hold
his serpent form.

And the fall had almost killed him.

Though Aeson had wings in his human form, they were still too weak
to carry his weight. They managed to help slow his fall, but not stop it. Aeson
had tried to aim for the top of the mountain, but he’d hit too close to the edge
of a steep bank and went over, rolling head over heels until he came up hard
against this rock face. Feeling his ankle and wrist break, he’d lost
consciousness shortly after.

A sense of danger brought him up from the soothing darkness, a deep
growl making his skin crawl. Damaged so severely, there would be little he
could do to defend himself against a predator. He hurt for his parents,
knowing they would suffer greatly without him. Compatible mates were
difficult to find for his kind, and children were an even rarer blessing. His
whole clan mourned whenever one was lost.

He breathed in as deeply as his bruised ribs allowed, picking up the
sweet scent of a human female. She smelled of warm sunshine and the pine
forest she’d obviously walked through. He groaned when she touched his
bruised shoulder, but he couldn’t find the strength to open his eyes. It wasn’t
until she helped him drink that he found the strength to look at her.

“Hey there,” she said softly. “You scared me. I thought you were dead
when I first spotted you.”

The young girl reminded him of another female back at his clan. She
was pretty now with her dark auburn hair, but he could tell she would be
beautiful once she grew into her tall, slender frame, her mouth a bit too wide



on an oval face, her green eyes overlarge, though he admitted it could be fear
causing the wide-eyed look. His kind might fear humans, but Aeson would
never harm one, not unless they attacked him or one of his kin first.

He sighed, knowing his parents were going to kill him ... if he even
survived. An unknown at this point. It was forbidden for his kind to interact
with humans, at least with those who didn’t already know about them.

“Can you try to sit up?” she asked. “It’ll be easier to drink the water. I
think you might be dehydrated. Once I get you fixed up as best I can, I’'ll go
for help”

The female said something else, but he only focused on her last
sentence. Panic set in at the thought of her bringing more humans into this.
They would lock him away, experiment on him. He’d heard the horror stories
his whole life. Human governments already knew about serpents. They even
had some of their kind trapped in holding cells.

Aeson’s clan kept moving to more and more desolate spots, hoping to
avoid capture, but the world was quickly closing in on them. Pretty soon
there would be nowhere else to go, and their males couldn’t pass for human.
He supposed they were lucky the serpent genes had been diluted over the
years with human blood. His bronze skin didn’t carry the colored scales of
some of their older males. Fangs could be filed down, but he couldn’t hide
the wings, or the horns beginning to develop in his forehead.

“You can’t bring anyone else here. Not safe.”

“Why?” she asked, shaking her head. “Your leg is broke. And I think
your wrist is too. You need medical care.”

“No.” Given no choice, Aeson turned, exposing his wings, which had
been tucked in tight against his back. Luckily, he’d had sense enough to tuck
them away before he hit the ground or the fragile membranes would have
torn.

“You got wings!” she said, slapping a hand over her mouth as she
scooted back. “What the hell are you?”

“Don’t be afraid,” he said quickly, seeing the panic growing in her
eyes. The big shepherd jumped up, growling, ready to protect his mistress. “I
would never hurt you.” Aeson sighed, motioning down his broken body.
“Even if I were so inclined, I’'m hardly in a shape to move.”

“Okay,” she said, releasing a held breath, her gaze still locked on his
wings. “You startled me. It’s just, I don’t even know how this is possible.”
She lifted her hand toward his wings but stopped just short of touching.



Aeson leaned back against the boulder, tired to the bone. “Now you
understand why I can’t let you go for help.”

“Um, yeah, I guess so. But how am I supposed to just leave you here?
Your leg is broken, and your wrist. You could have internal injuries too. My
dad’s a doctor. Maybe—" She stopped abruptly, biting at her lip.

Aeson narrowed his eyes. “Maybe what?”

“Um, my dad is not actually enlisted, but he works for the military. We
just recently moved here from Portland.” She looked around, raising both
hands. “Moved out here to no-man's-land. Dad’s got a medical degree, but |
think he mostly works on new vaccines to protect our soldiers from chemical
warfare.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what he does.”

Aeson didn’t like the sounds of this. If the military became involved,
his clan would be doomed. There was no way they could fight modern
weapons. One of Aeson’s uncles had gone missing early last fall. Maybe this
female’s sire moving here wasn’t a coincidence. “Promise me you won’t tell
anyone about me, not even your sire.”

“My what? You mean my father? Look, I can’t stay here with you. If |
don’t get home soon, my parents will worry, and this whole mountain will be
covered with people looking for me. If you don’t want me to bring help, what
do you want? Is there any way for me to reach your parents?”

“No.” They would kill him themselves if he gave a strange human
directions to their clan. “Can you help me splint my wrist and ankle before
you go? We tend to heal fast. I’ll be ready to travel in a couple of days.
Shifting will help me heal, but I’m not quite strong enough to manage it.”
Plus, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to try to fly. He’d have to walk home
... and hope he didn’t run into any other humans along the way.

“Shifting?”

“Into my serpent form.”

“Ew, you turn into a snake?” she asked, looking slightly horrified by
the notion.

Aeson chuckled. “No, we turn into a dragon, but my kind have always
called them serpents.”

“Oh, wow, that’s cool, I guess. I’d probably think you were off your
rocker if I couldn’t see your wings for myself.” She bit at her lower lip,
studying his face. “You have fangs too, and are those horns?”

He nodded.

“Is that how we got all the legends about dragons, from your people?”’



“Probably. We learned the hard way hundreds of years ago that it was
better to keep our presence a secret, which is why you can’t bring anyone else
up here.”

“Yeah, I understand.” She pushed to her feet and looked around the
barren ground. “Not much here to use for a splint. I’'ll walk down to that tree
line and see what I can find.” She passed him over a bottle of water. “Here
you go. I’ll leave everything I brought with me here. Me and Axel will be
fine until we get home. Are you hungry? I have a couple of Power Bars in my
pack. I’ll bring you something better in the morning.”

Aeson blinked, surprised she planned to come back. “I am hungry,
yes.” It took a lot of energy to heal, and he hadn’t eaten anything since late
yesterday afternoon.

“Here you go,” she said, reaching into her bag and passing him an
oblong piece of paper. She flinched a little when he reached out, but she
didn’t pull back. “Sorry, I’ve just never seen anyone with claws like yours
before.”

Aeson sniffed the package, picking up a scent he didn’t recognize. He
lifted it to his mouth but stopped when her eyes widened.

“No, don’t eat the wrapper!” She motioned for him to give the package
back and he watched as she tore the end off, squeezing out a flat yellow slab.
“There you go. They don’t taste that great, but it’s better than nothing, I
guess. This one is peanut butter flavor.” She glanced around again, scowling.
“You want me to build you a fire before I go? I can try to carry some wood
back. It gets cold up here at night.”

“No, I’ll be fine.” He touched the odd silver blanket she’d draped over
him. “This will suffice. Serpents tend to run hotter than humans.” Or at least
that’s what he’d been told. Humans lived with his clan but he rarely
interacted with them.

“Okay. Well, you can keep my jacket too. I’ve got another one at
home.”

“Thank you,” he said, tipping his head toward her, offering a show of
respect. So far, this female had been only thoughtful and caring, nothing like
what he’d expected of a human. “I won’t forget your kindness.”

“Okay then, come on, Axel, let’s go find a couple straight sticks to use
for splints.”

Before she could leave, Aeson asked, “May [ know your name,
female?”



She chuckled, her cheeks turning a becoming pink color. “Well, it’s
definitely not female. Faith. Faith Wilson. Do you have a last name, Aeson?”

“No. We have a clan name, but it’s probably better if I don’t tell you.”
Safer for her.

“Okay, no problem. Anyway, I’ll leave my bag here. There’s another
Power Bar or two if you want. More water too.” She hesitated, biting at her
lower lip. “I have a sweatshirt in the bag, but ’'m not sure it’ll fit over your
wings. You can try if you want.”

“Thank you, Faith,” Aeson leaned his head against the boulder and
closed his eyes. He’d never felt so tired before and knew his body was
working hard to heal his many injuries. He was lucky Faith had come along
or he might not have survived. As it was, he would need to convince her to
straighten his wrist and ankle, the bones already starting to fuse in the wrong
position.

Sighing, Aeson brought the strange bar to his mouth and bit off a large
chunk, wrinkling his nose at the bizarre flavor. Still, his stomach appreciated
the nourishment, even as he fought not to spit it back out.



CHAPTER 4

Faith found Aeson sleeping when she returned. It had been a real pain trying

to climb back up the hill. She’d skinned her elbow and forearm pretty good
when her foot slid out from under her. Good thing it hadn’t been quite as
steep as the top half or she might not have made it.

Part of Faith wanted to let Aeson sleep. He looked so peaceful
compared to when she’d first found him. She studied his forehead and the
nubs of his horns, still struggling to believe there were real dragons in the
world. How cool would that be to have wings, to be able to fly? She
wondered if his dragon side would be strong enough to carry her, take her for
a ride.

Faith chuckled, taking in his bruised and broken body. He’d have to get
a little better at this flying business before she let him try.

Kneeling, Faith reached out to shake his shoulder. “Aeson? It’s getting
late and I really need to get home. Can you tell me what you want me to do to
set your bones?”

He groaned, opening those gorgeous turquoise eyes. “Help me sit up,”
he said, reaching out with his good hand, those black taloned fingers
trembling.

Faith didn’t hesitate to take his hand, cringing inside when he groaned
in pain. She suspected he was hurt a lot worse than he wanted to let on. “You
okay?” she asked, seeing sweat break out over his face.

“I will be,” he murmured. He pulled the blanket up, exposing his
swollen foot and ankle, his skin black and blue. “Can you help me straighten
it? You’ll need to set the bone before you splint it.”

“Sure, I guess,” she said, taking a gentle hold of his foot. “Now what?”

“The break 1s just above my ankle. I need you to set the bone. You’ll
have to rotate my foot up. The bone has already started to heal so you’ll have
to re-break it.”

“Are you out of your mind! I can’t re-break your leg.”



“It won’t be difficult. The bone has barely begun to heal. If you don’t
reset it now, my sire will need to re-break it later. It will be far worse for me
then, as the bone will be completely fused. I don’t even know 1f I’1l be able to
walk on it as is. Please, Faith, you can do this.”

“God, I can’t believe this. Okay, talk me through it.”

Aeson grabbed hold of his thigh, just above his knee, his angular
features pinched with pain. Faith noticed his eyebrows had a slight bluish cast
when the sun hit them just right, almost like scales. “Grab my foot and rotate
it up. Have your splint ready so you can attach it right away.” He hesitated.
“Don’t pay any attention to me if I scream or pass out. This is necessary.”

Grumbling under her breath, Faith nodded, then reached in her bag for
a wad of thin rope. She used her pocketknife to cut several long strings.
Setting the ropes and splint by her side, she took hold of Aeson’s swollen
foot, looking up into his pained face. “You ready?”

He nodded, his lips pressed into a hard line.

Faith clenched her own jaws as she began to rotate his foot up. Aeson
gasped when it got stuck, but he yelled, “No!” when she stopped. “Keep
going.”

She gasped herself when she looked up, seeing his pupils had
elongated, his weird eyes looking more like a reptile’s than a human’s now.
She barely stopped herself from letting go of his foot.

“Please, Faith, my serpent side won’t hurt you.”

“Okay,” she whispered, giving a harder push. She almost threw up
when the bone made a grating sound. She could feel it beneath her fingers.
She glanced up at Aesan, but he’d passed out, his freaky eyes closed now, his
chin resting on his chest.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, though it was probably a good thing
he’d passed out. Faith set the two sticks along both sides of his calf to the
heel and tied them in place. It took several tries before she got it tight enough,
not an easy task by herself.

She debated whether to wake him before trying to set his wrist, but
figured it was probably better this way. No sense in adding to his misery. He
made a pained sound when she set the bone but didn’t wake.

Sweat dotted her own forehead by the time she finished tying the
splints in place. Faith sat back on her heels a moment, petting Axel, who’d
finally overcome his fear and moved up to sniff along Aeson’s limp body.
“Well, what do you think, boy? Wish I knew what you’re smelling. You



think he’s a real dragon?” Part of her still wondered if Aeson hadn’t done all
this to himself, the horn buds, fangs and wings. She picked up his good hand
and studied the black claws. Somebody had sure done a good job if they were
fake. As much as she struggled to accept his story, deep down, Faith believed
him.

She watched Aeson sleep for a few minutes, pulling all the extra water
and Power Bars from her pack and setting them within his reach. She
unwrapped another space blanket, setting it over the top of him, then left a
couple of packaged chemical hand warmers. All he had to do was open the
seal on the package to activate them. Would he know how?

“Aeson?” she said softly, squeezing his good hand. “I need to go.” She
waited for his eyes to flutter open before she continued, relieved to see his
pupils were round again. She showed him the hand warmers, explaining how
to make them work. “I’ll leave my bear spray too.” He had a lot of small
scrapes and cuts, and the blood could attract predators. Faith had tried to
clean up the worst of them, but the scent would hang in the air. She worried
more about the packs of coyote than a bear or cougar.

For a brief second, he looked scared, vulnerable, but then he quickly
covered it. “I don’t need the can of spray. Male serpents have a built-in
defense.” He took a deep breath, smoke curling out of his nostrils when he
released it.

Faith’s eyes widened, shocked. “You can breathe fire? That’s so cool.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know about breathing, but yes, we have special
glands in our throat that will produce flames.”

“You can do that even when you aren’t a dragon?”

He nodded. “It’s not as impressive in my human form, but it will
suffice to keep predators away.” He hesitated, his throat creaking when he
swallowed. “Will you come back tomorrow?”’

“Of course. I wish I could bring someone, but I’'ll do what I can to help
you get home.”

“Promise me you’ll come alone.”

“I promise. Is there anything special you need tomorrow? I wish the
phone worked up here, but we don’t get a signal. I could try to call your
parents from home if you want.”

“No. They would see you as a threat. I’ll be fine, Faith. Food would be
good, and more water. It will help me heal faster.”

“You want anything special? I can make sandwiches.”



“Meat. Protein would be best.”

“Um, do you eat it raw?” She rolled her bottom lip under, praying he
wouldn’t want to eat raw meat in front of her.

He smiled. “No, cooked is fine. We only eat it raw in our serpent
form.”

She released a long breath, relieved. “Okay, I’ll try to get back early
tomorrow morning. I’ll need to wait for my dad to go to work first or he’ll
ask questions.”

“I understand. I appreciate whatever you can do.”

Faith slipped her arms in the straps of her pack, strangely reluctant to
leave Aeson alone. “Okay then, see you later.” And she turned to leave
before he could reply.



CHAPTER 5

Faith made it home to a frantic mother just before dark.

“What on earth were you thinking, young lady? I was worried sick. I
just about called the police to form a rescue party.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I got lost, and it took me a while to find my way back
out.”

“What do you mean you got lost? Didn’t you take your GPS?”
“Yeah, but the batteries were dead. It wouldn’t work, and I forgot to
put spare ones in my pack. I’'m sorry. I’ll be more careful tomorrow.”

“What do you mean, tomorrow? You aren’t going anywhere, young
lady. Your ass i1s grounded until I say otherwise. You just about scared ten
years off my life.”

“That’s not fair. I can’t help it if the batteries were dead. I found my
own way back, right? You should be proud.” She pushed past her mom into
the house, fighting not to let the screen door slam behind her.

Faith found her dad and brother already sitting at the dinner table, her
dad not looking any happier with her than her mom. Her brother sat across
from him, snickering as he glanced up at Faith. Usually it was Mark who got
in trouble, not Faith. He was probably eating this all up.

Faith tossed her pack by the back door, planning to restock it after her
parents went to bed. Taking a seat, she waited until her mom set the roast,
potatoes and carrots on the table to try to defend herself. “I’m not late on
purpose, you know. I said I was sorry. I’ll be more careful next time and
make sure I have spare batteries in my pack.”

Her dad sighed, reaching for the roast. “Why don’t we try to relax and
enjoy our dinner,” he said, raising his eyebrows at her mom. “We’ll discuss
this more later. Okay?”

Her mom pressed her lips together but nodded.

Dinner was mostly silent. Mark said he saw trout in the creek and
wanted to try to fish for some tomorrow.



Faith wanted so badly to ask her parents if they’d ever heard of real
dragons before, or any shapeshifter, but she’d promised Aeson not to say
anything. Even a question in general could make them suspicious. She rolled
her eyes. As if they would ever believe in real dragons. She’d witnessed
Aeson’s eyes change, and saw the wings on his back, and she still questioned
it could be real.

“So, where did you hike to today?”” her dad asked, pushing his empty
plate away. Her dad looked tired, bags showing beneath his brown eyes, his
hair beginning to thin on top. He’d always been a handsome man, almost six
foot and in good shape, but his shoulders were starting to slump, like he was
carrying a heavy weight around all the time. Her mom said he was just
stressed from work.

“I took the trail out in back of the house. I was trying to find that creek
and waterfall Mom told me about, but I musta took the wrong fork. I ended
up clear on top of the mountain. It was beautiful up there.”

“See anything interesting while you were out?”

“Interesting?” she said, fidgeting with her fork before she set it on her
plate. Well, yeah, if you call a hurt dragon shifter interesting.

“Any wildlife catch your eye?”

“Oh, just some chipmunks and pine squirrels. Axel had fun chasing
them up the trees.”

“You need to be careful. You shouldn’t go so far by yourself. I know
there are a few bear and cougar around here.”

Faith touched the can of bear spray still attached to her belt, glad Aeson
refused to keep it. “I took my spray. And I had Axel with me.”

“Well, I’d prefer you didn’t stay gone all day. You had your mother
worried.”

“Does that mean I’'m not grounded? I’ll change the batteries in my
GPS, and I’ll even put extra in my pack. It won’t happen again.”

Her dad looked over at her mom, raising his eyebrows. “I guess that’s
up to your mom. I think it’s good you’re finally trying to settle in around
here.”

“Mom?”

Her mom sighed. “I guess I might have over-reacted a bit. Just don’t be
gone so long again, okay?”

“I won’t,” Faith said, grinning. “Come on, Mark, you can help me with
the dishes.”



“No way. You’re the one who got in trouble. You do the dishes.”

“Mark, help your sister,” her father said sternly. When he took that
tone, they both knew not to argue.

“Fine, but if you go for another hike tomorrow, I wanna go with you.”

“No way. You never shut up. You’ll scare everything off. God, you’re
worse than the squirrels when they get mad at Axel.”

“Why don’t you take your brother tomorrow, Faith,” her mom said.
“He doesn’t have any friends here yet either. It won’t kill you to take him.”

Faith blew out a frustrated breath, planning to leave as soon as her dad
left for work. Why was she arguing? Mark wouldn’t get his lazy butt out of
bed until after nine. She’d be long gone by then. “I’m not gonna wait for
him.” She glared at Mark. “If you don’t get up early enough, I’ll leave
without you.”

Mark stuck his tongue out. “I’ll get up. Don’t worry.”

Her dad gave Faith a hard look but didn’t say anything.

Once the dishes were finished, Faith took a shower, not wanting to act
too much out of the ordinary. She always took her showers at night rather
than in the morning. Back in her room, she opened her laptop and typed
dragons into the browser.

A lot of stuff popped up, but nothing about real people being able to
change into a fire-breathing dragon. Next, she typed in shapeshifter, but
again, just got a lot of crap about fictional books and movies. There was a
little about Native Americans and something called Skinwalkers and
wendigos, but they didn’t sound like anything Aeson had described.

Tired after the long day, Faith finally closed her computer and went to
bed. It took ages before her thoughts slowed enough to drift off to sleep. She
couldn’t stop thinking about Aeson being up in the mountains with only a
couple thin space blankets and her jacket to keep him warm. He must be
miserable with at least two broken bones and all those cuts and bruises. From
the way he’d moved, she suspected he might have a couple of bruised or
cracked ribs too. She wondered just how far he’d fallen and reminded herself
to ask him tomorrow.

Faith had set her alarm for six thirty, knowing her dad would leave for
work a little after seven. Opening her bedroom door, she could hear her



parents talking softly in the kitchen. Faith froze when she caught the word
serpent, wondering if she’d imagined it. Maybe she just had serpents on the
mind, though she thought of Aeson more as a dragon, not a serpent. They
could have been talking about snakes. They had rattlesnakes over west of the
Cascades. She wasn’t sure about this side.

Frowning, Faith crept forward, praying the hardwood floors wouldn’t
creek and give her position away.

“I don’t care for this, Tom. What if she runs into one of those serpents
here? They’re nothing but filthy wild animals, dangerous animals. They
wouldn’t hesitate to kill a human, especially a defenseless young girl. We
should have stayed in Portland where the kids were safe.”

“You know why I had to move, Annie. They can’t keep a captured
serpent near the city. Besides, we’re hoping this one will lead us to the rest.
We’re almost positive they’re somewhere here in Eastern Oregon. We just
got this facility set up to hold more.”

“Exactly, it’s not safe. And our daughter is up there traipsing around
the mountain by herself. I thought she’d stay down here by the creek, like
Mark, or I wouldn’t have ever let her go.”

“You need to give her some space, honey. Faith is still mad about the
move. She’s trying to blow off some steam and show a little independence
while she’s at it. If we stomp down too hard, we’ll only make her rebel.
Besides, this serpent we caught was almost thirty miles away, and we know
for a fact that they never come out during the day. She’ll be fine, I promise.”

“I still don’t like it. And now Mark wants to go with her.”

Her dad chuckled. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about Mark. Faith will sneak
out without him. You watch.”

“Okay, I’ll try not to worry. Have you learned anything more about that
captured serpent? Does it talk?”

“Yes, he talks, but not much. He doesn’t say anything important. But
then again, he’s not very happy about being locked up. They caught him last
fall, but he’s only now starting to cooperate.”

“You know you can’t trust it. I don’t care how much it seems to be
cooperating. Have you even seen it in person yet? Promise me you’ll be
careful, Tom.”

“I promise. You’ve got nothing to worry about. And yes, I’ve seen him,
but I haven’t been able to interact with him yet. I don’t think those military
guys in charge fully trust me. It’s part of why I think they made us move out



here. They want to keep an eye on us. But, Annie, the blood and tissue
samples are like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Their ability to heal is like
nothing known to us. Just think about it. Imagine if we could figure out a way
to transfer this healing ability to humans,”

Her mom huffed, clearly not as excited as her father. “Why would the
military not trust you?”

“It’s just protocol. You know the military. Suspicious bastards.
Everything is top secret. But I understand. This can’t get out, not until we can
learn more about them. The animal activists would be all over our butts. I
shouldn’t have even told you.”

“Can 1t really turn into a dragon? How do you control something like
that?”

“I’ve never seen him shift forms, though I’ve got no reason to
disbelieve the reports of those who have. Supposedly there is a film of him
being brought down in his serpent form. They don’t allow him to change
forms now. Too much risk he might escape.”

“How can they stop it?”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. He’s trapped. They keep silver cuffs around
both his wrists and neck. The silver somehow disrupts the electrical currents
in his body, messing with his ability to change. It’s just another detail I need
to study. We want to see if silver will stop, or slow down, his ability to heal.
It might give us an edge if his people ever decided to attack humans.”

“How did you learn about the silver?”

He chuckled. “I can’t tell you that or I will get in trouble. It’s top
secret.”

“What about it breathing fire? You won’t ever place yourself in danger,
will you?”

“No, we keep him enclosed in a clear cage, not bars. It can’t be broken,
and fire can’t burn through. I’1l be safe, I promise.”

“What about when you need to draw blood?”

“Then we’ll put him out with gas first. Nobody is taking any chances,
trust me.”

“Oh, God, Tom, how can there even be creatures like this? Where did
they come from?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. I know others of their kind have
been caught over the years, but this is the first one I’m getting a chance to see
up close and personal.”



“What are they going to do once they’re finished studying it?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. I’ve heard the military is interested in
possibly trying to train them, but I don’t think it’ll work with this one. Maybe
if they caught a younger one. This one is an adult. It’s like a dog, you know.
A young puppy is much easier to train than an adult dog.”

“Maybe they should just kill it. It’s not natural turning from a human
into a dragon. Does he really have wings in his human form?”

“Yes,” he replied, sounding excited. “It’s fascinating. You hardly
notice when they are tucked against his back. In fact, if he wore a shirt, you
probably wouldn’t even know it. I’ve only seen him open his wings in a
video, but they are magnificent. I’'m guessing they are more than twenty feet
across, wider than the cell they keep him in. They keep a silver strap around
his chest and wings most of the time to keep them trapped. The joints have
spike-like protrusions that could cause someone serious damage.”

“See, you shouldn’t be anywhere near that animal.”

Her dad laughed, and Faith heard him kiss her mom. She could imagine
her dad pressing his lips against her mom’s forehead, like she’d seen a
thousand times before.

“I need to go, Annie. I’ll be back around five. Maybe we can all go out
for a hike on Saturday. We’ll check the area out and you can see for yourself
that there’s nothing here to worry about. There might be a few bears or
cougars, but the kids know how to handle themselves. They’ll be fine.”

Faith eased back into her bedroom. She closed the door and sat on the
end of her bed, feeling a little sick over what she’d just learned. That serpent
her dad was talking about was probably Aeson’s uncle. Who were the real
monsters in this situation? Not the serpents. Should she mention this to
Aeson? Even if she did, what could he do? She needed to give this some
serious thought before she talked to Aeson.



CHAPTER 6

Faith waited until her dad left for work, and her mom returned to her

bedroom, before she came out to the kitchen to make sandwiches. She made
five, using the leftover roast for three, and processed ham and cheese for the
other two. She suspected Aeson wouldn’t care much for the processed stuff,
but she could eat it.

She packaged each of them and stuffed them in her backpack along
with a full bag of potato chips and a couple chocolate bars. She thought about
throwing in a few Pepsis but figured Aeson would probably prefer water. She
seriously doubted he’d ever had a pop before. Doubtful winged people could
travel to the local market to buy food.

Opening the junk drawer, she pulled out a roll of duct tape and threw it
in her bag. If the ropes didn’t hold on his splints, she could use the tape.

“Shoot,” Faith whispered, sneaking back into her room to grab
sweatpants for Aeson. Good thing she had something in black. She doubted
he’d appreciate pink or purple. He was a little taller than her, but not that
much bigger around. The material stretched, so it should work. She threw in
another sweatshirt too, though he hadn’t tried to wear the one she had
yesterday. Maybe they would hurt his wings.

Sneaking back into the kitchen, Faith stuffed the clothes into her pack.
Hopefully she’d got everything because there wasn’t much room left.

“That you, sweetheart?”” her mom called out. “Better take Axel with
you again, and I want you home well before dark. If you’re late again, I’ll
ground you for sure.”

“I won’t be late, Mom. I’m just scouting out the trails so I know where
to go on the horse when we get it.” Faith blew a kiss at her mom when she
walked into the kitchen carrying her coffee cup, then hurried out the door
before she could change her mind, or Mark woke up.

*



When she finally stepped out of the tree line into the open, Faith looked
up at the side of the steep mountain. She couldn’t see Aeson or the silver
blankets that should have stood out like a sore thumb. Her heart did a stutter
beat when she looked through her binoculars toward the spot where she’d left
him last night. Nothing.

Maybe his family had found him. Though a part of her felt happy for
him, another part of her would miss learning more about Aeson and his kind.
She already knew they weren’t the monsters her parents had made them out
to be this morning.

Maybe people were the real monsters. Humans.

“Well, shoot, Axel,” she said to the shepherd. “Maybe he just moved.”
She couldn’t see how, not with a broken wrist and ankle. “Might as well
climb up there and take a look around.” She hefted her heavy pack higher on
her shoulders, using the long straight stick she’d found to help her navigate
the loose rock on the ground. “What if a bear or cougar had been drawn in by
his blood? What if his flame thing didn’t work?

What if he was dead?

“Good grief, Faith, stop trying to scare yourself.” She felt sure his
parents had probably shown up last night and taken him home. Aeson had
said they only came out at night in their dragon forms.

Sweating by the time she reached the little flat spot where she’d found
Aeson yesterday, Faith leaned over and tried to control her breathing. He
wasn’t anywhere in sight, nor was anything she’d left behind for him. Not
even a wrapper could be seen to prove anyone had ever been there. Faith
walked over to the rock face Aeson had been pressed up against and searched
the area for blood, but she found nothing.

She sat on a boulder and slipped out of her pack, dropping it to the
ground. Maybe she’d eat one of her sandwiches, since she hadn’t bothered
with breakfast, then go ahead and find a way back up to the top of the ridge.
She never did get a chance to look around, though her heart wasn’t really in it
now. Yesterday, anger had been driving Faith. Today, she’d been excited.

Now she just felt let down, and a little depressed.

Just as she’d unwrapped one of the ham and cheese sandwiches, Axel
jumped up and growled, his hackles raised, lips pulled back from sharp fangs.
Faith jumped up and turned to where the dog was staring, her heart in her
throat even as she reached for the bear spray attached to her belt.

“Oh my God,” she said when Aeson peeked out from behind two large



boulders. “You scared the pee out of me.”

He actually glanced down at her pants, his turquoise eyes widening.

“No!” Faith said quickly, her face growing warm. “Not really. It’s just
a saying.” She supposed some people did pee if scared bad enough.
Hopefully it would never happen to her.

“You came alone?” he asked, his voice sounding a little stronger than
yesterday.

“Of course. I promised you I would.” She smiled, but he didn’t smile
back. “Did you think I wouldn’t? Is that why you moved?”

“I wasn’t sure,” he said softly. “You aren’t anything like what my
parents described when speaking about humans outside our clan.” He
hobbled out into the open, her jacket wrapped around his waist, the sleeves
tied in back so it worked kind of like a loin cloth. She could see sweat
breaking out over his forehead as he hopped closer. He breathed out deeply
as he took a seat on a boulder next to hers.

“What do your parents say about us?” Faith asked, digging into her
pack for a roast beef sandwich. Couldn’t be worse than what hers had said
about his people.

“Humans have always hunted our kind. They are scared of us, even
though we would never hurt one of you, not unless we were being forced to
defend ourselves. My people just want to be left alone.”

She thought about the place where they were holding one of the
dragons, probably a relative of Aeson’s. His uncle. Her dad hadn’t said, but
she suspected now it was a military hospital, or jail. Who knew what terrible
things they were doing to him there? Faith opened the sandwich bag and
handed it to Aeson. “Hope you like roast beef.”

“Thank you,” he said, accepting the sandwich.

“How are you walking, anyway?” Though she supposed, technically,
he was hopping.

“We heal fast, but it takes a lot of energy.” She saw he was struggling
to get the sandwich out with his claws.

“Here, let me help you.” She set her own sandwich on her knee and
took his back, slipping the sandwich out of the plastic before passing it back.
“Sorry, I’'m not used to nails like those. Guess you guys don’t use plastic
bags much, huh?”

He shook his head. Faith noticed his face looked a bit haggard, his
already sharp features even more defined, black circles developing under his



eyes.

“I didn’t know what you would like on yours, so I just put a little mayo
on the bread.”

“Mayo?” he said, bringing the sandwich to his mouth and sniffing.

“The white stuff. It helps make it not so dry.”

He nodded, taking a huge bite. Faith took a bite out of her own, then
reached for two bottles of water, passing one over to Aeson. “Do you like it?”
“The meat 1s very good. ’'m not sure about the ... mayo. It has a

peculiar taste.”

“Yeah, I suppose it is kind of an acquired taste. We had a Japanese
exchange student stay with us last year. She didn’t care for mayo either. I can
scrape it off if you like.”

“No, this is fine. Thank you.”

It must have been because he just about inhaled it. Faith reached in the
bag and took another one out of the package. Good thing she’d made plenty.

“So your leg must be feeling better, huh?”

“Much, yes. I should be able to remove the splint tomorrow. I’ll be able
to walk home in another day or so.”

“Good. Wish we could heal so fast.” She wasn’t thrilled with the
thought of him leaving. Faith had a feeling she’d never see Aeson again.
Which probably wouldn’t be a bad thing for him if humans were hunting his
people. Duh, Faith told herself, mentally slapping her forehead. Of course
they were being hunted. And my Dad is right smack dab in the middle of it.

Faith finished her own sandwich, trying to decide whether to tell Aeson
what she’d learned this morning. Would he hate her for what her father was a
part of? “Did you tell me one of your uncles came up missing around here?”

He stared at her with those strange turquoise eyes, the pupil briefly
elongating, like his other half was trying to peek through.

“I don’t mean to pry into your business, Aeson. It’s just...” She didn’t
finish, not wanting him to think badly of her family.

“My sire’s brother went hunting alone one night about eight months
ago. He never came back, and we could find no trace of him.”

“You think humans got him?”” She found it hard now to look him in the
eye, afraid he’d read the truth in hers.

“Humans are a serpent’s only real enemy. We are considered at the top
of the food chain. We only hunt at night in our serpent form, and we try to
stay low to the ground to avoid radar, but someone must have still spotted
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him.

Faith opened her mouth, then closed it again, struggling to find the
words. “I overheard my parents talking in the kitchen this morning. I’'m sure
they didn’t know I was there.” She glanced up, seeing his intense gaze locked
on her face. “Dad is a doctor, a scientist. He sometimes works for the
military. I told you that yesterday. I think he mostly works in research,
though.”

“What did you hear?” he asked softly.

“That they were keeping a serpent in one of their medical research
facilities. I think that’s why they moved us from Portland to here. I don’t
know what they are doing with him, but I ... I don’t think it’s good. The
timing sounds about right for it to be your uncle.”

“How long have they kept him caged?”” Aeson asked, his tone lowered,
anger present. Would he hurt her now, blame her for what was being done to
his uncle?

“I don’t know for sure. I know my parents started looking for a place to
buy over here around January, but they could have been holding him for
longer than that.”

“Can you find out where he is being held?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. But you’ll never be able to get in. It’s a military
building. They’ll have soldiers all over the place. With guns.” Surely even a
fire-breathing dragon couldn’t fight against guns.

“Just find out where he’s being held. My family will handle the
soldiers.”

Faith felt a chill. “Um, Aeson, my dad works there. I don’t want to see
him get hurt.” She didn’t want to see anyone get hurt, including Aeson’s
uncle.

Before he could reply, Axel jumped up, barking as he took off running
down the hill.

“Faith!” a voice called out.

“Oh, shit,” she hissed. “Hurry up, hide behind those boulders. It’s my
little brother. Dammit, he must have followed me.”

“I see you, Faith. Ha-ha, you thought you were gonna sneak out
without me. Guess I showed you. Hang on, I’ll be right up.” His voice
sounded far away, but she could hear every word. And if he could see her, he
could see Aeson.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Don’t hurt him, Aeson. He’s a pest, but he’s



still my little brother.” She reached into her pack and pulled out the sweats.
“Here, put these on. He won’t see your wings then.” She jerked off her
baseball cap, planning to use it to hide his horn nubs. “Shoot,” she said,
seeing he was struggling to get his clawed feet into the narrow hold of the
pant leg. “Here, let me help you.” She tried not to think about his nakedness
behind her coat, closing her eyes as she rolled the pants up his thighs.

Aeson used her shoulders to stand on one foot, removing the coat
before he pulled up the sweats. They were snug, and Faith could easily see
his junk through the material, but they’d have to do. “Here, hold your arms
up,” she said, drawing the oversized sweatshirt over his arms and shoulders.
“It won’t hurt your wings, will it?”

“No. It 1s uncomfortable, but it won’t hurt me.”

After easing the shirt over his folded wings, Faith helped Aeson sit,
placing her hat on his head, his black hair a little wild around his shoulders.
She should have brought a hairbrush.

Hearing Axel and Mark fighting to get up the hill, she cast one last
glance at Aeson, her heart dropping when she noticed the clawed fingers and
toes. Not much she could do to hide those lethal things. And Mark would
definitely notice the fangs. “Try not to smile,” she said, then turned to face
her brother.

“Hey,” Mark said, grinning at Faith, then looking around her shoulder
to Aeson. “Trying to hide a boyfriend from Mom and Dad?”

“Shut up, Mark. I’m not hiding anyone. This is Aeson. He’s been
camping up here with his family. [ met him yesterday.”

“Hi,” Mark said, smirking at Faith. “So, where’s your family?”

“They’re not far,” Aeson said, a hint of a threat behind his tone. He was
obviously not pleased to see Mark. Maybe it would be better if they were just
open with her brother. There was no way she could keep this secret unless
Mark thought he was a part of it.



CHAPTER 7

Aeson struggled not to show his hurt and anger as Faith’s brother stepped

into view. The human boy looked to be several years younger than her, no
malice showing on his youthful features when he grinned at his sister. Faith,
on the other hand, appeared irritated with her brother. So maybe she hadn’t
purposely led him to Aeson, but it didn’t help lessen his worry over being
discovered. He was still far too weak to attempt to walk home, and Aeson
didn’t want to risk leading humans to his clan by trying to shift and fly.
Probably not a good idea anyway, considering what had happened to land
him in this situation.

“Well,” her brother said, looking smug as his sister scowled at him.
“Ain’t you gonna introduce me to your new boyfriend?”

“He’s not my boyfriend, you idiot.” Faith looked toward Aeson, her
pale face changing to a becoming red. “I am so sorry for this. I shoulda made
sure the little twerp wasn’t following me. Brothers can be such pests,
especially little brothers.”

As an only child, Aeson wouldn’t know. Serpents struggled to
procreate. His parents had been lucky to have him. Which was why there
were so few of them left.

“Mark, this is Aeson. He got hurt bad falling ... down that steep bank
behind us. Aeson, this is Mark, my pesky younger brother.” She glared at
Mark before adding, “And you better not say a word to Mom or Dad about
this or the next time you go to town, I’ll smash all your model airplanes.”

Mark scowled. Faith’s brother had light brown eyes instead of green,
though he had the same dark auburn hair, his cut short instead of worn long
like Aeson’s own. “Why didn’t you get help if he’s hurt?”” He turned his
curious gaze to Aeson. “Did you stay up here by yourself last night? Weren’t
you scared?”

“Aeson ain’t a baby like you,” Faith said.

“Wow, look at those claws on your feet,” Mark said, taking a step



closer. “Are those real?”

“Crap,” Faith said, rubbing at her brow. “This ain’t gonna work.”

“What ain’t?” Mark asked.

“Look, Mark, maybe you can actually help me here for a change.” She
glanced toward Aeson, who worked hard to hide his rising panic. His parents
wouldn’t be happy to learn he’d interacted with one human, let alone two.
“Why don’t you take off your hat, Aeson,” Faith said.

Aeson stared between Faith and her brother, trying to figure out if he
should just shift forms and try to fly. He could stay low to the ground. He
wasn’t as big as an adult in serpent form, and there weren’t many humans
around this area, so maybe no one would notice.

He flinched when Faith reached out to touch his arm. “Mark won’t say
anything, Aeson. He’ll be as excited as me to learn more about you.”

“Learn what?” Mark said, stepping even closer, his expression more
curious than teasing now.

Aeson nodded, not pulling away when Faith took his hand and
squeezed. ““You okay?” she whispered, leaning closer.

“I will be,” Aeson replied.

“What’s goin’ on, guys,” Mark said, starting to look a little worried.
“You ain’t up here hiding from the cops, are you? Did you rob a bank or
something?”

“Don’t be stupid, Mark. What the hell is wrong with you?” Faith
released a slow breath, then focused on Aeson. “Go ahead, take the hat off.
It’1l be okay.”

Aeson reached up to remove the hat, not taking his gaze from her
brother. He fought not to squeeze the glands in his throat to prepare his
flame.

Mark frowned, stepping even closer. “Whoa, what happened to your
forehead, dude?” Then he dropped his gaze to Aeson’s eyes, his own opening
wide in surprise. “Are those ... are those real or contacts? They look real?”

“They aren’t contacts,” Faith replied for Aeson. “Um, Mark, I think
you better sit down a sec’. This is going to come as a shock. I know it did for
me.”

Mark stared between his sister and Aeson a moment before sitting on
one of the loose boulders dotting the area.

“Aeson isn’t like us. He and his family are dragon shifters. He did get
hurt in a fall.” She glanced up at the sky. “From up there. I’m trying to help



him so he can get back home to his parents, so you can’t say anything to
Mom or Dad. Okay?”

“Why not? Maybe they could help too.”

“No, they can’t. If people find out about Aeson, if the military finds
out, then they’ll lock him up. They’ll experiment on him.”

Mark paled. “Oh, shit, Dad works for the military, doesn’t he?”

“No kidding. And watch your mouth. Mom won’t like it if she hears
you cursing.”

“As if you don’t,” he snapped back. He waved his sister away. “How
do you know those are real?” He touched his own forehead. “I’ve seen shows
where people have those things put in on purpose. They can wear contacts to
make their eyes look like cats too.” He frowned, turning a suspicious gaze to
Faith. “Are you guys pulling my leg?”

Aeson glanced down at the boy’s leg, having no idea what he was
talking about. Obviously, neither he nor Faith were pulling on anyone’s leg.

Faith sighed, standing. “Come here, idiot, let me show you his wings.”
She turned to Aeson. “Do you mind? If we don’t, we’re gonna end up playing
twenty questions.”

When he nodded, she walked over and lifted the back of his shirt. Mark
stared, his mouth dropping open. “Oh, man, I wish I had some of those. Can
you really fly?” He looked pale as he walked back to his boulder and sat
down.

“I can’t fly yet in my human form. My muscles need to mature more.”

“Then how did you fly?”

“I already told you,” Faith said. “He can turn into a dragon.”

“No way. Really? Can I see?”

“I’m too weak to shift forms right now. It is forbidden for us to change
to our serpent form during the day anyway. Someone could see us.”

Mark lifted his chin, his gaze locked on Aeson’s forehead. “Will those
grow, or do you keep them filed, like Hell Boy does?”

“Hell Boy?” Aeson said, looking to Faith for clarification.

She closed her eyes and rubbed at her forehead. “Good grief. Hell Boy
is a character out of a movie. He’s not real.”

“Yeah, but he’s cool,” Mark said, his eyes lighting up. “Do you watch
movies where you’re from, Aeson?”

He shook his head. “No, it wouldn’t be possible, but I have overheard
some of the humans we live with talk about them.”



“You have humans living with you?” Faith asked, sounding surprised.

“Yes,” Aeson said, uncomfortable with this line of questioning. They
needed humans, not only to help gain access to necessary supplies, but for
procreation. If not for inbreeding with humans, his kind would have died out
centuries ago. But they were suffering for it. Some of their males no longer
grew horns or wings. Some of them were incapable of shifting forms or
producing fire. Unfortunately, most still looked too alien to fit in with human
society.

“You think Dad would really have him locked away?” Mark asked,
changing the subject.

“Yes,” Faith replied. She glanced toward Aeson, her expression
troubled. “I got up early this morning and overheard Mom and Dad talking in
the kitchen. The military moved us here from Portland because they want
Dad to work with ... another dragon man they caught. It’s all real hush, hush,
I guess.”

Faith glanced toward Mark, nervously licking her lips before she
looked back to Aeson. “Does silver have an effect on you guys? Can it stop
you from ... changing?”

He stared at her a moment, not sure he should clarify another of their
well-kept secrets. Obviously, she already knew something or she wouldn’t
have asked. “Yes, silver interferes with our ability to shift, especially if it is
wrapped around our neck. It disrupts the energy.” And it could also kill them
if it were to enter their body through a cut. Just touching it could cause their
skin to blister, and those types of wounds wouldn’t heal fast.

“Yeah, that’s what I heard Dad say. They have his wrists and neck
cuffed with silver. And they have another band around his chest to hold his
wings down.”

Aeson closed his eyes, knowing his parents would be heartsick to learn
about this. There were already so few of them, only twenty left in his clan
with enough serpent blood to shift forms. They couldn’t afford to lose any
more. He glanced between Faith and her brother. “If my family can’t find a
way inside, do you think there is any way for you to break him out from this
place?”

Faith looked toward Mark, who glanced away, giving Aeson the
answer he’d expected.

“I might be able to talk Dad into giving me a tour of where he works,”
Mark said, giving Aeson a tiny thread of hope. “He won’t take me to the area



where your uncle is being kept though. It’s a military thing. They’ll have
armed guards around there, I’'m sure. I can probably still figure out where
he’s being kept. They think all us kids are so stupid.”

“When could you do this?” Aeson asked.

“Um, I’ll ask Dad tonight. But it might take a couple weeks before he
can arrange it. That’s the military for you. Everything takes forever.”

Aeson nodded, knowing he would have to convince his parents and the
clan alpha to speak with Faith and her brother. Once Aeson got back home,
there would be no way they would ever let him leave again.

“Come on,” Faith said, standing. “Let’s find you a better spot to stay
tonight, somewhere you won’t be quite so out in the open. Mark can help us.’
She stepped around the crevasse where he’d hidden the blankets this
morning, not wanting anyone else to spot him.

bl



CHAPTER 8

Faith had been furious when Mark first showed up, but he turned out to be a

big help in getting Aeson down off that steep hillside. She thought Aeson felt
better now that he wasn’t trapped out in the open. Doubtful many people
hiked out this far, but he’d still been exposed and relatively helpless. That
crevasse he’d tried to hide in was barely wide enough to sit in. She could tell
he hadn’t bothered to use the blankets—probably afraid the bright silver color
would attract unwanted attention. They’d been shoved against the back.

They got him set up away from the main trail, Aeson sweating and his
sharp features even more pinched, probably from pain. Faith felt terrible for
having to make him move, though he never complained, and even appeared
appreciative.

“You want another sandwich?” she asked, wishing she’d made a few
more now. He’d probably be stuck eating Power Bars again tonight since it
was too far for her to hike back and return with more food.

“Water would be better right now,” he said, attempting to smile.

“Sure.” Faith dug into her pack, uncapping the bottle before handing it
to him.

“Wanna try a pop instead?” Mark asked, digging into his own pack.
Like Faith, Mark had been taught to carry essentials whenever he went out
for a hike. Of course, his essential usually included pop (his favorite being
root beer), candy and junk food.

“Pop?” Aeson said, after swallowing down half the bottle of water.
Faith noticed his fingers were trembling. “I’ve heard our humans use that
word, but I don’t know what it 1s.”

“Oh, man, you don’t know what you’re missing,” Mark said, pulling a
can of A&W root beer from his pack. “I wouldn’t know what to do without
pop. Wait until you taste it.” Aeson flinched when Mark popped the tab.
“Sorry,” he said, passing the can over. “It’s a little warm, but still good.”

Aeson accepted the can but acted like he didn’t know what to do with



it.

“You drink it, just like you would the water,” Faith said.

He nodded, tipping it up to his mouth. Aeson swallowed once before
lowering the can, frowning as he stared at it, licking his lips.

“Don’t you like 1t?” Mark said.

“It is very sweet. We don’t tend to eat or drink anything sweet.”

“Wow, that must suck for you guys. Don’t you have any candy or
donuts?”” Mark asked.

Aeson shook his head, leaning back against a log.

Faith could see he was exhausted. She doubted he got much sleep last
night, and getting him down that slippery slope had taken what little energy
he had left. “Do you want us to leave?” she said. “Let you rest.”

“Faith?”” Mark said, a whine in his tone.

“No, I am enjoying your company. My parents rarely let me interact
with the humans in our clan.”

“Why?” Faith asked. “I mean, they obviously already know about you.’

Aeson shrugged. “They said humans are not to be trusted, even though
we need them to survive.”

“Why do you need them?”” Mark asked. “Do you think I could come
visit sometime? Maybe I could help you guys.”

“We are slowly dying out. The humans who do live with us are mated
to one of our serpents. They had to agree to leave their own world behind to
become one of us. There is no going back.”

“Oh,” Mark said, his face losing a bit of color.

“If you don’t interact with humans, how do you find human mates?”
Faith asked.

“The last female who joined us had become lost in the mountains.
Winter was approaching, and she would not have survived long on her own.
One of our young males found her and nursed her back to health. I don’t
think she was thrilled with her circumstances at first, but they eventually
mated. She appears to be happy with us now. They have one daughter and are
hoping there will be more soon.”

“How is that possible?” Faith asked. “How do dragons mate with
human women?” She could tell Mark wasn’t comfortable with the direction
of this conversation. Too bad. She was curious.

“We are compatible with humans for procreation, but it isn’t always a
male who mates with a human female. Sometimes one of our females will
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choose a human mate, but it is rare. Our females are encouraged to choose a
serpent mate, to help keep the bloodlines purer.”

“But they don’t force her to mate with someone, right?”

“No, never. We want our people to be happy. We want children to
grow up in a stable environment. Imagine what it would be like if the couple
hated one another.”

“Yeah, I have a few friends whose parents shouldn’t have got married.
All they do i1s fight.”

“Exactly,” Aeson said, nodding. After passing the can of root beer back
to Mark, he took another drink from the water bottle. “Would you tell me
what it 1s like in your world,” he said, glancing between her and Mark.

“Wow, I guess I’'m not sure what to say since I don’t know what yours
is like. I can imagine our lives are faster, busier.”

“Do you have TV or video games?” Mark asked.

Aeson shook his head. “No, we have nothing like that.”

“Wow, I don’t know what I’d do without my iPad or cell phone. Wish
we could sneak you home so I could show you how they work. Phones don’t
work out here. No cell service out this far.”

“That would probably not be wise,” Aeson said, but Faith thought she
could see a bit of longing in his eyes.

“We used to live near Portland,” Faith said. “It’s clear up by the
Washington border on the other side of the Cascades. Do you know anything
about Portland?”

“I know approximately where it is. I’ve never personally traveled away
from our home. It is near the ocean, 1sn’t 1t?”

“Not far,” Faith said. “I bet you’ve never seen the ocean either, have
you?”

He shook his head. She couldn’t imagine living such a sheltered life.
Faith couldn’t imagine never having walked on the beach, or staring out at a
sunset over the ocean, or to watch fireworks on the fourth of July.

“What do you guys do for fun?” Mark asked, obviously thinking along
the same line as her.

Aeson appeared truly perplexed by the question. “Most of our days are
spent preparing food for the winter months. There is a lot to do in the
summer, clothes to make. At night our male serpents spend most of their time
hunting.”

“Is flying fun?” Mark asked.



Aeson smiled. “Yes. Unfortunately, my impatience is what caused me
to fall. Young serpents have a hard time holding form when they first learn to
shift. They need their sire to help them hold it. I thought I could do it on my
own, but I was wrong.”

“How does your father help you hold form?” Faith asked.

“We carry a telepathic connection. My sire is able to enter my mind
and control my thoughts. He can also control the energy I need in order to
shift forms.”

Faith widened her eyes. “I’m not sure I’d want my dad inside my
head.”

“Yeah, me either,” Mark said, snorting. “I’d end up grounded for a
year.”

“It doesn’t bother you?” Faith asked.

Aeson shook his head. “No. I have nothing to hide from him.” He
stopped, glancing away. “Or I didn’t before now. I thought I would be back
home long before they realized I’d left.”

“What do you think he’ll do when he finds out?”” Faith asked, a little
worried he might get mad at her and Mark. How much damage could a fully
grown dragon do? Burn down their house?

“He won’t be happy, and he’ll have to tell the clan’s alpha.”

“Alpha?” Faith said.

“The leader of our clan. The alpha carries more power than the rest of
those in the clan. It is his duty to keep the clan safe. He chooses where we
live. He also assigns chores.” He hesitated a moment, his face growing a little
paler as he added, “And decides suitable punishment for transgressions,
especially for those who might endanger the rest of the clan.”

Like Aeson. Faith bit at her lip. It didn’t sound like they had much of a
life, though maybe she was just being judgmental. Their lives might be
different from hers, but it didn’t make it a bad one.

“Whoa!” Mark said when Aeson yawned, exposing his sharp fangs.
“I’ve never seen fangs like those.” He glanced toward Axel, who was laying
a short distance away, taking a nap. “Except on a dog.” Mark stared at his
face for a long moment before he asked, “Will your horns grow? What will
they look like?”

“Are you tired?” Faith said, ignoring Mark. “Why don’t you take a nap
while we’re here to stand guard.” She felt sure he hadn’t slept well last night,
and he probably wouldn’t sleep good again tonight. Faith wished she had



thought to bring a pillow, and maybe a real blanket. She cringed as Aeson
nodded and stretched out on the ground. He didn’t complain, and she
wondered if this was normal for him, sleeping on the bare ground.

Faith waited until Aeson’s breathing evened out to motion for Mark to
follow her. Keeping Aeson in sight, she moved far enough away that she
could talk to her brother without him hearing.

“Why would you ask him about his horns, idiot?”

“What? Don’t you want to know? I think they’re cool. I wish we could
see him turn into a dragon.”

Yes, she was curious, especially about what his dragon looked like, but
she doubted he would show them. Faith suspected Aeson didn’t a hundred
percent trust that she and Mark wouldn’t still say something to their parents.
And why would he? After all, her own dad worked with the people holding
his uncle prisoner, which kind of made her feel sick.

“You can’t say anything to Mom and Dad about Aeson, Mark. Not
ever.”

“Yeah, I know. I won’t.”

“Are you gonna try to get Dad to show you where he works? Maybe
I’ll go with you.”

“Yeah.” Mark nodded, glancing toward Aeson. “He’s taken me to see
other places he’s worked before. I can probably get a look at his lab *cause he
knows I’m interested in what he’s doing, but he’ll never let us see the dragon
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“Yeah, [ know.” And they couldn’t mention him either. “I don’t think
there’s any way to break him out.”

Both lost in thought, they walked back over to where Aeson lay

sleeping and sat down.

The sun was high in the sky by the time Aeson woke. Mark helped him
limp over behind a tree to pee. Faith didn’t think it would be long before he
could get around on his own.

And then what? Would he change to his dragon and fly home in the
middle of the night? She knew he wouldn’t do it during the day, so one day
they’d probably hike out and he’d just be gone. It hurt to think she might
never see him again.



She waited until he settled back against the log to give him the last
roast beef sandwich.

“You got another one of those?” Mark asked. “I didn’t pack a lunch.
Didn’t even think about it.”

“No. You can have a Power Bar though.” She pulled one out and tossed
it to him. “I’m sure you got junk food in your pack too.”

“I can share,” Aeson said, holding out half of the sandwich to Mark.

“No, you eat it. He’s fine. We can eat whatever we want at home.” She
glared at Mark, daring him to contradict her. He didn’t.

“Is there anything else around here besides dragons?” Mark asked.

“What do you mean?” Faith said, frowning at her brother.

“I mean like werewolves.”

“What are werewolves?” Aeson asked, raising his eyebrows.

“We don’t know if they’re real,” Faith said. “You just see them in
movies, or books. Supposedly, they are shapeshifters, like you, only they turn
into wolves, not dragons.”

“Ah, yes, Lycaeonian. There are many shifter packs that make their
home on Earth, mostly bear and large cat families. They tend to keep to
themselves, like us. I’ve never personally met a Lycaeonian, a wolf shifter.
They live on another world and only visit this one occasionally.”

“Another world? Like aliens? That is so cool!” Mark said, his face
shining with excitement. “What about vampires?”’

“Hunters, or blood drinkers, and Lycaeonian come from the same
world. They work together tracking rogues when one tries to come to our
world. I don’t believe any of them make their home here.”

“So they call them Hunters, not vampires?” Faith said, shivering.

“Their species 1s Laizahlian. Hunters are the ancient of their kind, very
powerful beings. We don’t bother them, and they typically don’t bother us.”

“Powerful in what way?” Mark asked, scooting closer to Aeson.

“It 1s said they are in tune with nature. Some of them can control the
weather or guide lightning bolts. I’ve also heard it said they can manipulate
thoughts or erase memories. I’ve seen one once, late one night when my
parents thought I was sleeping. I could sense his power even though they
were more than a hundred feet away.”

“Why was he there?” Faith asked.

“I couldn’t hear what was being said. Our alpha was there, my parents,
and some of the other elders in my clan. No one seemed happy, but nothing



was ever said about it. He didn’t stay long. We are taught to do all we can to
stay out of a Hunter’s way if we ever run across one.”

“What did he look like?” Faith asked. Had she ever seen a vampire and
didn’t realize it?

“Most Hunters are dressed in black leather, tall black boots and a long
coat where they keep their weapons, special clothing that is assigned to them
by their Council. They are tall, and quite muscular. Most have light-colored
hair, which they tend to wear long, and green eyes. I wasn’t close enough to
see the eyes on the one who met with our clan, but his hair was a very light
color, almost silver. I don’t think you would ever mistake them for a normal
human. But it’s said they won’t interact with humans unless given no choice,
and neither do the wolf shifters who track for them.”

“Don’t they drink human blood?” Mark asked.

“Not usually, no. Most Hunters work with a tracker, a wolf shifter. If
they need to feed, they tend to take from their partner.”

“Maybe one of them vampires could help break your uncle out,” Mark
said.

“He probably could, but I doubt he will,” Aeson said. “They make it a
point not to interfere in the business of another species, including serpents.
Besides, I wouldn’t know how to establish contact with one even if I wanted
to ask for help.”

“That’s too bad,” Mark said, looking a little disappointed. “It mighta
been cool to meet a real vampire.”

“You said these Hunters are from another world?” Faith said. “Are
your people also from another world?”

“Originally, yes. It’s a long story, one that’s been passed down from
parent to offspring for thousands of years.”

“Can you tell us?” Mark said, scooting even closer to Aeson. “Please.
We promise not to tell anyone.”

Aeson finished his sandwich, then accepted another bottle of water
from Faith. She could barely see the bruises and cuts that had been on his
face yesterday. They would probably all be gone by tomorrow ... and then he
would leave.

Aeson looked between them as he settled back against the log. “Have
you ever heard of Djinn?”



CHAPTER 9

A eson wasn’t sure if he should be telling these two humans their history, or

about the Hunters and their trackers, but he figured there wouldn’t be
anything they could do to prove or disprove it. The vampires had gone to
great lengths to spread false rumors about not only their own kind but all
shapeshifters, including serpents and Djinn.

“It’s been over three thousand years since Djinn ruled over your world.
They were said to be cruel masters, and the vampires and shapeshifters from
Laizahlia grew tired of it and formed an Alliance with Raiden to fight them
for control of Earth.”

“Raiden?” Mark said, his expression excited. “Are they aliens too?
What do they look like?”

“They are a warrior species from the planet Raiden. It is supposedly
where my kind 1s from. We were once slaves of Raiden warriors.”

“Oh, wow, I’m sorry to hear that,” Faith said. “We’ve had our own
problems with slavery here.”

“It was three millennia ago. No one is alive today who remembers
those times, at least not among my kind.”

“Are there really people around who are three thousand years old?”
Faith asked, raising her eyebrows.

“Not serpents, but some of the ancient Hunters were a part of this war.
It was they who freed not only humans but the serpents who fought beside
them. Our ancestors were given a choice. Remain on Earth and be free or
return to Raiden with their masters and remain slaves.”

“So I’'m guessing everyone must have stayed,” Faith said. “No one
would want to be a slave.”

“What about their family and friends who still resided on Raiden?”
Aeson said softly. “Only the serpents who actually fought here were given a
chance at freedom. The Hunters could not interfere in matters on Raiden.
Only about half those brought to fight Djinn chose to remain on Earth.”



“Oh, yeah, I guess I could understand that,” Faith said, glancing over at
Mark. Her brother and parents could drive her nuts at times, but she couldn’t
imagine life without them.

“Did they bring you guys here because you can turn into a dragon?”
Mark asked.

“No. They brought our kind because serpents could see past Djinn
illusion. They could also help the vampires and warriors see past it. Some of
the stronger among my kind were said to be capable of turning Djinn magic
back on them.”

“Magic is real?” Mark said.

“There 1s magic, which is illusion, and then there is real power. Those
who don’t understand the difference will think of magic as power. Djinn were
capable of manipulating both, but illusion, or magic, takes less energy.”

“And the vampires, the Hunters, carry real power?” Faith asked.

“Yes, but there were too few of them to fight Djinn alone.”

“They could see past Djinn illusions?”” she pressed.

“I’m not sure. Probably the more powerful of them were safe against it.
I imagine the younger Hunters would have struggled without the aid of my
people. I don’t have any personal experience, but I’ve been told Djinn
illusion is extremely difficult to fight. It is said if they can convince the
targeted victim the illusion is real, their mind will convince them the damage
caused by it is real.”

“So if I believed I was burning, I’d actually burn, right?” Faith asked.

“Yes.”

“What about the three-wish deal?”” Mark asked.

“You would never want to request anything from a Djinn,” Aeson said,
his tone somber. “Like vampires, Djinn are an immortal species. They have
lived for thousands of years and are masters of twisting words. It’s doubtful
you’ll ever meet one, but if it does happen, I suggest you run.”

“Do you know what they look like?” Mark asked.

“No, not really.”

“What they looked like wasn’t passed down in the stories?”” Faith
asked.

“Um, yes and no. Remember, Djinn are masters of illusion, but it is
also said they are true shapeshifters. Not as you would think of me or a wolf
shifter, though. Djinn can manipulate their physical body, change it to look
like anyone or anything they like. My sire said one of their favorites was to



mix human and animal features, such as the face of a human, but the body of
a lion or eagle. It instilled fear in those who worshipped and served them.”

“So no one knows what their true form is?” Faith said.

He shrugged. “I’m sure some of the ancient Hunters do, but not my
people.” He hesitated. “Possibly the alpha of our clan, but if he does know,
he’s never mentioned it.”

“You never said what the Raiden warriors look like,” Mark said. “Do
any of them still live here.”

“No, they all returned to their own world. After the Djinn were run off,
the Hunters put Earth off limits to outside worlds, and they’ve been guarding
it ever since.”

“But do you know what they look like?”” Mark pressed.

Aeson reached up to touch the nubs on his forehead. “They aren’t
shapeshifters, but it’s said many of them had horns similar to ours. My sire
told me their skin is mainly a bronze color, but they have large patches of
what they call beaded armored skin. He compared their armor to that of a
Gila monster—a multi-colored lizard of this world—mainly black with a
variety of colored patterns within it.”

“Why do they have armored skin?” Faith asked, struggling to picture a
lizard man in her mind.

“Mainly to help protect them against serpent fire. Not all serpents were
content to live as slaves to Raiden.”

“No doubt,” Faith said. “You’d think we’d have some record of this in
our history.”

“You do, in a way. You know about dragons, but not their true origin.
You know about demons, which are how your people described Raiden
warriors. And you know about vampires and shapeshifters. The vampires
altered memories, changed the view, so people only recalled what they
wanted them to. Reality eventually turned to simple stories.”

“Like fairy tales,” she murmured. “But why?”

“You would need to ask them. I don’t know, though they must have
had a good reason. Times were far different three thousand years ago.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Faith said.

“I wish I could meet one of these vampires,” Mark said, sighing. “I
think that would be so cool.”

“And you just might get your wish granted, little human,” a deeply
accented voice said from somewhere in the brush.



Heart pounding, Aeson pushed awkwardly to his feet, trying to balance
on one leg. Faith moved quickly over to help him stand. A few seconds later,
a tall man with long silver hair with black and brown highlights stepped out
of the brush. Dressed all in black, with high black boots, Aeson instantly
recognized him as either a tracker or Hunter. His features were sharp, even
more so than a serpent in human form, and his intense golden eyes were
locked hard on Aeson’s face.

“Aeson, I presume?”

“Yes.”

“Your parents are extremely worried about you. Worried enough to ask
a Hunter for help. I would say you are in deep trouble, my young friend.”

No kidding, Aeson thought, feeling sick.



CHAPTER 10

Axel growled when the man in black stepped out of the brush, the hair rising

down the ridge of his back. When the stranger growled back, a deep rumbling
sound, Axel backed off, his bushy tail tucked beneath his hind legs.

“Wow,” Mark murmured. “A real Man in Black.”

The stranger glanced over at Mark, smirking before he returned his
attention to Aeson and Faith. He tilted his head, looking thoughtful, his gaze
locked on her hand, which was holding Aeson’s arm, helping him to balance
on one foot. “How badly are you injured?” he finally asked, his heavy accent
making her work to understand him.

“I broke my ankle and wrist in the fall,” Aeson replied. “They will be
fully healed within the next day or so. May I ask your name and who you are
working for?”

“Are you a vampire?” Mark blurted out, and Faith had never wanted to
smack her brother more.

“Rude much,” she grumbled under her breath.

The stranger chuckled. “Sit,” he said, nodding toward Aeson. He
waited until they had done so, Faith staying by Aeson’s side, before returning
his attention to Mark. “No, young human, I am the vampire’s wolf tracker.
My name is Leif, by the way. Normally Xavier works alone, but the Council
thought he might need assistance with this case. Xavier won’t arrive until a
little later.”

“You mean after the sun goes down? The sun will kill him, right?”

“Mark!” Faith hissed.

“Don’t worry, young female,” he replied, amusement entering his
golden eyes. “No, the sun won’t kill him, but the UV rays can be
uncomfortable. Direct sunlight can be hard on their exposed skin and eyes.
It’s normal for a tracker to work ahead of his partner during the daylight
hours on this world.”

“Does he really drink blood?” Mark asked.



Faith groaned, putting her forehead to her knees. She wished the
ground would just open up and swallow her, thinking she’d die of
embarrassment. When Axel moved over to her side and laid down, Faith
buried her fingers in his thick coat, feeling the tremors running through his
body.

“What?” Mark asked. “It’s a legit question, right?” he said, staring at
the stranger.

“Why are you here?” Aeson asked before the stranger could reply.

“I would think that is obvious, young serpent. I was tracking you.” He
glanced first at Faith and then shifted his gaze to Mark, shaking his head. “I
assume you must have a very good reason for telling these two humans about
us. You know it is forbidden.”

Oh, shit, Faith thought, wondering how bad this was going to get. It
sounded like they were all three in trouble, Aeson as well as her and Mark.

“I wouldn’t have survived my fall if not for Faith and her brother.
There was no way to hide what I am from them.”

“Understood.” He studied them all a moment, as if trying to decide
what to do with them.

“Maybe Mark and I should go home since you have someone here to
help you,” Faith said.

“Faith?”” Mark said, a whine in his tone. “I don’t wanna go yet.”

Didn’t he understand how much danger they were in? She could feel
the energy rolling off this intimidating stranger. Axel wasn’t the only one
shaking here. Goosebumps had broken out over her entire body, and she kept
having to rub the little hairs down on her neck. She’d never been so scared in
her life.

The stranger glanced toward the sky. “Xavier will be here shortly. He
will want to question you both before you leave.”

Panicked, Faith said, “We can’t stay until dark. Mom will kill us if
we’re late again. She’ll send out people to try to find us. [ know you guys
won’t want to deal with that. Me and Mark won’t say anything.” She turned
to Mark, raising her eyebrows as she almost growled through gritted teeth,
“Will we?”

He shook his head, his face pale. Maybe he was finally starting to sense
the danger they were in. Faith did not want to hang around and wait for a
freaking vampire to show up. This guy was scary enough.

“Don’t worry, female. Xavier will take care of your parent problem.



You and your brother won’t be in trouble.”

Faith froze, narrowing her eyes as the tall man stretched out on the
ground across from them and leaned against a Ponderosa pine. He moved
gracefully, like some sort of cat. “What do you mean by he’ll ‘take care of
our parent problem?’”

He smiled, not answering, which only pissed her off. Faith started to
rise. “Come on, Mark. We’re going home, now!”

“Sit!” the stranger said, all hint of friendliness gone as he locked cold
yellow eyes on her.

Faith felt the blood drain from her face as she motioned Mark to come
sit by her. Mark didn’t hesitate to obey, licking his lips nervously. “Don’t
make him mad, Faith,” he whispered.

The stranger relaxed back, the energy spike fading, making it easier to
breathe again. He sighed before he said, “I’m sorry if I frightened you.
Xavier is going to want to talk to you. No harm will come to you or your
brother. I give you my word.”

“What about my parents?”

“No harm will come to them either.”

“How did you learn about me?”” Aeson asked, changing the subject.

“Your alpha contacted our Council requesting assistance. Apparently,
this is the second time a serpent from this clan has come up missing. He
feared humans were closing in on their location, possibly abducting your
people.” He shifted his gaze to Faith. “It appears they were at least partially
right. You are interacting with humans, though you are not their prisoner.”

“I tried to shift on my own but couldn’t hold my serpent form. Faith
helped me when I fell.”

“Did she see you in your serpent form?” he asked, his head cocked in a
decidedly animal-like way. The stranger reminded Faith of Axel, weird as
that sounded. Or not so weird, considering he could supposedly change into a
wolf.

“No, she found me already on the ground. I wasn’t conscious when she
first showed up. I have no idea how long I lay there. It was dark when I first
fell, and mid-afternoon when she showed up.”

Faith didn’t like it when those yellow eyes focused hard on her.
“Interesting. Did seeing a serpent frighten you, young female?”

“My name is Faith. I’d appreciate it if you would use it. And no, |
wasn’t scared.” Much. “He needed help. Besides, I didn’t know what he was



when I first found him.” She touched her forehead. “I thought the horns
might be fake. People here do that to themselves sometimes.”

“What changed your mind?” the man asked, sounding genuinely
curious.

“Wings. I don’t think real wings could ever be attached to a person.”

“Ah, yes, that would be a difficult detail to brush away. Well, his
parents will likely want to thank you for saving their only son. They have
been extremely worried. They must have been to agree to ask for help from a
Hunter.”

“Did you let them know I’m safe?” Aeson asked.

“I sent a message to Xavier, who will let them know. There is still a
secondary problem, however. Your missing uncle.”

Faith bit her lip, refusing to meet the stranger’s eyes.

“I suspect you know what I’m talking about, right, Faith?”

She nodded, but still refused to look up.

“We’ll wait for Xavier and see if there is anything to be done about it.
We don’t wish to cause more problems than there already are, you
understand?”

Faith looked up. “You think you can break him out?”

The stranger smiled, though it wasn’t a particularly pleasant picture. It
did nothing to help relax her. “It depends on how many humans are involved,
how many minds will have to be altered. It won’t be a matter of just the few
who are likely guarding him, but everyone who is involved.”

“Oh.” People like her mom and dad, like her and Mark. Not good.

“Your uncle should have taken more care not to be seen. We might not
have any choice but to leave him.”

“Wow, that’s kind of cold,” Faith snapped. “What if it was you in
there? You’d want someone to come break you out, right?”’

The stranger smirked, cocking his head as he studied her. “Tell me,
young Faith, what would you be willing to risk in order to free a stranger?
Not only a stranger, but one who is a completely different species from you.
In my experience, humans are leery of what they don’t understand. When
faced with the unknown, it typically does one of two things to them.”

“What’s that?” she asked when it became apparent he wasn’t going to
say it himself.

“They either run screaming, trying to pretend it isn’t real, or they
attack. Very rarely are they willing to see with an open mind. The serpents



have never been a danger to humans, and yet they have been hunted down to
almost extinction.”

“Are your kind a danger to us?”” she asked, this time meeting his
intense gaze.

“No, not typically. I admit there have been rogues in the past who
presented a threat, but Hunters and their trackers are sent here to protect
human life.”

“Faith and her brother may be able to learn where my uncle is being
held,” Aeson said, changing the subject.

“Is that right?” Leif said, leaning back against the tree and closing his
eyes. “It’s a start, [ suppose.”

“Are you a real werewolf?” Mark asked, and Faith sighed, covering her
eyes as her face grew hot.

Leif chuckled, his eyes remaining closed. “I am, indeed, young Mark,
but we don’t call ourselves that. Werewolf is a human term.”

“What do you call yourselves then?”

“Our species 1s Lycaeonian, but we are often recognized simply as
shifters.”

“But you change into a wolf, right?”

“Yes.” Leif opened his eyes, exposing his sharp fangs as he grinned. “A
very large wolf.”

“Can I see 1t?”

“Perhaps later.” He closed his eyes again. “Right now, I need to rest.
It’s been a long day and I didn’t get any sleep last night. The three of you
should try to rest too. We might be up for most of this upcoming night.”

Faith sighed, wishing she had the guts to try to run, but knew full well
she wouldn’t get far. How could a human outrun a werewolf? They couldn’t.
She might as well get comfortable, because they weren’t going anywhere
right away.



CHAPTER 11

A eson studied Faith’s expression, aware the Lycaeonian tracker frightened

her. The big male made him nervous too. He had been surprised their alpha
risked contacting the Laizahlian Council. The news would make his clan
nervous when they learned about it. They wouldn’t appreciate vampires or
wolf shifters becoming involved in their personal business. He would be in so
much trouble by the time this was over.

“Did he really just sit there and go to sleep?” Faith whispered, sounding
a little exasperated. “Maybe me and Mark should try to leave. You’ve got
help now, and my parents are gonna be worried sick if we don’t get home
soon.”

“I wouldn’t advise trying,” Aeson said, glancing toward the relaxed
tracker, who he knew was only resting, not sleeping. “They won’t hurt you,
Faith. Leif wasn’t lying when he said they were sent here to protect human
life. Their kind fought to free you from Djinn control, remember?”

“Well, no, I don’t remember anything like that. I always thought Djinn
were just a made-up story. Like I said before, a fairy tale.”

“I’ve never seen one either, but [ know they are very real, very dark
creatures.”

Faith nodded toward Leif. “What do you think they’re gonna do?”” She
leaned closer to him, whispering in his ear, though Aeson knew the tracker
would still hear. “I mean, my dad is working for the people who are probably
holding your uncle. This vampire isn’t gonna hurt him, right? My dad isn’t a
bad person.”

Aeson sighed. “He might not be bad in your eyes, Faith, but he’s still
helping to hold my uncle prisoner. He’s being tortured. Just putting silver
cuffs on him will be agonizing. It’s not right. But to answer your question,
no, the Hunter won’t harm your ... father. At worst, he’ll take his memories,
make him forget he’s ever seen a serpent shifter, the same as he’ll do with
everyone else involved.”



“Oh. You mean like us then?”

Aeson sighed, wishing it could be different. “Probably.”

“How will he do it?”

Aeson shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been around a Hunter
before.”

“He’ll probably have to suck our blood?”” Mark said, his eyes opening
wide.

“Shut up, Mark. That’s gross,” Faith replied.

“Well, maybe he will. He’s a flippin’ vampire, Faith. Vampires drink
blood.”

The tracker chuckled, opening his eyes as he sat up. “I can see none of
you are interested in getting any rest.”

“Ask him?” Mark said, nudging Faith’s side.

“Ask him what?” she replied, shaking her head.

“You know what? Don’t be stupid.” He leaned in closer, whispering.
“Ask him if the vampire 1s gonna try to drink our blood when he erases our
memories.”

A question Aeson wouldn’t mind having answered himself, but he’d
never have the courage to ask. Faith’s brother was a courageous young male,
but he hadn’t grown up listening to tales about Hunters and how cold and
brutal they could be. Sociopathic is what he’d always heard. No feelings for
other beings, no emotions. They did their job, whatever it took.

“Do you guys come here often?” Mark asked, apparently deciding to
give up on the blood question.

“Not often,” Leif replied. He looked around. “I haven’t been to Earth in
over six months. The Council keeps a fairly close watch over our people. We
can usually tell when one i1s likely to go rogue.”

“Usually?” Faith said.

“Some slip through the cracks, usually the ancients. They know how to
mask their true motives. It’s much harder to anticipate when one of them will
lose control and go rogue.”

“What causes them to lose control?”” Mark asked.

“Desperation mostly. If a destined mate can’t be found on our world,
they sometimes decide it fair to take a human mate as a substitute. Humans
are unique in that they are compatible for breeding with many other species.
But, when it comes to blood drinkers and humans, it’s not generally a good
match for either side. Unfortunately, by then the ancient has already lost



touch with reality. He or she can’t see the truth of what they’ve done. They
try to convert the human, which rarely turns out well.”

“So you have women rogues too?”” Faith asked. “What do you mean by
‘the truth of what they’ve done?” What happens when they try to convert a
human?”

“Yes, though it’s rare for a female to lose control. As far as what
happens...” He hissed, exposing his fangs. “Humans are almost always
driven insane, at least if they don’t already carry Laizahlian DNA. Their
craving for blood becomes uncontrollable, and they don’t care who they take
it from. They are messy feeders and tend to kill when it isn’t necessary. If it’s
a rogue shifter, and the human is bitten...” He shuddered. “Trust me, you
don’t want to know what happens. It’s nasty.”

“I’m surprised you’re so open to telling us all this,” Faith said. “Isn’t it
forbidden or something?”

Leif offered her a secretive smile.

Because the vampire was going to erase their memories. Aeson knew it
wouldn’t matter what he told them.

“What do you do with your rogues when you catch them?” Mark asked.
He reached over and scratched Axel behind the ear, the dog rolling to his
back, exposing his belly.

“It depends. If they cooperate with the Hunter, they are taken back to
Laizahlia and placed in an asylum until they can be deemed fit for society
again. If they fight...” He shrugged. “...they are generally euthanized. In
most cases, it is more humane to put them out of their misery.”

“And your Hunters do that?” Faith asked, shivering beside Aeson.

“Yes.”

“Will my parents come for me tonight?” Aeson asked, switching topics.
He could fly home if his sire was there to help him focus.

“Probably, unless Xavier decides he might need you to help in freeing
your uncle.” Leif cocked his head, then looked over his shoulder, jumping to
his feet. In seconds, he’d melted away into the brush.

“Wow,” Mark said, standing. “I’ve never seen anyone move so fast
before. You think the vampire is here already? It’s not even dark out.”

“I don’t know,” Aeson replied. “It could be another human.” But he
suspected it was the Hunter. His heart started to pound again, nervous about
meeting one of the ancients. It was a dangerous situation he’d inadvertently
brought Faith and Mark into.



The oppressive energy hit him first, almost taking his breath away.
When Faith rubbed at her neck, Aeson suspected she’d felt it too. A few
minutes later, Leif stepped back into view. Behind him came a muscular male
with silver hair and glittery green eyes. Though several inches shorter than
the tracker, there was no doubt who was in charge here.

Aeson lowered his eyes respectfully and hoped Faith and her brother
would follow his lead. He didn’t want them to accidentally challenge the
Hunter. He should have warned them, not that he had any more experience
than they did in dealing with an ancient.

“Tell me of your uncle?” the Hunter said, his deep voice carrying a
power all its own, making it impossible to disobey.

Aeson looked up, licking his suddenly dry lips. “Faith overheard her
parents discussing a dragon shifter being held by their military not far from
here. Her sire works for them. I don’t know in what capacity. My uncle
disappeared late last fall, about the same time Faith’s family was being asked
to move here.”

Faith scooted in closer against Aeson’s side, holding tight to his arm.
Mark simply stared at the intimidating Hunter, his mouth hanging open.

“Can you or your father guide us to this building?” Leif asked.

“Um, not us,” Faith said, looking between the Hunter and Leif. “My
dad would know, but he’ll never agree to take you there. I’'m not even
supposed to know about this.”

Leif cocked his head, as if listening to something, then he stepped over
to Mark’s side, squatting down beside him. He looked like a giant up against
the boy as he rested one large hand on his shoulders.

“Come to me, Faith,” the Hunter said, his power rushing over them
again.

“Why?” she said, squinting as she rubbed hard at her temples,
obviously in pain.

“What’s going on?” Aeson said, struggling to push to his feet. “The
tracker said Faith and her brother wouldn’t be hurt.”

“Stay,” the Hunter said, his gaze landing briefly on Aeson. “Do not
interfere, young serpent. You are in enough trouble here.”

“Hey!” Mark said as his sister rose and started to walk stiffly toward
the Hunter. “Faith, what the hell?”

Leif tightened his hold on Mark’s shoulder. “She won’t be hurt, Mark.
Relax. Xavier needs information and this will be easiest, and safest, for your



sister.”

“But he’s a bloodsucker. What if he takes too much?”

If Mark’s words bothered Leif or the Hunter, neither one showed it.
The Hunter was focused on Faith, while Leif kept control of Mark. Aeson
could do nothing but sit there and watch as the vampire took Faith into his
arms, turning her away from him as he pushed a few strands of hair that had
escaped her ponytail from her neck. Faith’s eyes looked blank, as if her mind
had been sent somewhere else.

Aeson knew the Hunter would never truly harm Faith, but his guts still
tightened as Xavier leaned over, exposing his fangs before he bit into her
neck. Faith didn’t flinch or react in any way as the vampire took her blood. A
few minutes later, the Hunter pulled back, no hint of a wound showing on
Faith’s neck.

“You may return to your seat by Aeson,” the Hunter said softly, giving
her a little nudge.

Faith shook her head, awareness entering her eyes again. She glanced
behind her a second, all color draining from her face, then ran back to Aeson
and slid down beside him, shivering. “What happened?” she asked, her
fingers trembling as she took hold of his arm.

“What did you learn?”” Leif asked, interrupting before he could reply.

“She doesn’t know much more than they’ve already told us. Her father
1s a scientist, an expert in infectious diseases, his specialty more those spread
from animal to human. He works developing vaccines for their soldiers.”

Leif released Mark, who ran over to stand behind Aeson and Faith. The
tracker rubbed his chin a moment, obviously deep in thought. “Do you think
they fear getting sick from the serpent?”

“No. I think they wish to find a way to activate the shifting gene in a
human body. They want to use serpents for military purposes yet understand
it will be all but impossible to train one who’d been born and raised in the
wild. I’ve dealt with this type of scenario before, with cat shifters.”

“Is that all they think of us?” Aeson asked, trying hard not to be
offended. “Animals?”

“Yes and no. Humans tend to fear what they don’t understand,” the
Hunter replied. “It’s in their nature to try to control what they fear. Also, in
shifters, they recognize the potential to use them as a weapon.”

“Is it possible for them to activate a shifter gene in a regular human?”
Aeson asked.



“No, not a full human, though it remains a possibility in a human who
already carries dormant shifter genes. As we’ve only recently learned, there
are many such humans on this world.”

“Serpents too?” Aeson pressed, growing even more afraid for his uncle.

“Not as likely. There are fewer of you than there are other types of
shifters, but it remains a possibility we can’t afford to ignore,” Xavier replied.

“So what do we do now?”” Aeson asked.

“I’ve already contacted your alpha. He and a few other of your males,
including your father, will meet us at the scientist’s home. We will attempt to
free your uncle.”

“What about us?” Mark asked, holding the dog’s collar, though Aeson
didn’t believe the animal was brave enough to attack the Hunter or his
tracker.

“We will take you home. I’ll decide later if I think we’ll have further
need of your assistance.”

“You won’t hurt my dad, will you?” Faith asked.

The Hunter didn’t reply.



CHAPTER 12

13 : : :
How are we going to get Aeson back to our house?” Faith asked. “He still

can’t walk on his leg.”

“Transport,” Leif replied. “We don’t have time to walk.” He pulled
some sort of rectangular black box from his belt and spoke into it in a
language Faith couldn’t understand. “Come,” he said, motioning toward the
intimidating vampire. “Xavier will help you through the pain.”

Faith shook her head as she stood, helping Aeson up. She couldn’t
remember what had happened between her and the vampire, but the big guy
still scared the hell out of her. Mark kept staring at her neck, like she’d been
bitten or something, but Faith couldn’t find a wound. All she knew for sure
was she didn’t want to get anywhere near the badass guy. “Where’s your
transport?” And why the hell would it hurt? There’s no way in hell they could
get a car up here. Maybe a four-wheeler, but how would they all fit? Maybe
they had more than one.

Leif scratched at his smooth chin. “You won’t like what happens if you
refuse Xavier’s help, young human. Trust me, it is not a pleasant means of
travel. You and your brother should each take Xavier’s hand. ’'m sorry,
Aeson. You’ll have to suffer along with me.” He grinned, though the lines
remained tight around his eyes.

“Go ahead, Mark,” Faith said. “I’ll stay by Aeson.”

“What about Axel?” Mark asked.

“Bring the dog with you,” the vampire said, crouching down.

Pale, and obviously scared, Mark still dragged a reluctant Axel over to
the vampire. The shepherd immediately dropped to the ground and rolled to
his back, exposing his belly and throat as he whined.

“Weird,” Faith whispered, holding tight to Aeson’s arm. Her dad’s dog
acted as scared of the vampire as the rest of them. She’d never seen the big
shepherd behave this way before, which only made her glad she’d decided to
stay over by Aeson.



“Everyone ready?” Leif asked. When no one said anything, he spoke
into his black box again.

Faith looked around, expecting to see other people show up with four-
wheelers. What she hadn’t expected was for her skin to start tingling. Then
burning. “What the hell?” she said, holding her hand up. It was turning
transparent. Then the pain kicked in, big time, and she screamed.

Seconds later, Faith opened her eyes, finding herself on her hands and
knees, puking her guts up. Aeson was a few feet away, doing the same, his
injured hand pressed to his chest.

“Oh, my God,” she muttered, wiping the back of her hand over her
mouth. “That was freaking awful.”

“I tried to tell you,” Leif said, helping her stand. “You should have
accepted Xavier’s help.”

Faith shook his hand off her arm and took a few shaky steps away. She
glanced over at her brother, who was talking excitedly to the vampire. Oddly
enough, the vampire appeared amused by her brother, his hard expression
softening a bit as he nodded at whatever Mark had said. Axel was nowhere in
sight. Smart dog.

“You okay?” she said to Aeson, reaching down to help him up.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “I’ve never been through anything like that
before.”

Faith jumped when someone touched her on the shoulder. She felt the
blood drain from her face when she looked up, finding the vampire there.

“Excuse me, but I need to heal Aeson before we go to your home.”

Faith looked back to Aeson, raising her eyebrows in question.

“It’s okay,” he said softly. “I’ll be fine.”

She stepped back as Xavier took hold of Aeson’s arm, his touch gentle.
“My blood will heal you, young serpent. Since you are a shifter, it won’t take
much, a couple of swallows.”

“Will it create a bond?”

Xavier sighed softly. “Of a sort, yes, but it can’t be helped. I have never
abused a bond before, and I won’t with you either. Ask Leif, if you are still
concerned.”

“Unless you reach out for him, young serpent, you won’t ever know it’s
there,” Leif said. “I’m bonded to all the Hunters I work for and none of them
have ever abused it.

“Okay,” Aeson said, nodding.



Faith cringed when the vampire bit his own wrist and held it out for
Aeson. Her new friend didn’t hesitate to accept it, swallowing a few times
before he released him.

“Thank you,” Aeson said softly.

“You’re welcome. Now, we should go inside and wait for your father
to return home,” Xavier said to Faith. Once the serpents arrive, we’ll have
him take us to Aeson’s uncle.”

Faith shook her head, glancing toward Mark, who looked absolutely
fine. She, on the other hand, still felt like every muscle in her body had been
put through a grinder, not to mention her skin still burned.

“I can offer you blood too,” Xavier said, his expression totally blank.
“Traveling is a painful experience, especially difficult the first time. You will
be uncomfortable for several hours without my blood to help heal you.”

“No thank you,” she said quickly. “I’ll be fine.” Faith shuddered as she
glanced toward Aeson, who was putting more weight on his injured leg.
“You need help?”

“No, I’'m fine,” he said, taking a couple of limping steps.

Amazing, Faith thought. A few minutes earlier, he hadn’t been able to
stand without help. She looked around, shocked to find they were now
standing in a familiar area about two hundred yards from their house. They
were mostly hidden from view by the forest, but she could still see the roof,
smoke curling up from the chimney. Mom is gonna kill me when I bring all
these weird people inside. Dad, too, when he gets home. And he’ll never
agree to take them to Aeson’s uncle.

Unless the vampire somehow forces him to. Faith shivered, knowing he
could do it too.

She opened the front door and stepped inside, wondering if she’d need
to invite the vampire in. How much of their old tales were even true? She
stepped aside, holding the door open while everyone walked in. Nope, he
didn’t need an invite. Xavier walked in last, like he owned the place or
something.

“Dinner will be ready in about an hour, you guys,” her mom called
from the kitchen. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up. Mark, can you bring
some wood in and stack it up by the fire first?”

“Um, Mom,” Mark said. “We got company here.”

“What?” she said, peeking her head around the corner. “Oh, I’m sorry.”
She stepped out, wiping her hands on a towel. “Um, can I help you with



something?”” Her face turned a little pale as she took in Xavier and Leif. Then
her sight locked on Aeson, her eyes narrowing. “Get out of my house,” she
hissed.

“Mom!” Faith said. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Get him out! I know what he is. You’re not welcome here. I’'m gonna
call your dad.” She started to walk toward the phone but froze when Xavier
spoke.

“Please sit down. No one here means you or your family any harm.”

“I...1...”

“Sit down,” he said again, and this time Faith felt the power in his
voice. She almost walked over to the couch to sit beside her terrified mother.

“What do you want?” her mom asked, her sight locked on Xavier now.
“You’re not one of those animals, so what are you?”

“When will your mate be home?”

Faith glanced at the clock, seeing it was almost four. “He’ll be home in
about an hour,” she replied for her mom.

“Faith!” her mom said, sounding angry.

“Come on, Mark, I’ll help you bring in wood for the fire,” Leif said.

“Okay,” her brother replied, staring between Xavier and their mother.

“Do you guys want something to drink?”” Faith asked, swallowing
nervously.

“No, thank you,” Xavier said, walking over to look out the window.
Aeson shook his head, then took a seat as far away from Faith’s mom as he
could get.

“You’re one of those dragons, aren’t you?” Faith’s mom snarled. “Why
are you here? If you hurt one of my kids, I’ll make sure you suffer for it. My
husband knows some powerful people.”

“Mom, please be quiet. You don’t know what you’re talking about.
Aeson would never hurt me. He wouldn’t hurt you either. They just want to
get his uncle back.”

“I don’t know his uncle. I want them to leave, Faith, now, before your
dad gets home.”

“The people Dad work for are holding his uncle prisoner. They need to
let him go.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Holding who prisoner?”

Faith could tell her mom was lying. “I overheard you guys talking this
morning. Don’t try to pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. How



else would you know what Aeson is? The military 1s holding his uncle
prisoner, and Dad is helping them. It’s not right what they’re doing.”

“Faith, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” She stopped,
looking away, her face growing even more pale as she leaned in to whisper,
“We could get into a lot of trouble here. Your father could get thrown in
prison. You need to ask these people to leave.” She glanced toward Aeson.
“Especially him.”

Feeling a little sick over her mom’s racist attitude, Faith moved over to
sit in a chair close to Aeson, shaking her head as she rubbed her eyes. “I’m so
sorry, Aeson.”

Nobody said much over the next hour. The only movement had been
Leif and Mark bringing wood in and stacking it next to the fireplace. Faith
went into the kitchen to turn off the oven, knowing dinner probably wasn’t
going to happen. Xavier hadn’t moved from his place by the window, but she
knew he would if her mom tried to stand.

Faith brought in several bottles of water and handed one to Aeson and
Leif. She didn’t bother with Xavier.

“You want to see my model planes?” Mark finally asked Leif and
Aeson.

“Mark, leave it,” Faith said.

“I would like that,” Leif said, winking at Faith.

Aeson stayed in his seat as Mark led the werewolf into his bedroom.

Faith’s mom only glared, obvious to everyone that she didn’t like it.

About fifteen minutes later, Faith heard the engine of her dad’s diesel
truck pull into the driveway. She stood, as did Aeson, and waited nervously
for him to enter.

“What’s going on here?” her dad said when he stepped in the door. He
was wearing his normal work clothes, black slacks, a white dress shirt and
jacket. After taking in everyone, he glanced toward Faith’s mom, raising his
eyebrows. “Annie?”

“I told you this was going to be trouble, Tom,” her mom hissed. “This
is your fault. You brought one of those things into our house!” She nodded
toward Aeson.

Her dad frowned, appearing more worried about Xavier than Aeson, his
sight staying locked on the big vampire, who’d turned to face him, his cold
green eyes studying her dad.

“Just settle down, Annie. I didn’t bring anyone home.”



“Oh, yeah, then what is that? It has horns starting to grow, just like that
thing you showed me in a picture. And they have fangs. I want all these
things out of my house. Now!”

“Mom, knock it off!” Faith said, horrified. “’You’re embarrassing me!”

Her dad walked over and took a seat beside her mom. “Okay, I think
everyone here needs to just chill out. You too, Annie. Let’s sit down and talk
about this.” He glanced toward Aeson, swallowing hard before he shifted his
gaze to Xavier. Standing again, he held out his hand. “Name’s Tom Wilson.
This is my wife, Annie. My daughter, Faith.” He glanced around. “Where’s
Mark?”

“Right here,” Mark said, leading Leif back into the living room. It
looked crowded with those two intimidating men standing in it. “Hi, Dad.
This is Leif. He’s a real werewolf.”

The color drained from her dad’s face as he dropped his hand to his
side and flopped back on the couch. Faith had a feeling he wasn’t all that
shocked by the news, though he looked a little scared now.

“Xavier is a real vampire,” Mark said, grinning. “Can you believe it?
He even drank some of Faith’s blood.”

“What?” her dad said, both her parents looking a little green, her dad
starting to sweat. “Why are you here?”” he asked, then glanced toward Faith,
as if to assure himself she was okay.

Xavier walked closer, staring down at him. “’You and your people are
holding one of the serpent shifters prisoner. You will take us there tonight so
we can free him.”

“I can’t do that. I’'m not even allowed to be in his presence right now.
They’re keeping him in a special cell about five stories below ground, and
it’s heavily guarded. Even if I take you there, there’s simply no way to get to
him. I’'m sorry.”

“How could you, Dad?” Faith said.

“How could I what, Faith?” her dad replied, sounding exasperated. “I
didn’t lock him up.”

“So that makes it okay? You’re still working for them.”

Her dad sighed, his shoulders slumping. “I didn’t say that. I know it’s
not right, but a part of me can’t help but be excited over this find.” He
glanced toward Aeson, biting at his lower lip. “I just do what I’'m told.”

“Then you know we have to try to set him free, right?”

“No,” her mom said. “Those animals are dangerous. They all need to be



locked up ... or killed.” She glared at Aeson.

“Shut up, Annie,” her dad growled, taking her hand and squeezing
hard.

“I won’t just sit back while you guys experiment on him,” Faith said.
“How would you feel if they took me or Mark and threw us in a cage, poked
us with needles, put a collar on us that burned our skin? Just because they’re
different from us doesn’t mean they don’t have feelings or feel pain. It
doesn’t mean his family isn’t missing him.” She could barely breathe while
she waited for her dad to reply. Faith had always been raised to treat
everyone with respect. What her dad said next would be important.

“Oh, Faith, I’ve never thought it was right. It’s just that I don’t have
any real say in what’s done with him. They haven’t even let me talk to...” He
stopped and glanced toward Aeson. “...your uncle?”

Aeson nodded, his jaws clenched.

“They haven’t let me near him yet, but I’ve watched all the videos.
Yes, there are a few differences between us, like the horns, wings and fangs,
but we also have a lot in common. I know he has thoughts and feelings. I
know he feels pain. He’s not the animal they make him out to be.”

“But you said he was an animal,” her mom said, her tone hostile. “You
said he was dangerous, that he could breathe fire.”

Her dad sighed. “You took what I said and twisted it, Annie. I said he
could change into an animal. I never meant it in a derogatory way. Yes, he
has the potential to be dangerous, but so do we. I don’t personally think he
means us harm.” He glanced toward Aeson again. “If they did, we would
have heard more about them before now. From everything I’ve seen and
learned, I think they’re just trying to survive, just like everyone else.”

“And yet, you would have stood by and done nothing to help him,”
Xavier said. “Even worse, you would have added to his pain. What is the
military hoping to gain from these experiments?”

Faith’s dad wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve, glancing
over at Leif. “I’m an infectious disease specialist. | was told they only wanted
to make sure no diseases could be passed from a dragon shifter to a human. 1
don’t think that’s what they’re after.” He stared up at Xavier, licking his lips
nervously. “Do you?”

“No,” Xavier replied, not elaborating. He’d already told them what he
thought was happening, how the military wanted to turn regular humans into
shapeshifters. “How many guards will there be around the serpent tonight?”



“I have no idea. But it’s not just the guards you have to worry about.
Like I said, he’s being held five floors below ground, and you can’t gain
access without a special card, one I don’t have access to. I can maybe get you
inside the ground floor, but that’s it.”

“Let me worry about that,” Xavier said. “You just need to get us
inside.”

“Tom, you can’t do this,” her mom said. “They’ll kill you.” And they
all knew she wasn’t talking about the dragons or Xavier. The military would
kill him, and probably his whole family. Faith bit her lip, glancing toward
Xavier. Would the vampire let it happen? She couldn’t tell by just looking at
him. He appeared completely detached from everyone and everything, yet
she sensed there was more to Xavier than met the eye. A lot more.



CHAPTER 13

Faith’s sire appeared to understand it would be useless to fight against the

Hunter and his tracker. He didn’t even try to hold back information, or at
least not as far as Aeson could tell. It made him curious how much he already
knew about Laizahlian Hunters, or other shifters in general. He hadn’t acted
particularly shocked when he realized who they were.

Faith’s dam obviously hated them, and Aeson couldn’t understand the
depth of her hostility. Serpents would never intentionally hurt a human. They
would only do so in self-defense. He couldn’t speak for the rest of the shifter
communities, but he didn’t personally believe any of them meant humans
harm.

“So what do we do from here?”” Tom asked, appearing defeated.

“While we are waiting for the sun to set, tell me more about your
work?” Xavier asked, surprising Aeson. Beyond the obvious, freeing their
people from captivity, why would the Hunter care what humans were doing?

“What do you want to know?” Tom asked, his shoulders slumping even
more.

“Have you managed to separate the shifter gene?”

Tom hesitated. “It’s complicated. There is actually very little difference
between normal humans and a shifter. Once I constructed the DNA library, |
could isolate the gene from the entire genome.”

“Have you successfully cloned the shifter gene?” Xavier asked.

If possible, Faith’s sire lost even more color in his face, making him
almost white. “No, but I think I’'m close. How do you know about this?” Tom
asked. When Xavier didn’t reply, he sighed. “Shit,” he said, scrubbing at his
face with both hands.

“Tom?” Faith’s dam said. “What’s going on?”

“I could be thrown in prison for life if I talk about this. Hell, they
probably wouldn’t even bother. They’ll just line me up against the wall and
execute me.” He looked up at Xavier, his expression haunted. “Please don’t



do this. I don’t like what they’re doing to the dragon shifter any more than
you do, but I don’t know how to stop them.” He glanced toward Aeson,
shaking his head. “I got in over my head here. When the government first
approached me, I thought they were simply interested in infectious diseases,
specifically those transmitted from animals to people. I had no idea they
wanted—" He stopped, scrubbing his face again. “Look, these guys running
the show are powerful people. They aren’t going to just let me walk away
when you’re done here. They’ll make my whole family suffer. Make us
disappear. Permanently.”

“They wanted what?” Xavier asked, his tone without pity. “Why did
you stop?”’

“They want me to transplant the shifter gene into a human baby. I've
been dragging my feet, but I think they’re getting wise to it.” He shook his
head, glancing toward his mate. “I can’t do that to a little innocent baby. But
it isn’t gonna matter what I will or won’t do. They have plenty of scientists in
there besides me who won’t be bothered by a conscience. When the time
comes, one of them will do it.”

“Not if we stop them,” Xavier said. “But it won’t do them any good. A
shifter 1s born, not made. They’ll just end up killing the fetus.”

“I didn’t think it would work myself. They’ve been experimenting with
animals and humans for years, and the results were never good. Just regular
animals, you understand, not shifters.”

“Explain,” Xavier said, his tone still cold.

Faith’s sire looked like he might want to be sick, but he didn’t argue.
“I’ve only been brought in recently, you understand. I didn’t take part in this,
but I’ve seen the tapes. It’s why I’m so against experimenting on another
baby.” He glanced toward his mate, who looked slightly horrified. “They’ve
been inserting animal DNA into fetuses still in the womb.” His face got a
haunted look. “My God, the results were horrible. I can’t even explain. Most
didn’t survive. The others shouldn’t have. There were terrible deformities,
severe mental instability.”

“Why do they think it will work with a shifter gene?” Leif asked.

“Because you guys are already part human. What they did before was
an attempt to mix pure animal to human. I know what’s happening is
unconscionable, but a part of me can’t help but be fascinated. I still don’t
totally understand how you manage to change your whole structure from a
person to an animal.” He glanced again to Aeson. “Or a dragon. I’ve seen the



videos of other shifters changing, but it happens so fast, like magic. It’s a
spark of energy that I don’t quite understand. Where does it come from? How
is it activated? I don’t want to be a part of what our government is doing, the
mistreatment of shifters, or the experiments on human fetuses, but I would
still love to learn more about you.”

“How many shifters are they holding prisoner in this facility?” Xavier
asked.

“Only the dragon. They keep them separated, you understand, scattered
out all over the country.”

“What have you done to my uncle?” Aeson asked. “How badly is he
hurt?”

“I haven’t done anything to him. Like I said, they don’t allow me
personal contact yet. I only deal with blood and tissue samples that were
taken by others. I think everyone there is afraid of him.”

“Why do you think that, Dad?”” Faith asked.

“Just the way they talk in hushed whispers about him. I suspect he
killed a few of their soldiers, back before they realized he could breathe fire
as a human. I heard a couple people whisper once about how he used the
spikes on his wings for defense. They keep him bound in silver now, and they
keep him locked in a clear cage, the glass unbreakable.” Tom looked over at
Xavier. “Even if you manage to get to him, [ don’t think you’ll be able to free
him.”

Aeson knew the silver around his uncle’s neck, if tight enough, would
keep him from flexing the muscles needed to activate the flame. It would also
keep him from shifting forms.

Several stressful hours later, the sun finally went down, and darkness
claimed the land. Aeson got up and went to look out the window, surprised to
find his wrist and ankle almost totally healed.

“Your alpha and sire are on their way,” Xavier said softly. “We’ll leave
as soon as they arrive.”

Aeson nodded. “You’re going to allow me to go with you.”

“Yes, but you will remain outside with the human father’s family. Once
your uncle is freed, you, your sire, and the alpha can return to your home.”

Aeson nodded, knowing he would only get in their way. He had no



experience fighting trained soldiers.

Nobody said much over the next half hour. Aeson knew his sire had
arrived when he heard the heavy thump on the roof. A few minutes later the
door opened, and his sire and the alpha entered, their eyes narrowing as they
searched the room for sign of threat, smoke curling from the alpha’s nostrils
as he prepped his flame.

At nearly seven feet tall, the two male serpents were both magnificent
to behold, their shoulders as broad as the Hunter’s. Aeson’s sire had the same
turquoise eyes as him, and the fully formed horns of both males curled
forward from their foreheads, the tips coming to a sharp point in front of
them. Both wore leather pants, which they’d carried with them in serpent
form. Their muscular chests were bare, the tops of massive, leather-like
wings visible above their shoulders. The alpha, a fearsome male who ruled
their clan with an iron fist, narrowed his bright blue eyes toward Aeson.

Yep, he was in big trouble. Aeson couldn’t wait to get home. Not.

“Tom,” Faith’s dam hissed, shaking violently as she took in the
formidable males who’d just entered her home. “Do something!”

“Quiet,” Xavier said. His tone remained soft, but the power that went
with the one-word command had the female snapping her mouth shut. Good.
Aeson didn’t think he cared for Faith’s dam.

“Treyton, it is good to see you again,” Xavier said, offering his arm to
the alpha in a warrior’s greeting.

“You as well, Xavier,” the alpha replied, gripping his forearm. “You
should have come straight to the clan when you arrived. It has been many
years since you last visited us.”

“Yes, I’'m sorry it could not have been under better circumstances. We
felt 1t best to begin our search immediately for Aeson. As one new to shifting
forms, we knew he could not have flown far.”

Xavier turned to Aeson’s sire next. “Adlai, you look well. How is your
mate?”’

His sire nodded back. “Maeve is worried sick about her only son.” He
cast a quick glance toward Aeson, as if to make sure he wasn’t hurt. “What
can you tell us about my brother, Hunter?”

“He’s being held in a human facility not far from here, guarded by
military. I’'m going to need your help to get him out.” He glanced toward
Faith’s sire, who had stood when Aeson’s family entered the house. “I’ll need
you to keep the soldiers busy outside while I go inside to free Tien.”



“You want us to purposely expose ourselves to the humans?” Treyton
said, narrowing his eyes.

“They already know you exist, Alpha. Besides, I plan to erase the
memories of any who survive. Those in charge who are not present will be a
more difficult matter.” He glanced toward Faith’s sire. “I’ll get what names |
can from the human and try to track them down.”

The alpha offered one sharp nod.

“Thank you, Hunter,” his sire said. “We trust you will do what you can
to protect our clan. These abductions need to stop. Our numbers grow fewer
every year.”

“Perhaps you should consider returning to Raiden. Your people are no
longer enslaved there. The clans would welcome you among them.” Xavier
glanced away for a moment, as if deep in thought. “But we can discuss this
further at a more appropriate time. Right now, let’s focus on getting your
brother set free.”

Aeson’s sire nodded, his jaws remaining clenched.

Aeson shivered, not sure he liked the idea of leaving Earth. What if
they weren’t accepted? What if life ended up even harder for them? Probably
not something he needed to worry about. He doubted their alpha would agree
to it.

“Where is this facility?” Xavier asked Faith’s sire.

“About thirty miles northeast of here. It’s out in the middle of
nowhere.”

“Why don’t you take his blood, create a bond?” the alpha asked. “We
are wasting time here.”

Faith moved over by Aeson, taking hold of his arm. “Why would he
take his blood?” she whispered.

“To gain access to his memories.” Aeson was a little surprised the
vampire appeared reluctant to do so.

“I can’t,” Xavier finally said. “His blood has been contaminated.”

“What?” Faith said, squeezing Aeson’s arm. “Contaminated how?”

“Your government knows about us,” Xavier said. “They understand we
can not only gain access to memories but take full control of a human by
consuming their blood. They have figured out how to make that blood
unpalatable to a Laizahlian. Isn’t that right, human?” Xavier said with a
sneer. “What they don’t realize is that we can smell the contaminant in your
blood.”



Faith’s father blanched, his expression confused. “I received numerous
shots when I first went to work for the government. They didn’t tell me what
they were all for. “I’ve heard rumors about blood drinkers, but I never
believed it. You’re not a shifter?”

“No.”

“What will it do to you, the contaminant?” Faith asked Xavier.

“We are not certain,” Xavier said. “None of our Hunters have been
tempted to ingest contaminated blood. I’ll arrange to take blood samples back
to Laizahlia once we are finished here.” He turned back to Aeson’s alpha. “It
is not far. We’ll travel in the human’s automobile. You can follow us from
the air.”

The alpha nodded, casting one angry look toward Faith’s sire before he
turned and walked out the door.

Aeson’s sire stopped at the door, staring hard at Aeson. “You are
unhurt, my son?”

“I’m fine.” Aeson nodded toward Faith. “Thanks to Faith. She found
me after I fell. She helped me, or I might not have survived.”

His sire looked toward Faith, his cold eyes softening a bit. “Thank you
for assisting my son, young female. We are in your debt.” He turned and
walked out before Faith could reply.



CHAPTER 14

(14 . .
I don’t understand why I couldn’t stay home,” Faith’s mom said,

obviously uncomfortable with a vampire and shifters in the van. Faith had to
admit the tension in the air was pretty heavy, making it hard to even breathe
right. It felt like they were wading through a vat of thick molasses.

“Be quiet, Annie,” her dad said, his hands gripped tight around the
steering wheel. “Everything is gonna be fine. You’ll see.”

She snorted. “How can it possibly be fine, Tom? You have no idea
what we’re getting into here, do you? These ... people are dangerous.”

“Sarcastic much, Mom,” Faith muttered. Her mother would end up
pissing everybody off. Faith turned to Aeson, who sat stiffly beside her in the
very back with Mark. Xavier and Leif were in the middle seats behind her
parents. ““Your dad and that other guy are really big,” she said. “I wish we
would have got outside in time to see them change.”

Aeson pressed his lips together. “They won’t be happy about exposing
themselves to humans. You’ll probably get to see them when we arrive at
your sire’s place of work. It sounds like we’re going to have to fight to get
my uncle out.”

Faith nodded, worried about what would happen, not only with Aeson’s
uncle, but with her own father when this was finished. How much trouble
would he be in, not just from the people he worked for, but with the vampire
and his partner?” She glanced toward Aeson, biting her lip. Not to mention
the dragons. They were definitely not pleased with him.

A little over twenty minutes later, they arrived. Xavier had her father
pull the van over about a half mile away from the government building. They
were parked on a hill, giving them a good view of everything below. The
building itself wasn’t overly large, at least from the outside, but it was
surrounded by a high fence with razor wire on top. Lights were set up all
along the perimeter of the fence, along with video equipment too, she felt
sure. Guards could be seen sitting in a small building by the gate, and more



guards carrying rifles were walking outside with German shepherds. They’d
left Axel at home in the pen in the barn. Good thing or he’d probably be
barking his head off, drawing unwanted attention to them.

Faith stepped outside, staring up into the dark sky, hoping to catch a
glimpse of the dragons. “Are they here?” she asked Aeson.

“You’re looking too high. They’ll come in low to avoid radar.” He
motioned to their right. “There.”

“Oh,” Faith said, gasping. She’d had no idea they would be so large,
easily four times the size of her father’s van. Both dragons were flying just
above the ground, heading straight for them. She couldn’t pick up color very
well in the dark, though the larger of the two appeared slightly lighter. She
stepped back against the van as they landed silently about twenty yards away.

“That 1s just so awesome,” Mark said excitedly, almost bouncing up
and down. “Wish I could ride on one.”

Oddly enough, Faith had expected them to have four legs, not two, the
dragons reminding her more of birds than reptiles. They had long necks with
a triangular head, and massive horns, looking more like spikes than the
curved horns in their human form. She’d hate to get gored by one. Their tails
were equally long, probably helping to balance them out when flying, the tips
whipping back and forth, as if they were frustrated or tense. No kidding! I'd
be tense too if I had to go down and fight armed soldiers.

As they stepped closer, Faith could see that the smaller dragon had light
bluish-green scales. The larger one was a much darker blue, both their scales
glittering under the moonlight. “Beautiful,” she whispered, glancing toward
Aeson. “What color is your dragon?”

“The same as my father’s,” he said, nodding toward the lighter colored
bluish-green dragon.

“Are you as big as them when you change?”” Mark asked, awe in his
tone.

“No, not yet. I’'m only about half their size.”

They watched as Xavier walked out to the two dragons, the vampire
looking almost tiny in comparison.

“Are they talking somehow?” Faith asked Aeson.

“Our alpha probably created a blood bond with the Hunter,” Aeson
said. “It allows them to communicate telepathically.”

“A blood bond? Like the one you have with him now?”

“No. The bond only goes one way between Xavier and me. A full, or



true, bond is created when there is an exchange of blood.”

“Oh. So, if he ever drinks your blood, you’ll create a true bond, right?”

“Yes.”

Faith’s mom stayed in the van while the rest of them stood outside. Leif
appeared relaxed, leaning against the side of the van while Xavier spoke with
the dragons. He always appeared relaxed, though, and she wondered if
anything ever bothered him.

Faith’s dad moved over to stand beside her as Xavier walked back.
“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“You come with us,” Xavier replied. “Aeson will stay behind with your
family. He 1s not fully mature, but he can still protect them if soldiers should
happen to show up.” He glanced over at the van. “We’ll take your automobile
to get inside the gate. I’ll handle any problems that we run into. You stay
close to Leif.” He nodded toward the van. “You will need to have your mate
stay with your children here.”

Her dad nodded, walking back to the van. Faith could hear her parents
arguing, but he eventually convinced her mom to get out. She kept her
distance from the Hunter and his shifter partner. Then her terrified sight
locked on the dragons and stayed there, as if afraid they might come over and
eat one of them.

“Come, we should go,” Xavier said, walking back to the van.

Faith watched as they drove off. The two dragons didn’t lift back into
the air until the van stopped in front of the gate. Her stomach tightened as she
watched them drive through, her father parking in a lot to the side. The
dragons were staying tight to the ground, keeping their distance.

“How will they know when to attack?” Faith asked Aeson.

“Xavier will alert them.”

It seemed like forever after her father, Xavier and Leif entered the main
building before the dragons lifted higher in the air, heading toward the
government facility. Almost immediately an alarm went off and Faith heard
the first loud cracks of gunfire.”

“Can they hurt your dad?” she asked, having no idea if their scales
could stop a bullet.

“No, not seriously anyway.”

“What if they use silver bullets?” Did they even have such a thing?

Aeson looked over at Faith, not replying. He probably didn’t want to
think about that possibility.



“Oh, wow, look at that,” Mark said, awe in his tone. The two dragons
had split apart, one on each side of the facility, and they were both hovering,
wings flapping hard as they released huge lines of fire, lighting up everything
around them. To Faith, they looked like two oversized flamethrowers. She
flinched when the screaming started, followed by more gunfire. The dragons
didn’t stay still for long, constantly moving, keeping the soldiers off guard
with their flames.

“Hope they don’t put the main building on fire,” Mark said. “Dad and
those other two guys won’t be able to get out.”

“They won’t,” Faith said. “Look, the dragons are staying around the
outside perimeter, distracting everyone.

Twenty minutes passed. Most of the soldiers had moved back inside the
main building, only sporadic gunfire heard. The dragons remained close,
releasing an occasional flame.

“You think Dad’s okay?” Mark asked, sounding worried.

“Of course he’s not okay,” her mother snapped. “I don’t know what
your father was thinking getting mixed up in this nightmare.” She glared at
Aeson, as if all of this were his fault.

“Hands up!” came a harsh order from behind them.

“Oh, shit,” Faith hissed, raising her hands as she turned to look.

Six soldiers were moving in, guns raised, pointed at them.

“Get down on the ground. Now!” said the large man in the center. “On
your bellies, hands behind your head!”

Faith, Mark and her mother instantly obeyed, no one wanting to get
shot. “Aeson?” Faith said, looking over her shoulder.

He’d taken a few steps away from them, his eyes locked on the
soldiers.

“Don’t do it, boy. I won’t hesitate to shoot you,” the soldier said. “Get
down on the fucking ground, now!”

But he didn’t. In a flash of bright light, Aeson’s body disappeared, and
in his place stood a beautiful turquoise dragon, one about half the size of the
adults. Still impressive, even without the massive horns. He released a lethal
flame toward the soldiers, and Faith heard gunshots. She and her mother and
brother quickly covered their heads with their hands. She couldn’t hear
anything else over the fire and gunshots.

It didn’t last long. After the last shot, Faith lifted her head, not
surprised to see one of the adult dragons hovering above them. Aeson’s dad



had come back as soon as he felt the threat to his son. The soldiers must have
moved off because Faith couldn’t see them anymore. She hoped no one got
killed, aware they were only following orders, but she didn’t want Aeson or
his family hurt either. What a mess.

Aeson’s dragon looked over at her, tail twitching, and then he exploded
in another bright flash of light.

“Oh, crap,” she whispered, seeing he was as naked as a jaybird now.
She jumped up and quickly peeled off her coat, grateful she’d worn the long
one when they’d left the house. Averting her eyes, she held it out.

“Faith, you get away from that animal! Right now, young lady!” her
mother yelled.

Faith ignored her, handing Aeson her coat. “I’m sorry about my mom.”
She looked up, but the larger dragon had already left, returning to the military
facility below them. “Are they gone, the soldiers?”” she asked.

“Yes, for now anyway. My father chased them back to their vehicles.”

“Did any of them get hurt?”

“Not seriously.”

Faith nodded, taking a deep breath. She glanced over her shoulder,
seeing her mom holding Mark against her side. “I think my mom is gonna
have a meltdown of her own.” Faith took a deep breath, looking back at
Aeson. “You did it. You changed all by yourself.”

“Yes, I can change forms. What I have problems with is holding it for
very long.”

“Well, you did good. I didn’t even hear those soldiers coming.”

“Neither did I,” he replied, looking a little embarrassed about it.

“Well, 1t’s not like we weren’t distracted.” She nodded toward her
dad’s place of work, the dragons only releasing an occasional burst of fire
now. The shooting had basically stopped.

“I wish I knew what was going on inside. You think they’ll get your
uncle out?”

Aeson glanced over at her but didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. She
could see the worry in his face.



CHAPTER 15

A eson’s father didn’t have a blood bond with the vampire, so he could only

pass on information to Aeson as the alpha gave it to him. Xavier, Leif, and
Faith’s sire had made it into the lower chambers, and they’d found his uncle,
but were struggling to break him out. Apparently, no one was present on site
who had the keycode to open his cell. Xavier was working on it. Aeson had
no idea what the vampire was going to do, but he believed with his whole
heart that he would get his uncle free.

“They need to hurry,” Faith said. “I’m sure someone inside got a
message through to the higher-ups. They’ll probably send jets with missiles. |
don’t think a dragon 1s going to stand a chance against them.”

Aeson didn’t know much about human military, but he believed Faith.
They wouldn’t hesitate to kill his father and the alpha.

“Aeson, listen carefully,” his father sent telepathically. “The Hunter is
going to have him, your uncle, the human, and the tracker transported out.
They will meet us back at the human’s home. We will carry the human male’s
family out. You need to prepare them. We are on our way now.”

“Yes, father.”

Aeson turned to Faith. “They are transporting my uncle out as we
speak.” He glanced toward Mark and her frightened dam. “My sire and the
alpha will carry us back to your home.”

Faith licked her lips nervously and glanced back at her dam. “Mark will
be thrilled, but I don’t know about Mom.”

“She has no choice. We need to get out of here before those jets you
talked about show up. They will believe the Hunter and his tracker are still
inside with my uncle. They may decide to destroy the structure.”

Faith glanced up as his sire and the alpha flew over. A few seconds
later they landed, the ground shaking a bit as they walked toward them.

“You need to convince your dam to get on the alpha’s back with
Mark,” Aeson said. Both dragons were crouched down, wings held out to the



side. “Use their wings to pull yourself up and then sit right at the base of their
necks. They will be careful not to unbalance you in the air.”

“Oh, crap,” Faith said, nodding. She turned to her dam. “Mom, you and
Mark need to crawl up on the bigger dragon. We need to get out of here.
Now.”

“I’m not leaving without your father,” her dam screeched, panic
building in her expression. “I will not get up on one of those filthy things.
Never, Faith, so you can just forget it.”

“Mom!” Mark said. “Stop it. They aren’t filthy.”

“Shut up, Mark.”

“Dad and the others are already at home. The Hunter had them
transported out.” Faith stepped closer to her dam, taking hold of both her
hands. “Don’t do this, Mom. I don’t want to leave you here, but I will. You
know as well as I do that we’ll never get turned loose if the military gets their
hands on us. This is too big. Please, don’t argue. We’re running out of time.
Dad’s already home. I promise.”

Her dam burst into tears, gasping for breath. “I-I’m afraid.”

“I know, but I promise they won’t hurt you. Now come on, let me help
you up so we can get home.”

Aeson breathed a sigh of relief as Faith led her mother and Mark to the
alpha. The alpha crouched even lower, tipping his wing so they would have
something to hang on to. Aeson slipped out of Faith’s coat and handed it to
her, then helped her climb up onto his father’s back. It took him a moment to
gather the energy needed to shift, his father’s presence comforting in the back
of his mind.

All three serpents rose gently into the air, then flew as fast as they
dared with humans on their back toward Faith’s home. They didn’t need to
follow the curving road this time and so made it back within just a few
minutes.

“Don’t shift back to your human form,” Aeson’s sire said after they
landed. He waited for Faith to crawl down off his back to add, “We will fly
straight home now.”

“But I wish to say goodbye to Faith,” Aeson said. “She saved my life,
Father.”

“No, my son, we don’t have time. We need to leave this place before the
human military shows up. The Hunter will do what he can to hold them off,
but we must go. Your uncle is weak after months of captivity.”



Aeson sighed, staring toward Faith, who watched him from in front of
her house, Mark by her side. The mother had run inside as soon as she’d
crawled down from the alpha’s back. Not knowing how else to thank her
without a blood bond in place to allow for telepathy, Aeson lifted his head
high and released a soft trilling sound, a serpent’s song, one usually reserved
for an intended mate.

Faith’s mouth dropped open as she touched her chest, as if feeling his
song in her very soul. “Beautiful,” she said when he finished.

Aeson dipped his head, then went to stand beside his sire and the alpha.

A few seconds later, the door opened and Aeson’s uncle, the Hunter,
Leif and Faith’s father stepped out. The alpha walked over to his uncle and
kneeled, allowing the weakened male to climb up on his back. It must be bad
if he can’t shift forms, Aeson thought. What had the humans done to him?

Aeson glanced one last time at Faith as he opened his wings to lift off.
She waved, and he could swear he saw tears in her eyes. A human crying for
a dragon. His friends would never believe it. Aeson vowed then to find a way
to come back to her one day, to thank her again for saving his life, and the
life of his uncle. Without Faith, they might never have learned his fate.
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Faith watched the dragons until they disappeared into the night,
wondering if she would ever get to see them again. She hoped so but had her
doubts.

“We need to talk,” the vampire said to her dad, motioning to the door.
“You have a decision to make, and I don’t believe your mate is going to like
it.”

Her dad nodded, looking defeated, his shoulders slumped, his
expression sad. Faith and Mark followed him inside, the vampire and his
partner bringing up the rear.

“Please sit,” Xavier said, waiting for them to do so, all of them
squeezing onto the couch, Xavier and Leif standing in front of them. “The
military knows it was you who led us to them.”

“Oh, God, Tom, I knew this was going to happen,” her mother said.
“What are we gonna do?”

Faith’s dad took hold of her hand, squeezing. “Let’s hear what they
have to say, Annie. We’ll decide then.”



“There are many humans who know about our existence,” Xavier
continued. “They work for us. If you agree to it, I can arrange to take you and
your family to a safe home where you will be given a new name, a new
identity.”

“I don’t think it will work,” her dad said. “They have facial recognition
software available now that will eventually find us no matter where we go.
My family will never be safe.”

“Laizahlian technology far exceeds anything you have here on Earth. It
will take a bit of time, but we’ll eventually replace your image and that of
your family with someone else. Your fingerprints will be changed and
anything else our people deem necessary. You won’t be found, not unless
you turn yourself in.”

“No, Tom, I don’t want you working for these people. You can’t do it.”

Her dad shook his head. “We don’t have a choice, Annie. The
government will never trust me again. Our lives are ruined.”

“Yes, because of—"

“No, not because of them. Because of me. I knew it was wrong, what
they were doing to that dragon shifter, and yet I didn’t argue. I’m as guilty as
they are for what happened to him. If I can do something to make up for this,
[ will.”

“Well, I don’t have to follow you. You go. It’s you the military will
come after. Me and the kids will go back to Portland, back to my family.”

Faith gasped, unable to believe her mother would ever think about
leaving their dad. Even Mark looked shocked at the news. “Mom?”” she said.
“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, I’'m not going to work for aliens, especially for animals. I
refuse. [ want to go home.”

Xavier stared down at her with his cold green eyes a moment. “We can
probably arrange to return you to your home. Your memory of all this will
need to be erased, including anything about your husband or children. I can’t
guarantee the military won’t still come after you, but you will remember
nothing that will cause us a problem.”

Her mom’s mouth dropped open. “You wouldn’t,” she murmured, her
face losing all color.

“Yes, I would.”

“Annie, be reasonable,” her father said. “I don’t understand why you
hate them so badly. I’ve never seen this side of you before. Please, let’s just



see what they have to offer. If you decide later that you just can’t stand it,
maybe they’ll still agree to take you home.” He glanced up at Xavier, raising
his eyebrows in question.

“It can be arranged,” the vampire said. Xavier nodded toward Leif, who
pulled out his small communicator. “We need to leave now. You’ll all four be
taken to Laizahlia first, our world, where we will arrange to alter your
appearance. Don’t worry, you won’t remember anything about this part once
we return you to Earth. Our people will get you set up.”

“What will they want us to do?” Faith asked. “Will I ever get to see
Aeson again?”’

“I can’t answer that. His family, his clan, won’t be open to the idea.
Unlike some of the other shifter communities on Earth, the serpents rarely
allow humans into their midst. Once our Council decides how you might best
serve us, you will be set up in a new home here and assigned handlers.”
Xavier tipped his head, those cold green eyes softening a bit as he studied
Faith. “’Your handler should be capable of contacting the serpent clan.”

Faith nodded, staring down at her folded hands in her lap. She
understood the vampire’s guarded tone. Just because they could contact
Aeson’s clan didn’t mean they would want anything to do with her. She
stared in the direction the three serpents had flown, unable to forget the sound
of Aeson’s song.

“It is most unusual for a serpent to sing to anyone but his chosen mate,
especially one so young as Aeson. I'm certain you will always hold a special
place in his heart.”

Faith jumped as the vampire’s thoughts entered her mind. She looked
up, eyes open wide, and almost missed what he said. “Mate?” she said, her
face flaming red when her family looked over at her.

“Come,” Xavier said, holding out his hand. “We need to go.”

“Are we getting transported again?” Mark said, looking excited.

“Yes.”

“Can I get Axel? We can’t just leave him here.”

Leif chuckled. “Come on, young Mark, I’ll go with you to get the pet.”

Once they returned, Xavier focused on her mother. “What is your
decision?”

She slumped against Faith’s dad, refusing to meet Xavier’s eyes. “I’ll
stay with my family.”

“Very good. I believe you are making the right decision.” He held out



his hand. “Take my hand. Our method of travel is extremely painful for a
human. I’m sorry I can only take the pain from two of you.”

Oh, God, Faith thought, beginning to panic a little. She did not want to
go through this again.

“You help our children,” her dad said, wrapping his arm around their
mom. “We’ll be okay.”

“Very well,” Xavier said. He took hold of Faith’s hand, giving her a
light squeeze. Leif held onto Axel’s collar as Mark took Xavier’s other hand.

And then they were flying through the dark. No pain this time. No
melting away of her flesh and bone. Faith still felt sad over the thought of
never seeing Aeson again, but she also felt growing excitement over where
her life might lead in this brand-new world. No matter what ended up
happening between her and Aeson, Faith suspected her life would never, ever
be boring.



EPILOGUE

Ten years later ...

(14 .
Y ou’re sure about this?” Aeson’s father asked. “We can find you a serpent

mate. There are several coming of age on the other side of the country. And if
not one of them, we can search in other countries.”

“No, I'm sure, Father. I knew when my serpent sang to her that Faith
would be my future mate. It’s time. I need to find her.”

“She’s human, son. It’s been ten years. What if she has already taken a
human mate?”

“Then I’ll deal with it.” But he didn’t think he would find Faith mated.
Aeson could still feel her in his heart, and his serpent had pressed him harder
each passing year to go claim their mate. “Did you ask the alpha to contact
Xavier? He’ll know where to start my search.”

“I did, but the Council informed him that Xavier has disappeared.
They’ve had no contact with him for the past two years. Some suspect he
might have gone rogue.”

Aeson shook his head, frowning. He didn’t think so. Xavier must have
had a good reason for disappearing. “What about the tracker, Leif?”

“He wasn’t sure where she is, but Treyton said the wolf agreed to track
her down for you. It may take some time. Why don’t you stay here until we
hear word? It’s not safe in the human world, Aeson. You can’t pass for
human, not now.”

No, he couldn’t, not with mature horns erupting from his forehead.
“I’ve contacted the alpha of one of the shifter communities that reside on the
other side of the Cascades. A cougar pack. It’s near the area where Xavier
first settled Faith’s family. The alpha has agreed to take me in and help me
try to locate her. His mate is a wolf shifter from Laizahlia, a former tracker.
She’s agreed to try to use her contacts on Laizahlia to help me.” Aeson still
didn’t understand how the Laizahlian Council had lost track of Faith. What
happened to her handler? No one seemed to know anything. Or they didn’t



care.

“I can’t talk you out of this?” his sire said.

“No. Faith is my mate, Father. My serpent will never settle until after I
claim her. I don’t have a choice.”

“Then I’ll pray she is more open to the union than her dam was. Good
luck, my son. I hope you will return to us after you have sealed the bond.”

Aeson nodded, not sure what Faith would want to do. He hoped she
would consider making her home with him here. His home had always been
with his people, but a mated serpent belonged with his mate. He would face
that problem later.

With his clothes gathered in a small pack, Aeson shifted to his serpent
form. He’d matured over these past ten years, his serpent even larger than his
father’s now. As an alpha himself, Aeson might not be welcomed back into
his clan, though he had no desire to challenge their current ruler. Perhaps he
and Faith could establish a new clan.

Aeson’s heartbeat began to quicken, excited about his and Faith’s
potential future together. He picked up his pack with his mouth and lifted off,
circling his home twice under the cover of darkness before heading toward
the mountains. He felt the serpent’s song begin to build inside him.

A dragon’s song, as Faith would call it. Her dragon’s song.

My Faith. I'm coming for you.
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Chasing Mortality

“I am your death Aedan, and so you are drawn to me...”

Aedan, an immortal sidhe, must journey through the land of mortals in
pursuit of the one who has cursed him: a mysterious creature known as Linet.
Aware that Linet’s sanity is quickly deteriorating, it is a race against time to
find her before she becomes something that can bring ruin upon the lands of
Eriu.

On his journey Aedan must come to grips with the culture of Milesians,
mortals whose ways seem primitive and futile to his sensibilities, a race that
still harbors resentment after the war between the two peoples a century ago.
Still, Aedan must study their mannerisms, in the hope that he can understand
the spark that so drives them, a spark that his own kind had lost long ago.
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For the Good of the Hold

Gudrun 1s happy with her life. She has three grown children, is just
ending a five-year marriage contract and looking forward to time alone
before considering a lifelong partner. In her advancing years, all she wants to
do is relax and enjoy life. But Gudrun begins to suffer debilitating health
issues. At first, they believe she had a heart attack, but it soon becomes
apparent there is something far more insidious going on.

Gudrun’s world 1s ruled by Talents, people born with special powers.
Talents can range anywhere between Healers to those able to kill with a
thought. Most Talents are Spotted as children, taken from their families, and
then sent off to be trained. When it becomes apparent Gudrun’s health suffers
whenever she is in the presence of Talent, those in power suspect she might
be a Spotter herself and they want to use her to their advantage.

So begins a new chapter in Gudrun’s life, one she is not prepared for.
She will learn far more than she wants about the politics involved in her
world, and her new place in it. It will all come to a head when one of her sons
places himself in danger. How far will Gudrun go to see him brought safely
back home?
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Patch Man

A prophecy declares a small child will decide the victory between two
countries paralyzed by war...

An old man sells magical patches on the ruined streets of Hagra-Dis
when a small, one-armed girl begs him to fix her doll. An Imperial missile
blast kills the little girl, Meesha, but Var patches her back to life, and they
flee marauding storm troopers. Imperial High Command unleashes Ulan, a
formidable assassin and mystic who chases the Patch Man and his ragged
band of followers through a labyrinth peopled with powerful beings and
monsters. Both the pursued and pursuers find themselves in life or death
situations when they encounter the Greeter, a mysterious being who controls
the entrance to parallel worlds populating the labyrinth. It is in these domains
they discover clues to end the war—with little Meesha as the secret key to
ultimate victory and peace.
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Batte for Summia

For Summia, the war against Imperiana has reached the point of
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desperation. President Gelfson vows to end the fight with the total
annihilation of every Summian man, woman and child. Var, the Patch Man,
has been trapped inside the Source for seven years, unable to use its magic
until now. He knows that Summia’s only hope for survival lies in their ability
to recruit warriors from other domains. Meesha, the one-armed teenager, and
Ten, the leader of a rebel band, travel to Haba-Yan in search of the Lore
Mistress, Kerash, but they find more than they bargained for in the attempt.
Meanwhile, the former Imperial assassin, Ulan, has ventured back to the
Chunee seeking redemption. What she finds instead may well turn the tide in
the final battle for Summia
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THE RIDER 1is a compilation of the prizewinning and best runner-up
stories of 1500-3000 words, based around a stock picture, that were entered
in the 2016 Crimson Cloak Publishing short story writing competition.

Rick’s story
GRAY RIDERS relates the rescue of bonded riders and their horses
from the castle where the evil king seeks to break their “perverted” bond...
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The Dragon Sleeps

A Dragon statue. An ancient sword. A body in the orchard. What secret
has remained hidden at Thornton Park for the last eighty years?

It’s 1927 in Victoria, Australia. A time after the Great War when
women have more options opened to them. At a weekend house party at
Thornton Park, Alexandra Thornton decides to break the news to her father
that she wants to be an antiques dealer, like her father, grandfather and great-
grandfather before her. Guests include Zhang Huo, the Chinese antiques
dealer who, with his son, has brought a Ming dragon statue from China for
Thomas Thornton, Alexandra’s father. Benedict Archer, manager of
Thornton Antiques in Melbourne, is also invited. When Edith Blackburn, her
friend since childhood, points out to Alexandra that Benedict is attracted to
her, Alexandra can’t believe it.

Then a body found in the orchard, and before the weekend is over, a
priceless artefact is stolen. Alexandra is determined to discover how these
things are connected to the Ming dragon and the antiques her great-
grandfather brought with him from Hong Kong so many years ago. What
treasure is worth killing to possess?
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So You Want To Be A Marine

Living a life of poverty and desperation I took a chance and did what so

many of my peers did: joined the Marines just as Vietnam was heating up.

I fully expected to make a career of the Marines but was soon faced
with unbelievable sadism, arrogance, incompetence and outright brutality.
The Marine Corps I had hoped to love proved to be an organization run in an
authoritarian, "Because I said so" manner, not at all like I had envisioned. If
you were a suck up you were promoted; should you question the obvious it
was either Mess Duty or lack of promotion or worse, Vietnam. Such is my
story.

There were characters that came in and out of my life like actors in a
Woody Allen movie: W.B. from Pittsburg, "Born to lead, not to be led so
don't be mis-led." Disappeared one day and never returned. There was the
drug smoking Pitt who, while on guard duty in Vietnam, decided to get high
and leave a Chu Lai New Guy high and dry at an outpost.

Thieves, liars, drug addicts and more pulled at my heart strings until |
made the ultimate decision.

I endured four years of indifferent and sadistic leadership coupled with
the absurdities of an organization that rewards group think and obedience
over individuality and integrity.
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The Hall of Doors series: Sammy follows her cat up a moonbeam to a
fairy-tale castle, where magic portals lead to worlds of adventure. The books
have been through various publications and are now available as singles with
a bonus short story in each.

Book one: The Mountains of the Moon

Book two: The Door in the Sky

Book three: The Mirror Door

Book four: The Secret Door

Book five: The Water Door

Book six: The Forgotten Door

The Healer’s Apprentice series: Teeka, a street orphan who has been
taken in by off-world doctors, is the catalyst to bring at least a tentative peace
to her warring planet. The series focuses on the juxtaposition and interaction
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of different cultures as Teeka grows up in an ever-changing world, eventually
venturing off-planet.

Prequel: Fairy Gold The story of Teeka’s mother

Book one: To Heal a Broken Planet

Book two: Into the Unknown

Book three The Stars Came Down

Other publications include:
Molly the Beekeeper's Daughter and Other Stories
(short story collection)
A Different Kind of Hero and Other Stories
(short story collection)
A Brave Doll (picture book--free on website)
A Home Where God Lives: Discovering His Blessings
[with Anita Donihue]
(Christian /inspirational collection of prayers, poems, stories and essays
exploring different types and aspects of "home")
Christmas Brings Joy to Every Heart
(gift book authorized reprint)

Love Lives Here: The Heart of a Mother (gift book authorized reprint)
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