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She stopped in the shadows of the tunnel, hardly believing
her eyes. No music played, unlike the enchantment that once surrounded every
dance in this accursed room. Only the rhythmic jingling of silver coins sewn
along the hem of the bright silver scarf tied around her sister’s hips and
adorning her anklets and bracelets accompanied Alina’s movements, as she danced
across the massive rug in the audience chamber.


Thalassa’s fingers wrapped around the embroidered edge of
her green safri, strangling the silk as she bit back
hot words. Alina danced on, flicking her wrists to make the coins jingle more
as she kicked out her left foot, making the dark blue skirts flare wide. Her
own green safri hung freely down her back as she
moved through the dance’s quick, flirtatious flits and kicks, and then spun.
Her eyes were closed though her lips curved into a smile. Somehow . . . Somehow
after a century of being forced into nightly dances by their curse, her sister
still found it pleasurable to dance of her own accord.


How? Thalassa pursed her lips to keep the question from
emerging. Of the three of them, Alina had always been the most drawn to
dancing. Even during their curse, she would dance around the cavern’s various
tunnels and chambers. Something Thalassa had always questioned and even their
elder sister, Imani, had marveled aloud at Alina’s ability to dance outside of
the curse’s command. Even now that they were finally freed of the curse, her
sister still danced in the very chamber where the magic had compelled them to
dance each night from dusk to dawn.


That was what she struggled with most as Alina flitted
across the enchanted rug, still unaware she was being watched. Where once she
might’ve been moved or even eager to join her sister in the dance, Thalassa’s
entire body seemed to burn with the need to flee. To escape any reminder of
that torturous one hundred years and everything else that had befallen them
while they’d waited for the breaking of the curse.


She took a breath that was a little more shuddering than she
liked. If she could avoid dancing ever again, it would be too soon. Memories,
sharp with pain and regret, rose in her mind before she shoved them back. No.
She would not dwell on them. The prickling warmth in her chest tried to choke
her, force her mind into the memories, but she refused to cave. She wouldn’t
let that happen today.


She took another breath. It was less of a shudder than the
previous, for which she was grateful. Oh Shaddai . . . She shook away the
thought as well. She needed to focus on the task at hand.


Reluctantly moving out of the shadows, she only needed to
wait for Alina to spin once before her twin spotted her and danced toward her.
Alina smiled brightly. “Lassa! Come and dance with me! I’ve been working on
some new steps. Will you try them with me?”


Thalassa’s grip tightened around the edge of her safri before she could stop the action. Alina’s gaze
dropped to her hand and her smile faded. “Oh Lassa, forgive me. You don’t need
to dance right now.” Her smile returned as she brushed a loose strand of black
hair out of her eyes. “Perhaps tonight you’ll be willing to watch me practice
and tell me what you think?”


“Perhaps.” She offered a tight smile before arching an
eyebrow. “Aren’t you supposed to be sweeping?”


Alina feigned a solemn look that did nothing to hide the
laughter in her eyes. “Well, I was but then I realized I should check the rug
for any deficiencies. So, here I am.”


“Because dancing is the best way to do that, naturally,”
Thalassa intoned drily.


Her twin snickered. “That was an excellent Imani impression,
Lassa!”


She couldn’t help a true, if slightly subdued, smile of her
own. She brushed at the safri where it lay against
her dark blue skirt. The only true difference between them today was that she’d
wrapped her safri properly from where it was tucked
in the waist of her skirt and then crossed her torso to her right shoulder
before covering the back of her head and looping around her left arm. And, the
lack of a silver scarf. She glanced at Alina’s scarf. “What else did she always
tell us? Oh yes, your chores are not a dancing solo. No dressing for a
performance when you need to sweep and milk the goats.”


Alina tilted her head back as she laughed. “I do wonder how
she’s getting on with William since she can’t manage the household from so
great a distance.”


Thalassa made a face even as she tried to hide a twinge of
resentment that Imani had escaped the cave system. “Though Shaddai knows she’s
trying her utmost to make up for it.”


Another snicker accompanied the jingling of coins as Alina
twirled, arms spread wide. “You’re just in a tiff because she told you to stay
out of trouble while she and William are gone.”


“She didn’t feel the need to tell you the same,” Thalassa
pointed out in feigned outrage. “It’s most unfair that she suspects me of being
the one who gets into trouble. You’re the one who ran into the midst of
brawling dragons. And, was bitten by the drake.”


“That wasn’t my fault,” Alina protested with a laugh. “We
agreed not to go back multiple decades for examples.”


Thalassa suppressed a laugh. A light feeling, she struggled
to attract these days, appeared as she grabbed the broom her sister was
supposed to be using. “If you so want a dance partner, perhaps you should dance
with the marvelous lord broom?”


She tossed the broom at Alina, who caught it easily and then
held it lengthwise so she could jump over it before swirling around once more.
Then, the rasp of scales caught her attention. She looked up just as a refined
triangular golden head emerged from the tunnel leading to the dragon’s
chambers. The dragon’s golden scales seemed to glow in the light from the
braziers lining the audience chamber. His slightly curved horns sitting at the
back of his skull also gleamed as his serpentine neck arched before he lowered
his head toward where they stood. His slit nostrils flared, and she caught the
scent of smoke as his cool, rich tones filled the room. “I wondered what was
causing all that clatter. It is you again, little bird.”


Alina smiled at the dragon even as she mirrored Thalassa in
offering a curtesy. “Good morning!”


“It is afternoon, little bird,” he corrected coolly before
his burning eyes turned to Thalassa. “Are you also dancing with your sister,
Thalassa Tanzer?”


“No . . . I am not,” she replied, barely catching herself
before she called him Master as they and William, his huntsman, had for the
entire century of their curse. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from
huffing in irritation that the habit hadn’t faded after two years of freedom.
Of knowing his proper name.


“Lore,” Alina called with laughter in her voice, “have you
finally decided to dance with me?”


Thalassa purposely bit down on the inside of her cheek,
ignoring the pain it caused. She had to keep her expression clear even though
she wanted to throw her hands in the air in exasperation. Alina had developed a
habit of teasing the golden dragon with an offer of dancing. Something their
master had always refused. This time, however, he stared down at her sister for
a long moment before he tilted his head slightly. The light of braziers danced
across his scales with the movement making them almost sparkle. “A stick dance
seems strange even for you. I thought you preferred dancing with fire.”


Alina considered the broom and then offered it to him.
“Well, if you despise sweeping so much, you may light this one. I won’t mind
much.”


Thalassa tapped her fingers against her leg. “I thought we
agreed it is too dangerous for you to be in your proper form with William away.
What if some hunt started again?”


Lore turned his head to look at her. His slit nostrils flared
as faint tendrils of smoke escaped. No doubt, he’d not appreciated her
interruption. She pursed her lips, knowing she should be silent or at least
more respectful. Yet . . . She didn’t like the way he still held Alina’s heart
in his claws. She raised her chin slightly. “It’s too dangerous for you to be
in proper form without William to run interference.”


Alina looked between them and then lowered the broom. She
took a small step toward the dragon towering over them. “Lassa’s right. You did
agree with William’s request that you limit the use of your other forms. Mortal
is best when we’re divided.”


The dragon blew a smoke ring toward her, sending it at her
waist instead of her face. His cool tone held just a hint of censure when he
responded, “I do wonder why all of my companions are convinced I am incapable
of defending myself in my proper form. Perhaps, I should go to a healer for
this apparent sudden onset of aged decrepitness.”


Thalassa pursed her lips, biting back a proper scold.
Alina’s coins suddenly jangled as she shook the broom at the dragon. “Tease!
That wasn’t a very kind response to our concern for you, Lore. Dragons are not
invincible, after all!”


There was a hint of upset in her voice, and Thalassa
immediately crossed the rug to her side. Even the faint hint of the rug’s
enchantment, to prevent any harm to their feet after long nights of dancing,
caressing her steps wasn’t enough to make her stop. Alina had been badly shaken
when Lore was nearly killed two years ago by a rogue red dragon, and it was
still a sore spot for her. Something evident in the way she trembled a little
even after Thalassa touched her shoulder.


The golden dragon’s expression was always more difficult to
discern in his non-mortal forms. Yet, for a moment she thought he looked . . .
regretful. But, that was nonsense. Lore was almost never regretful. Just as he
was almost never warm despite Alina’s long years of efforts to thaw his cool
manners. He blew a smoke scented breath over them, instantly warming their skin
and ruffling their hair and clothes. “Do not trouble yourself so, little bird.
Dragons remain a superior among the great races.”


Alina lowered the broom slightly as she glanced at Thalassa
and rolled her eyes, a faint smile twitching her lips. She offered a little smile
in return though she didn’t appreciate Lore’s . . . humor. If it could be
called such. Alina looked back up at the dragon and smiled. “You should make up
for it by dancing with me.”


Before the golden dragon could refuse as always, a sharp
trill echoed through the tunnels and then a plump little shadow fluttered
toward the golden dragon. The scalesinger, a noisy
little bird about the size of a pigeon, gave another sharp trill as it angled
for the dragon’s curving horns. Apparently, it was unable to resist the
temptation that made its kind so fond of picking along a dragon’s scales and
horns. It gave a shrill cry of displeasure when Lore raised his foreleg and
caged it between his claws. “Nuisance.”


He lowered his catch toward them, and Thalassa hurried to untie
the scroll attached to its legs. She muttered under her breath when the bird
pecked at her fingers. “They’re using the same foul tempered little beast!”


“They have to use the same one to reach us,” Alina reminded
her with a teasing glint in her eyes. She patted Lore’s knuckle above the
nearest claw. “We have it.”


The dragon seemed slower to pull away than usual. He opened
his claws. “Go roost, Nuisance.”


Alina smiled. “I don’t think that’s his proper name.”


“It is if I say so,” the dragon replied coolly. Then, he
focused on Thalassa. “Well? Is it from the dragon king or my huntsman? If the
dragon king, burn it without reading.”


“William put his mark on it,” Thalassa stated quickly. She
unrolled the scroll and passed an inner scroll to Alina. “Imani sent us a
missive as well.”


“Yes . . . the bonds of sisters,” the golden dragon stated
in a perfectly bored tone. “You may read it in private after you’ve read
William’s news.”


“Oh?” Alina interjected, a familiar teasing glint in her
dark eyes. “Are you certain you don’t wish to hear from Imani as well?”


The dragon arched his neck as he stared down his narrow jaws
at her. “There are not enough jewels in all of Sonera to coerce me into
listening to sisterly gossip filled with stuff and nonsense. Most especially if
it contains overly long references to . . . feelings.”


Alina studied him for a moment and then nodded solemnly.
“How does that make you feel?”


He blew a smoke ring at her and waved his claws at Thalassa.
“Carry on.”


She nodded and quickly turned her attention to her
brother-in-law’s plain handwriting; every line was straight and unembellished
especially compared to Imani’s curves and swirling flourishes. “Greetings
Master, we have made good time on our meetings with the king’s man in Cian
Gwenith. Tancred has given us a list of cities to check in the three northern
kingdoms. He will provide us hippogriffs to cross Aneirin to our first
destination near the Great Western Road. We are to explore Nereida and assess
the general mood of the people in the wake of the queen’s alliance with a
selkie clan. If we can learn the name of the Great Selkie, that may provide an
introduction at a later date. From Nereida, we will follow the trade road north
into Talhaearn and then to my former homeland of Taliesin. Our current estimate
is a five-month journey before returning to your company by way of Tancred’s
home. I shall write again when I have a better idea of our return date.
William.”


Thalassa looked up from the scroll and shrugged. “That’s all
he has written.”


“Did you think he would include an epic ballad?” the dragon
inquired. “Your sister’s message will no doubt carry more news. Expect to be
disappointed as well. Neither of them shall be as free with information as if
they were not currently serving the dragon king.”


She exchanged a look with her sister. Alina smiled. “We miss
them too.”


The dragon snorted, smoke wafting from his nostrils. “Do not
try to assume what I may or may not feel, little bird.” He turned, his scales
scraping across the stone floor, and then added, “I will catch the scalesinger in a few hours. If you wish to include a
missive of your own, have it ready.”


“Thank you!” Alina called after him as he vanished back into
the shadows concealing the tunnel from sight. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t
acknowledge her this time. His mood always soured when they received news from
William and Imani that didn’t indicate a return. If she didn’t know better, she
would almost guess the dragon was actually missing the two of them.


 


***


 


Thalassa stared at Imani’s flowing script as Alina
shuffled a trunk filled with their dancing gowns. Why? Why had Imani indulged
Alina’s questions about the silver dragon and his rumored human mate? Yet, it
was there in undeniable ink.


My dear sister, in
response to your questions, I can share a few details about our hosts. The
silver dragon, Tancred, is indeed the Earl of Silvermere. His countess is not a
dragoness or even one of their descendants called draven,
like the blues Alain and Dale. She is a human woman who began as his companion.
She seems very kind though I have not interacted with her much as she is in the
early months of her pregnancy and experiencing illness rather severely.


Thalassa closed her eyes as she fought against the urge to
crumple the missive. The hot stab of envy in her heart was not one she took
pride in and, yet, it was inescapable. Not for the illness, of course. But for
the cause.


She shook the thoughts
away and forced herself to read on. Sister, I must confess to being hesitant
about sharing the story between Tancred and his unusual choice of mate. They
are the first mating between a dragon and a pure human in over two hundred
years. My understanding is that many dragons are reluctant to receive her and
most still consider such a union an impossibility, if not also offensive.
Please do not set your heart by this example. He does not much approve of
humans as a whole, if you recall. Thalassa . . . Try to determine her reception
of my words before reading all of this.


“What else does she say, Lassa?”


“Hmm?” She looked up to find her twin staring at her now.
“Oh yes, forgive me. I was just thinking.”


“Might you finish sharing Imani’s news before doing so?”
Alina teased with a gentle smile. “It’s not fair to keep all the good things to
yourself, you know.”


“Well, she says . . . She says that she and William are
safe. They are not very concerned about their safety since William is so very
capable as we all know.” Thalassa glanced at the answers to Alina’s questions,
hesitating for a moment before skipping down. This was not the time for her to
learn about the silver dragon’s human. It would only encourage her pining for
the golden dragon.


Feeling Alina’s gaze on her once more, she looked up and
smiled. “My apologies. I lost my place. Oh, listen to what she says about the
hippogriffs! You’ll love their descriptions!”


As she rattled through the descriptions of the hippogriffs,
she couldn’t help mulling over an idea. One that had been around for some time
if she were honest. Alina was too attached to Lore. The golden dragon had never
given any true sign that he even noticed her regard, much less returned it.
Everything he did could be explained away as a dragon using his companion to
ward off apathetic boredom. Even training Alina in the draconic healing arts,
or at least those that didn’t need magic to supplement them, could be explained
away as nothing to do with feelings. He was so cold that most of the time she
was convinced he did not feel at all. And Alina . . . Her sister was far too
kind and warm to remain forever with such a cold creature.


She read Imani’s promise to write again as soon as she could
and then lowered the letter slightly. She smoothed the scroll flat in her lap
and glanced at her sister. “Alina.”


Alina looked up in response, her gold hoop earrings swaying
with the movement. A quizzical light filled her dark eyes. “What is it, Lassa?
Was there something in the letter you didn’t read aloud?”


She swallowed and then leaned forward as she spoke in a near
whisper, “Perhaps, we should leave the dragon’s company for good.”


 


***


 












Chapter Two


 


 


Alina dropped the heavy gold brocade skirt she’d just
begun to lift back into the trunk. She rocked back on her heels and then
plopped down on the rug in the center of their room. Her dark eyes were wide,
and her mouth hung open for a full two seconds before she finally gasped, “What
do you mean leave?”


Thalassa met her sister’s gaze with a steadiness she didn’t
quite feel. This conversation probably wasn’t one Imani would’ve expected from
the letter. However, it was past time they had it. She rubbed a thumb against
the gold and beaded bangles on her left wrist. “I mean it is time for us to make
our own way. To choose our own path is not such a shocking thing, is it? Given
the fact that we are finally unbound from the curse that forced us to stay
close to the golden dragon for so many years.”


Alina’s eyes flickered to the open trunk of dancing gowns,
and she trailed her fingers across the heavy gold brocade. She shook her head
minutely, earrings swaying with the movement. “You want to leave,” she
murmured. Dark eyes rose to meet hers once more as she frowned. “But we
promised, Lassa. All four of us gave our word that we would remain with him as
his companions after the curse broke.”


She fought the urge to roll her shoulders in discomfort.
Instead, she thought frantically back to those initial conversations. Her
recall for conversations might not be as perfect as her twin’s, still she
remembered it clearly enough. “Actually, I never said I would stay. It was only
the three of you who told the dragon that we would stay with him or at least
not leave for very long.”


Her twin’s frown deepened as she grew thoughtful. No doubt
she was sorting through her own memories. “You never said you wanted to leave
either.”


“I’ve always wanted to leave,” Thalassa countered, barely
keeping her voice down. The golden dragon almost never ventured down the tunnel
that contained their chamber. However, draconic hearing was far superior to
their own, and she did not want him to learn of her plans before she could
convince Alina to come with her. “When you first discussed things, Lore was
recovering from his injuries and would’ve been left at the mercies of the
blues. That clearly was not the time to mention leaving. Now, we can do so
without fear. Besides, does he truly need four companions?”


“Yes,” Alina hissed. Her bangles clacked together as she
waved her right hand in agitation. “Yes, dragons need companions. Those who do
not live with their own kind cannot be without companions, especially those
who’ve been separated from their kindred for as long as Lore. The dragon healer
texts said so.” She gave Thalassa a pointed look as she added, “Something you
know full well since you and Imani both read those journals and scrolls.”


“He will still have companions,” she countered. “There was
nothing in those teachings that said greater numbers of companions made a
difference. Isn’t it unusual for a dragon to have more than one or two
companions? Don’t most of them only have one companion?”


Alina offered a slight nod. “That’s true. However, our
situation is different.”


“It was different,” she corrected. “He made us companions as
part of the curse so we could live however long it took to break it since
expecting us to dance nightly in our feeble decades would be a bit much even
for a dragon.” She waved at the cave walls in the vague direction of the
dragon’s preferred areas in the cavern as she continued, “He expected us to
leave once our curse was broken. This has been two years longer than he
expected of us. It is time. No, it is past time for us to put dragons behind
us.”


“Thalassa.”


She raised her hand to ward off the argument. “No, Alina,
you know I’m right. As for his need for companions, William will stay with the
golden dragon forever no doubt. And since Imani chose him, she’ll stay as well.
That is still more than the one companion typical to dragons according to the
books we’ve read.”


“They won’t return for at least five months,” her sister
protested.


“Dragons can last without a constant companion presence,”
Thalassa countered. “It’s less than a year. It will not affect him.”


“Lassa, I don’t know that . . .” she trailed off looking
uncertain.


This was it! Her opportunity to sway Alina completely. She
blew out a breath. “Imani never intended for us to be caught up in the dragon’s
web. Only his insistence led to us being bound in the curse and then as his
companions. We owe him nothing more. We shouldn’t be required to remain as his
companions.”


Alina touched the small sapphire dangling from her hair
chain to rest against the center of her forehead. Then, she shook her head
slowly. “We volunteered to be bound in the curse . . . because it was the only
way to save little Adam and keep Imani from dying as his substitute for the
curse.”


She hid a flinch at the mention of their younger brother.
Though he’d lived to be an adult, she still remembered him only as the happy
little boy who’d loved watching his elder sisters dance for him and their
father. Much good their sacrifice had done, though. It hadn’t bought Adam
nearly as much time as it should have in the end. Still, she would not mention
that. Not in this conversation. She needed to focus on Alina, the sibling she
could still save.


She shrugged a shoulder in response. “Be that as it may, we
are within our rights to leave. Companionship is by choice and cannot be
forced.”


Alina rubbed the embroidered edge of her green safri between her fingers. “That’s true. However, you’re
overlooking one crucial problem. We are marked by our companionship and have
the lifespan of dragons now. That won’t fade away simply because we leave our
home.”


“This is not a home!” she snapped as she leapt to her feet,
dropping Imani’s letter in the process. But she couldn’t bring herself to care.
“This is a prison! Why can’t you see it?”


Alina didn’t answer right away. Instead, she reached out to
pick up the fallen letter. She turned it over in her hands and traced a finger
across Imani’s words.


Thalassa watched as she struggled to rein her emotions back
under control. There was no fear of Alina realizing she’d deliberately left
some of Imani’s letter out of her reading. The letters jumbled on the page for
her sister, making it impossible for her to read anything. No matter how Mati
had tried to help, she’d never been able to find a solution for her youngest
daughter’s struggles to read. At least, not until she’d discovered Alina was
able to recall anything she heard perfectly. Then, it simply became a matter of
reading aloud to her.


She took a shuddering breath. “Forgive me, Alina. I
shouldn’t have snapped. I was . . .” her voice trailed off. Her temperamental
outbursts didn’t usually huddle so close to the surface, waiting to spring out
at any moment like a hunting drake ambushing unsuspecting prey. Yet, she
couldn’t fully control these outbursts.


“I know,” Alina said gently. She smoothed the letter and
then rose to stand before her holding it out. As Thalassa took the scroll, she
added with a smile, “We’re sisters, Thalassa. And there is nothing that can
break that bond. Especially after spending these last hundred years sharing a
room with you and Imani. And dancing. And doing chores. And being required to
be in each other’s company at all times nearly every day.”


Thalassa rolled her eyes. “Does that not sound torturous?
Most especially doing it all with a younger sister as well as an older one.”


Alina snickered as she’d expected. Her smile bloomed warm.
“You should have had my trials. I have two elder sisters.”


“Well, at least you’re very well looked after because of
it,” she countered with twitching lips until she lost the battle and laughed.


“Thalassa . . .”


The hesitancy in her sister’s voice made her steel herself
for some reminder of her foolish actions in the past. She swallowed the
instinctive denial that attempted to wing its way to her lips. Instead, she
forced herself to perch on the edge of her bed once more. She dropped the
letter onto the furs slightly behind her and patted the bed.


Alina perched next to her, twisting one of her rings in her
nervousness. Her sister glanced at the arched entrance to their room and then
back at her. “Thalassa, I worry you’re being hasty in this desire to leave.
Where would we even go?”


“I am not being hasty,” she countered. It was the truth . . .
mostly. “As for where we should go, is it not obvious? We should return to
Ebura?”


“The capital?”


She nodded. “Yes, why not? Ebura was our home before we came
here.”


Alina stared at her for a moment as she rubbed the edge of
her safri. Then, she sighed. “What would we do there?
It is not as though we have any contacts available to us. Everyone we once knew
in the merchant circles through Baba are long gone, so we could hardly turn to
any of them for help. Our best skills are dancing, making clothes, and cooking
since I doubt being able to keep a flock of goats alive and in good order for
seventy years with a dragon who grumbles about eating them when they bleat too
much for his liking would count.”


Thalassa’s relief that Alina was even considering it was tempered
by one annoying fact. She didn’t have an answer to the question. Not yet, at
least. However, she would think of something. Starting over in the city of
their birth was surely better than remaining isolated with a golden dragon for
the rest of their long existence.


Her sister watched her expectantly. When she opened her
mouth to question her, however, the dragon’s cool voice drifted down the tunnel
to them. “Guests have arrived. The brothers blue are returned . . . no doubt
they expect to join the meal.”


Alina laughed as she bounced up from the bed and skipped to
the archway. “We shall be ready!”


Thalassa made a show of rolling her eyes when her twin
glanced back at her. “Wonderful,” she muttered, “now we must feed three
dragons. We’ll need to visit the village market to repair the damage that will
do to our stores.” She grinned as a new thought occurred to her. “We should
feed them one of the spicier kuri sauces. They don’t
have much experience with Belfarad’s cuisine after all.”


They exchanged a mischievous look and then burst into
laughter. Perhaps, it was a little petty to try overheating a dragon’s mouth.
However, their mortal forms were a touch more vulnerable to such an experience
than their between or proper forms. And . . . it wouldn’t hurt to make the
rather stoic Alain pant from a mouthful of unexpected heat.


 


***


 












Chapter Three


 


 


The very air of Belfarad tried to stick to his skin.
Alain didn’t bother to hide his scowl as he hurried to dress. Not that the
heavy wool of his trousers and tunic alleviated the discomfort of the heavy air
that beaded the large green fronds rising from the forest floor with water
droplets. He rolled his shoulders and swung his arms as he resisted the urge to
breathe fire in an attempt to dry the air. Southern Belfarad was the worst of
the whole kingdom as far as sticky air and heat clinging beneath dense trees
was concerned.


“Try not to start any fires,” his brother teased. He
adjusted the strap of his satchel as he strode out of the fronds to Alain’s
left. His mismatched blue and brown gaze swept the area. “No huntsman after
all. And, you thought he was going to flee back here.”


His brother managed to keep a smile on his face even though
he brushed at his shoulder length tawny hair in a way that made him suspect it
was already sticking uncomfortably. He scrubbed a hand through his own tawny
hair, more grateful than ever that he kept it cropped short. Alain snorted. “I
said he could do that since Tancred wasn’t going to keep him or his mate under
guard.”


“Yes, because a human who’s been a companion longer than
we’ve been alive would have no idea what sort of wrath he’d draw from a robbed
dragon.”


“Be quiet, Dale.” He looked around at the forest and
frowned. “I still don’t see why we need to be here.”


“Because it’s generally considered bad manners to simply
barge into another dragon’s home unannounced?” Dale suggested with exaggerated
innocence.


Alain turned his frown on his brother. Not that it would do
much to him. They were too close in age for his advantage as the eldest of
their parents’ brood to properly work. “You know very well what I meant.”


Dale rolled his eyes as he sighed. “Is it the same complaint
you’ve been voicing since we left the dragon king’s court ten days ago? The one
where you grumble that you’d rather be anywhere save dancing attendance to a
golden healer who refuses to cave in his longstanding isolation from the dragon
king’s court? At least, we have made some progress since discovering him two
years ago.”


“Oh yes,” he muttered as he pulled his boots from his pack
and started putting them on. “Having the dragon’s huntsman accept the
invitation to Silvermere’s estate was a great victory.”


“He brought his mate with him,” his brother pointed out.
“That is a victory considering how protective he’s always been of her. Besides,
we needed to borrow the huntsman for the dragon king’s investigation to carry
on, remember? Taliesin is always a question with their penchant for civil war.
However, there’s also our lack of information about Talhaearn. That kingdom has
been difficult to gather intelligence about ever since the Regent Queen took
the throne five years ago.” His gaze grew contemplative. “Maybe, I should
volunteer to go there after this task is done.”


“Why would you ever want to do that?” Alain asked as he
stamped his feet to settle them more securely in his boots. He pushed out of
the waist high fronds and then grabbed his own pack from the base of a broad
smooth tree trunk. “The huntsman was chosen to spy on the kingdoms because he’s
from Taliesin.”


“And, we’re from Talhaearn.” Dale’s voice grew a little
wistful as he mused, “I’d like to see the keep where our parents first began
their lives together.”


“You’re ridiculously sentimental,” Alain retorted as he
checked his pack out of habit more than any worry that he’d forgotten
something. “We don’t really come from Talhaearn. We were born in the border
mountains and therefore unclaimed by any kingdom.”


“I don’t think the mapmakers would agree with you.”


“They can’t agree or disagree since they’re all long dead,”
he countered. He secured his pack closed and then swung it on his back. He
scowled up at the fading sunlight filtering through the leafy branches. “We’ll
be forced to stay for the meal.”


“We need to wait for his reply anyway.”


“It will take longer this way.” Alain scowled as a new
thought occurred to him. “He’s only going to move further away.”


Dale didn’t respond right away. When he glanced over, his
brother’s pleasant expression had finally faded to something . . . darker. A
brush of fiery orange flitted through his two-toned eyes. “It’s been six years.
It won’t last much longer. We won’t allow it.”


He offered a curt nod. Klonodrien, the cowardly red rogue,
had escaped justice for far too long. They’d almost caught him two years ago.
If not for the golden dragon’s severe injuries and the need for more help than
his human companions could offer, they might have caught him then. Finally,
been able to demand the answers they knew he harbored as to what had truly
happened to their sister.


“We found her jewelry in the cache he left behind in
Carabas,” Dale murmured. “We can drag him in front of the dragon king and the
full court to demand answers. He will tell us if she escaped his clutches.”


Or if she had died in the grasp of the cruel and corrupt
rogue. His throat grew tight and hot as his instincts attempted to breathe
fire. No. He needed control. Revealing their distress to a loner was too much
of a risk. Who knew how the golden healer would react?


A weight settled on his shoulder and then squeezed as Dale
continued, “We need to be patient. Klonodrien has far more resources than
normal rogues since he’s a leader of the cabal.” He released his shoulder and
smacked Alain on the back. “Besides, the dragon king’s instructions were clear.
We are to carry out this task before pursuing any other . . . leads. At least
this time, it’s just a simple request.”


“Because simplicity always makes the golden healer more cooperative,”
Alain grumbled as he followed his brother down the near untraceable path.


The golden dragon was waiting for them in his proper form
when they emerged from the tunnel into the main audience chamber. There was no
sign of the two sisters who’d remained with him. Perhaps they’d decided to
leave his companionship after all. He tilted his triangular head. “Blues. I
suppose you’ve another request from your master.”


“We do,” Alain confirmed. “His request—”


“That wasn’t a request to hear it, young one,” the dragon
interjected in cool tones. He rustled his wings and then moved to the shadows
to Alain’s left and to the right of the raised platform with his taimana
throne. He lowered his nose slightly and tilted his head, listening before
abruptly turning away. “My companions are preparing a meal. You will share it
with us.”


“It is our honor,” Alain intoned out of habit more than
sincerity. His entire body itched with the need to keep moving, to start flying
and hunting.


The golden healer fixed him with a stare for a long moment
before he rustled his wings. “You know the way to the dining chamber. Stay out
of my companions’ way until they say you may be seated. I will join you once
I’ve changed.”


The subtle warning not to trifle with the two women was
completely unnecessary. Still, it never ceased to surprise him that the golden
healer who presented such an unattached demeanor toward even his own companions
would routinely warn the brothers to leave them alone. He kept his mouth shut
though and merely offered a curt bow of his head.


There was no sign of the women when they entered the dining
room though his nose twitched at the smell of spices and sizzling meat in the
kitchens a short tunnel away. He pressed his back against one of the cave walls
and folded his arms over his chest. Based on their host’s words, there’d been
no invitation to sit at the table as though they were honored guests. Dale
joined him, though he crossed his ankles as he leaned back and wore a light
smile. The whisper of silk and clink of jewelry warned of the sisters’
approach. They appeared with steaming bowls and two covered in cloth, but he
could smell the spices and yeast of bread. They looked identical from their
dark blue skirts to the green safris nearly obscuring
their bared midriffs and the short-sleeved silver celis.
Even their jewelry of golden hoop earrings, a hair chain forged of silver links
leading to a round sapphire pedant dangling against their foreheads, and
bangles of silver, gold, and various beads that glittered in the torchlight
filling the room was identical.


One of them danced off as soon as she deposited her bowls.
The younger twin, Alina, then. She was the one who always seemed to dance when
she moved. His gaze returned to the remaining twin, Thalassa. She was watching
him from beneath her lashes as she pretended to be busy with arranging the
bowls in the center of the table. There was a hint of . . . mischief in her
scent, however.


He narrowed his eyes at her. What was she up to? She
wouldn’t try to poison him, would she?


For some reason he thought of the single time she’d danced
with him. Leading him through the confusing unfamiliar steps of Belfarad’s
dances while her elder sister danced with her new husband. A smile on her lips
and a look of mischief in her dark eyes. He shook the memory away. It was
nearly as much a bother as coming to plead with a stubborn dragon. Why did he
remember it so well? He had no idea considering she’d never danced with him
again. Their few interactions were civil but stiff, except when she’d
‘mistakenly’ dumped hot pepper seeds in his mulled wine. The only reason he
hadn’t yelped at the unexpected burning sensation was a familiarity with
pranks. Although, he’d been forced to drink a generous helping of goat’s milk
when the healer caught him panting and choking in the tunnels.


“Are you debating coloring?” Dale suddenly piped up. As they
both jerked to look at him, he grinned and gestured between Alain and himself.
“Do we look better with blue and brown eyes or with the blue and dark green my
unfortunate brother is sporting?”


“I told you to stay out of my companions’ way,” came the
cool disapproving voice of their host. The dragon strode into the room wearing
a light silver damask robe over a white tunic and loose white trousers. His
grey eyes flicked around the room and then something in his long lean frame
eased. His pale hair was just shy of being white and slid across his shoulders
before he flicked it back as he went to the head of the table. He rested a hand
on the back of the chair and then snatched up the jug of wine and sniffed it.
“How fortunate you did not make any errors in mixing the wine tonight,
Thalassa.”


A giggle drifted from the kitchen tunnel before Alina danced
back into view carrying a large trencher piled with steaming meat covered in
various spices. “We would only make such an error once, Lore,” she said as she
placed the trencher on the table. She looked over the table’s offerings and
then nodded to Thalassa, who uncovered the bowls of golden balls of bread
sprinkled with spices. There were also generous amounts of flat bread and bowls
of the kuri sauce that was so popular in Belfarad.
Rice, a kuri with chunks of meat, and a dish filled
with roasted vegetables also adorned the table.


Alain exchanged a look with his brother as the golden healer
seated the sisters first before impatiently waving them over. The younger twin
sat at the healer’s left hand while Alain sat across from her sister,
abandoning the seat closest to their host to his brother. As he stacked meat on
his plate, he tried to keep from frowning. This conversation was going to be
absolutely fruitless.


“Why did the dragon king send you this time?” The golden
healer paused for a moment before adding, “Surely, he doesn’t request I
surrender the rest of my companions to his futile schemes of returning to the
Five Kingdoms?”


“Is it truly such a futile thing?” Alina asked as she dipped
a piece of flatbread in her kuri. “We’ve lived in
Belfarad all this time.”


“Not openly, and not as a united kingdom seeking to return
its people to ancestral homes,” the healer countered. Grey eyes returned to him
as he raised an eyebrow. “Well?”


Alain cleared his throat as he dutifully poured some green kuri across his meat. It was a new sauce . . . Feeling the
older dragon’s gaze on him, he looked up and said, “The dragon king has sent us
with an invitation for the golden healer. He requests that you consider
venturing from your own land into the Burnt Lands to meet with him in his
court.”


“Why?”


“His intention is to have a conversation,” Alain repeated
the last of the official message.


The dragon tore off a bit of meat and chewed. He swallowed
and then cast both of them a stern look. “I decline the invitation. I refuse to
become embroiled in the political intrigues of that court.”


“The king only asks you to come have a conversation with him
at the court because he cannot venture into Belfarad,” Dale protested. “It is
not an intrigue.”


Their host merely arched a dark eyebrow. “Is there still a
Separatist Court in play?”


“Well, yes,” Dale answered slowly before glancing at him.
Alain could offer no explanation for the question. Though, he had a suspicion.”


The older dragon huffed as he pinched a golden ball of bread
between his thumb and forefinger. “Then, the invitation your king has so
generously extended is nothing more than a political move.” He took a bite and
a drink of his wine. “Admittedly, it is a wise move to attempt given the fact
that I am a healer with a strong curse breaker talent. Nevertheless, it is a
move rooted in politics since our people’s disputes are most often waged with
curses even before we set fires.”


The companions exchanged a look and then Alina asked,
“Doesn’t that mean you should visit them? Since you can help prevent curses?”


The golden dragon cast her a long look. “No, little bird. My
visit would have the opposite outcome. When the Separatists learn I visited the
royal court, giving the appearance that I am aligned with the king they
despise, they shall only resort to using nastier curses. I will not become
involved in this matter, not even to give him the coup of my having visited.”


“But you are a curse breaker,” Dale protested. “You’re
strong enough to break them.”


The dragon shook his head. “The last curse I became involved
with took one hundred years to satisfy. No.”


Alain nudged his brother with his elbow and then spoke up
before Dale could anger their host. “We will convey your message to the dragon
king.”


“As you will,” came the cool response.


Alain resisted shaking his head or giving his brother a
look. Instead, he picked up the meat dripping in green kuri
sauce and took a large bite. He chewed quickly and then more slowly as his
senses screamed beneath a sharp burning sensation flooding his mouth and
searing his tongue. He swallowed the meat, and the fire spread to his throat.
He gave a choked sound.


As he opened his mouth, panting from the unpleasant burning,
he met the dark eyes of the twin seated across from him. She winked at him. He
coughed, which hurt more.


The golden dragon’s cool voice intruded on his visions of
chasing the impudent woman through the tunnels to throw her into a pool of
water or snow. “It seems our guests have not fully adapted to the spiciness of
some of the dishes of Belfarad. Alina . . . fetch some goat’s milk.”


As he continued breathing harshly around his burning tongue,
he stared at Thalassa. Amusement filled her scent as well as her dark eyes.
Snow. Yes, he would dump her into a large snowbank. It was almost the rainy
season in Belfarad, which meant the southern mountains would have snow in their
upper peaks and he could dump her in and see how amusing she found it.


 


***


 












Chapter Four


 


 


“It was the funniest thing I’ve seen this year!”


Alain rolled his eyes as Dale practically shouted his
enthusiasm at Marc. Their younger brother had the dubious fortune of being in
the upper tunnels when they entered their parents’ home in the mountains tucked
between northern Cian Gwenith and southeastern Talhaearn. Marc didn’t say a
word as he fiddled with the book Dale had unceremoniously nudged out of his
face when they caught him to share the tale of Alain’s encounter with a much
spicier version of the kuri sauce.


“We aren’t here for long,” he interjected before Dale could
say anything else. “We just need to report to Papa and Mama before continuing
on to the Burnt Lands.”


“They’re in the library,” Marc finally spoke. He abruptly
turned left down the tunnel leading to the quarters he’d managed to establish
somewhat away from the main family quarters that the nestlings shared.
Although, Alain supposed Marc wasn’t a nestling anymore since he was twenty and
four years of age. Still, practically a juvenile. A very quiet one who
preferred their parents’ collection of scrolls and books to anything else. Of
course, his talent for magically preserving books and scrolls was a welcome
thing given the scarcity of their collection.


Alain jostled Dale with his shoulder as he strode by him.
“Come on. We need to hurry up.”


“He didn’t tell us to return directly from the healer,” Dale
murmured. “Besides, they worry when we don’t check in with them.”


Of course, they did. Who could blame them when their eldest
daughter vanished while on a simple flying excursion to stretch her wings and
gather a few herbs from the valleys? Alain forced the thoughts of his sister
away. There wasn’t time for that now. He needed to stay focused and keep
everyone else focused so they could leave before the rest of their siblings
found out they’d returned. It would be impossible to leave in a timely manner
with their younger siblings swarming around them and demanding stories.


He picked up his pace as the familiar light glowed from the
always bright library. The large cavern was covered in shelves and each one
along with every cubbyhole was overflowing with scrolls and books. The light of
the four braziers gave the room an additional cheery presence that seemed to
welcome them as they passed through the large archway. The feeling was a
familiar one that had been present for as long as he could remember. No matter
how often they changed caverns and moved along the eastern mountain range over
the decades, his parents always set up the library with as much warmth and
cheer as they could manage.


The large table in the center of the room was covered with
maps as usual, but this time the scattered chairs were occupied by three
people. Two of them rose at their entrance. Their father, Alastair, nodded with
a faint smile. They looked closest to him in appearance, sharing his tall broad
shouldered frame and tawny hair. Their two-toned eyes came from their dragon
blooded mother, however. More properly, she was a draven
but one who was at least six generations removed from her dragon ancestor so
she could not shift forms like her children. Her magic emerged when she
practiced her talent of storytelling, making her voice all the more compelling.
Marissa’s two-toned blue and brown eyes shone with happiness and relief as she
hurried toward them, her blonde curls bouncing with her movements. “Alain,
Dale! We did not know if you would return so soon.”


He dutifully bent to hug her and pressed a kiss to her
cheek. “We cannot linger. We have to meet with . . .” He trailed off as he took
a closer look at the third visitor. The man’s hood and cloak obscured his
features, but the feel of his magic’s sharp fiery taste was unmistakable. He
straightened while his mother turned her embrace to Dale. “Majesty.”


Dale chuckled. “Marc didn’t mention the dragon king had come
to visit you. We wouldn’t have been in such a hurry if he had.”


“Perhaps because you were talking too much for him to get a
word in edgewise,” Alain muttered before remembering their audience now
included the king. He was far too relaxed around his family.


The dragon king huffed in amusement. “I would expect nothing
else from either of your brothers, Alain. As I told your parents when I first
intruded on them, I am preparing to visit Tancred. There are some matters I
wish to discuss with him, and his mate is currently unable to travel.” He
gestured toward the table as he continued, “So, I came to see Alastair and
Marissa before descending on Tancred’s household. That I suspected you would
invariably stop to see them before continuing to my court was a convenience as
well.”


Alain felt his cheeks flush a little. Still, he bowed
slightly before allowing his mother to usher him toward the table. His father
clasped forearms with him and then with Dale before resuming his seat. “Since
they’ve returned and met with Marc, it will only be a matter of time before the
rest of our brood sniff them out. Best get your reports over with while you
can.”


The dragon king’s hood moved with his exaggerated nod as he
waved a gloved hand. “Yes, tell me what the golden healer had to say to my
invitation.”


Alain felt Dale’s eyes on him. He ignored the sensation and
focused on the king. “With respect, your majesty, he does not accept your
invitation.”


The taste of the king’s magic grew sharper for a moment. Yet,
his voice was calm as he threaded his fingers together and leaned back in his
chair. “I see. Did the dragon calling himself Lore tell you why he has refused
my invitation to speak with me?”


That the dragon king used the golden healer’s name was
another indication of his irritation. Though it was clear from his phrasing
that he knew quite well the name the dragon used was not his true name. Still,
the dragon king rarely used proper names of dragons who did not use them
freely. Perhaps, because no one outside his own brother, the General Valerian,
knew his proper name. Alain hesitated only half a breath before answering, “He
said he has no wish to be involved in the . . . feud with the Separatists. He
believes very strongly that his venturing into the court, even for a
conversation, would give the impression that he supports you.”


“I know. That’s why I invited him.” The dragon king sighed
and then placed both hands on the table. He drummed his fingers and the weight
of his invisible gaze settled on Alain once more. “Very well. He knows my
intentions for inviting him to court. It is not a great loss that he refuses to
play along . . . I would have been surprised if he had. However,” his voice
grew more resonate, “the golden healer cannot remain unattached as he wishes. I
visit Tancred in person because of Draven’s most recent report.”


Draven, the family name and title of the leader of the
collected descendants of dragons and humans who remained with their draconic
kin, primarily served in the desert beyond the Five Kingdoms’ southern border.
More specifically, he lived in the oasis known as the Cave of Wonders. Alain
had never met the man in person though Tancred said he was of wyvern descent.


Dale leaned forward. “What did he say?”


“The cabal is rumored to indulge in more curses. Whispers
from the caravans and from those Draven and Yvette have rescued from the
cabal’s slave trade.” The dragon king tapped the table once more. “This cabal
has been a problem since before the dragon wars. They contributed much to the
start of the wars. Many of the dragons are the same ones who plagued us in the
days before war with humans became our great struggle, rogues and rebels. Some
of the draven as well. Only the humans have truly
changed. They remain the ones who are passionate enough or greedy enough to
ally themselves with a poisonous power to achieve their own wants. If the
curses are becoming widespread again, it will only be a matter of time before
the cabal turns this new generation of humans against all other races once
more. The golden healer must become
involved. He need not be involved in my troubles with the Separatists. They’re
currently too preoccupied with their internal feuds to elevate themselves above
their proclaimed princehood to truly be a threat to
us. No, he needs to be involved in this situation with the cabal.”


He was going to send them back to the healer. Alain bit back
a harsh denial. Yet, he couldn’t silence his objections completely. “With
respect, your majesty, approaching the golden healer a third time is a waste of
time and resources when we could be hunting other sources to use against the
cabal. Such as Klonodrien and the other dragons involved with the cabal. He
begrudgingly gave permission for two of his companions to serve you as scouts.
He will not be moved on this matter.”


“Then, we must move him by force. The golden healer has the
strongest natural talent for curse breaking among living dragons and, most
importantly, he is old enough to know how to use it.” The dragon king’s voice
roughened, and the scent of smoke and sulfur grew heavier as he continued, “We
gained a boon when the draven, Azazel, was compelled
by Yvette’s curse to confess much of his knowledge about the cabal and their
leaders. Unfortunately, it only lasted a few weeks before someone was able to
kill him during an interrogation. The curse struck too fast for even the golden
healer to do anything about it. However, with his knowledge and experience, I
expect he knows how to ward off curses. The ability to cast such a protection
is nearly a forgotten art among our people. It’s been regulated to the realm of
legends and stories found in the royal library and in Alastair’s collection. If
anyone of our number can still do it, however, it must be the golden healer.”


“If he won’t cooperate,” Alain began before cutting himself
off as his father raised a cautioning hand.


The dragon king leaned back in his chair and the scent of
sulfur lessened. His voice returned to its normal tones when he spoke. “I
appreciate the reasons you wish to go after Klonodrien. However, you and your
brother pledged your service to me. Therefore, you must follow my commands, not
personal matters you attempt to dress as my will. Klonodrien will be made to
account for his crimes. All of them. That much I can guarantee. However, I will
not help your search if you cannot obey orders.”


Alain almost argued and then he looked at his mother. She’d
pressed a slim hand over her mouth and was looking away, hiding behind her
loose curls. Their sister’s absence hurt her the most. He bit back the words he
wanted to say, the arguments he wanted to make, and forced himself to nod
instead. “What are your orders, my king?”


“You and your brother will return to the golden healer.” The
dragon king reached into his cloak, briefly offering a glimpse of a tunic as
black as his obsidian scales, and withdrew a sealed scroll. “Give this to him
and await his reply. If he agrees, you are free to resume your hunt for
Klonodrien.”


He would do whatever it took to force the golden healer into
agreeing. Whatever the dragon king’s request, it would be worth allowing the
hunt to resume.


 


***


 












Chapter Five


 


 


“I’ve solved the problem of our making a livelihood,”
Thalassa whispered to her sister.


Alina paused in the act of placing the hairpins with their
connecting chains in her dark hair. She twisted on the bench in front of her
mirror to look up at her. “What do you mean?”


Thalassa smiled as she continued braiding her twin’s hair.
“Do you remember the merchant Fahmida?”


“The cloth merchant who travels through the village?”


“Yes. I’ve spoken to her and even written to her about
possibly finding a place of work in the capital. She has offered to lease us
the room above her store in the capital!” Thalassa almost danced as she
recalled the merchant’s letter. “It is on the best street in the merchant
district! She will allow us to display one or two of the dancing gowns we
create from her cloth.”


“Why the dancing gowns?”


Thalassa grinned as she finished the braid and then grasped
Alina’s shoulders. “Because the style of gowns we make for our dances are
growing more popular with noblewomen as the king works to establish the power
of his own court. It’s a popularity contest between him and the disgraced earl,
and Gildas favored northern looks over Belfarad’s own
traditions.”


“That does make sense.” Her sister frowned slightly. “Where
would we get the money to lease the room?”


The brief thought of using the gold and silver coins the
dragon kept set aside for the sisters’ needs flitted through her mind. No, that
would likely cause him to see them as thieves. No matter that the coins were
for their use and needs. She did not want an irate dragon thinking they’d
stolen from his treasure. Both the inaccurate human legends and the dragon
recorded writings agreed on one thing. No one stole from a dragon who did not
live to regret it.


She gestured to the trunk full of gowns. “We can sell some
of our dancing gowns and even some of the ones Imani left behind. She will not
miss them. It would give the nobles a taste of what we can do for them.”


“How are we to gain their attention?”


“It’s simple. The king and a number of his closest advisors
are eligible bachelors. As such, more balls are to be held to introduce them to
all the eligible maidens, even in the merchant class!” Thalassa squeezed
Alina’s shoulders, grinning. “Just think, we need only attend and dance in our
gowns to gain customers.”


“I’m not certain it shall be as easy as that. When we heard
of new fashion from the king’s balls, it was because a noblewoman wore it. Not
a merchant.”


Thalassa ignored the point. “This is a new court, and
Merchant Fahmida said there is more to be gained by
the merchants. The nobles are all rather terrified of being seen as sympathizers
to the kingmaker so they will pay more attention to whomever the king and his
advisors favor, even if we are from the merchant class.”


“You think they’ll favor us?”


“Of course, they will favor you. What mortal man can resist
your charms?” She helped secure the hairpin and its chain even as she mused, “I
can already see you dancing through the royal ballroom. You should have a noble
husband. Perhaps, a merchant lord or even one of the titled noblemen.”


“Is a kind loving merchant lord in your future as well?”
Alina laughed.


Thalassa froze and then quickly resumed patting at her
sister’s hair, ensuring everything looked well for the day. She sighed. “We
both know I’m not a prize for any man who requires heirs to inherit.” Not since
her ability to provide that vital part of their lives had been stolen from her.
“No, the daydreams of kings and noblemen and merchant lords belong solely to
you, Alina.” She forced a smile in response to her sister’s concerned gaze.
“Now, does this mean you finally agree with me?”


“Lassa, I . . .” Alina trailed off and then sighed. “I am
not certain this is the best option for us.”


“Because of him?”


Her sister shook her head. “No, not because of Lore. Because
I cannot ignore the fact that we no longer age as normal humans do. Look at
us.” She waved at their reflections in the mirror. “We look barely more than a
few years past twenty, when in reality we are one hundred and nineteen years
old. Imani is the same, though she looks a little older than us. William looks
barely in his thirties, and he’s closer to two hundred years than one hundred.
People will notice that we do not age. If we were to gain noble customers or
even husbands as you suggest, we would be noticeable by the king and his
Defender of the Realm. The Protector would be worse based on the stories we
hear. Even without him as a part of the equation, I fear this plan of yours
would end very badly.”


“They won’t notice for several decades,” Thalassa countered.
“We can always use dyes to turn our hair silver or white.”


“That won’t work if our faces do not age as well.”


“Not every woman ages quickly,” she countered. “If you are
so concerned, we can don veils with customers. You can tell your husband of our
descent through Mati from the Sisters of Red. Most people think they’re
magical. Who’s to say Sisters of Red don’t age more slowly than most people
expect?”


“I don’t think Imani would like this plan,” Alina murmured
as she rose from the bench. She brushed at the bright yellow silk of her safri hemmed with silver and blue embroidery and then
adjusted the topaz pendant hanging from the hair chain. The length of silk
crossing her torso didn’t fully cover her midriff or pale blue celi as she looped the tail over her left arm.


“Imani isn’t the one who needs to make this plan or like it.
I just need you to come with me.” Thalassa stepped toward her sister and
grasped her upper arms. “Please. You are my sister. I want the best for both of
us. Will you think about it?”


“Lassa . . .”


“Alina, I’ve a new lesson for you to try,” came the cool
rich call.


A light of pleasure bloomed in her sister’s eyes. “I
shouldn’t keep him waiting.” She started to move away, then paused and looked
back at her as she whispered, “I’ll think about it. Just . . . Don’t do
anything rash, Lassa. It gets you into trouble.”


As she watched her sister flit through the archway, Thalassa
ran her fingers across her bangles. At least, Alina had promised to think about
it. She could be a little more patient. However, she would not give up until
they’d forged a new life. One where Alina would be loved as deeply as she
loved. One where the dragons and their meddling and everything else would be
left out of it.


 


***


 












Chapter Six


 


 


“You think you can find prettier cloth at a better
price?”


Thalassa made a show of raising her eyebrows as she
carefully examined the red and blue damask silk. She threaded the corner of the
bolt through the first ring of her hand flower bracelet, making Merchant Fahmida click her tongue in feigned exasperation. The silk
slid through as easily as they both knew it would. “Perhaps, I would be able to
have more than six yards at that price.”


“If you wish to wait for another caravan to visit the
village, you will find they only charge more,” the merchant argued. She waved a
doughy hand at the fabric. “I can find nobles who will pay more than you for
this same amount without complaint.”


She smirked as she leaned in to whisper, “That is because
they expect to pay more and never think to haggle as a proper merchant does.”


Merchant Fahmida cackled. “True
enough. Fine. Because you are clever enough to do your merchant father honor, I
will give you two extra lengths. For five silvers more.”


“Three extra lengths for such a price,” she countered.


Fahmida tapped her round cheek,
copper and silver bangles clicking with the movement. Then, the merchant
nodded. “Deal done!”


She measured out the cloth including the three extra lengths
and cut it. Thalassa counted out the appropriate coins and then dropped them
into the merchant’s outstretched hand. As she claimed her linen wrapped cloth,
Merchant Fahmida tapped her wrist. “Have you given
more thought to my offer?”


The room in Ebura dangled in front of her like the most
succulent fruit, itching to be picked. She wanted to reach out and take it. “I
have been thinking about it and discussing it with my sister.”


Only Alina hadn’t mentioned it since they’d last spoken a
sennight ago. If she knew her sister, she’d probably put the thought aside
hoping that Thalassa would let the idea go. Perhaps, the better solution would
be to simply accept the bargain and then inform Alina that it was done.


She started to say the words that would change their fates
when a most unwelcome voice intruded. “There you are, Thalassa. See, Dale, I
told you I recognized her.”


Ugh, the dragons . . . She forced a quick smile for the
merchant. “I’m afraid I cannot give an answer today.”


Merchant Fahmida’s sharp gaze
darted from her to the annoying dragon who was still talking loudly to his
brother. “Very well. However, I must warn that I cannot hold the room for long.
Ebura grows busier by the day. There are many who would pay higher prices to
lease such a prominent position in the merchant district.”


“I can have an answer as well as the first payment ready in
a sennight,” Thalassa blurted out.


The dragons’ conversation had lowered or even ceased, but
she didn’t care. She couldn’t lose the only escape offered that Alina was
actually willing to consider. Her heart fell as the merchant shook her head,
sending a ripple through the length of brilliant orange safri
draped over her hair. Fahmida clicked her tongue.
“No, I cannot wait that long. My caravan leaves the village the day after
tomorrow. You must give me an answer tomorrow, or I will not hold it.”


“I will come with an answer tomorrow,” she promised as she
grabbed her purchase.


The merchant didn’t bother to reply as Thalassa spun to face
the crowd. The dragons were an eyesore in their heavy wool tunics and trousers.
Of course, their pale complexions and tawny hair along with their height made
them stand out from most of Belfarad as well. At least, in villages like this
one. The larger trade cities along the coast and in Ebura welcomed even greater
diversity of people including those of the northern kingdoms. In southern
Belfarad away from the trade road, northerners were few and far between. Here,
it was most often Kushites who mingled with the locals.


She lifted her eyes to the sky and silently asked Shaddai
why He delighted in throwing so many dragons into her path, especially when she
was on the cusp of returning to a more normal life for her and Alina. Dropping
her gaze, she glared at the dragons and then pointedly walked away from them. Quickening
her pace to a brisk walk, she dodged several children chasing each other and
then a farmer with a handcart of gourds.


She’d almost dared to think she’d successfully escaped the
dragons when she passed through the open gate of the palisade surrounding the
village without hearing them behind her. Then, as she took the turn to the left
that would loop the long way around the village trail and across a stream to
reach the path to the cavern, she heard a low chuckle. Raising her chin
slightly, she continued walking. She refused, absolutely refused to look back
at him. He was taking far too much pleasure in this whole thing.


“She seems unfriendly today. It is most definitely
Thalassa.”


“Are you certain, brother?”


“Of course, Alina would have greeted us and asked after our
parents and siblings.”


She pursed her lips as she continued down the path. She was
not going to play this game with him. He was just trying to rile her into
responding. She would not indulge him.


There was a silence that didn’t last nearly long enough
before Alain spoke again. “Of course, it could be she’s angry that I kept her
from running away from home by interrupting.”


“I am not running away from home,” she snapped, swinging
around to face the dragons.


Alain raised both eyebrows at her response. “No? Then, why
was the woman attempting to sell you a room in Ebura?”


“Because I’m planning to move there and begin a new life for
myself and Alina.” She scowled at him. “If you had not interrupted, I might
have finalized the necessary arrangements.”


The brothers exchanged looks before Alain turned back to
her, his blue and dark green eyes boring into her. “Your master has approved of
your leaving.”


She swallowed, heart speeding up, as she fought a blush.
“Not as of yet.”


His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared slightly. “What
about your sister? Does Alina know you plan to move her to Ebura?”


“She knows of my plan,” Thalassa protested hotly. The guilt
whispering through her made her add an amendment, “She just hasn’t fully agreed
to it because she’s concerned that our master will not be able to handle the
absence until Imani and William’s return.”


Alain’s brow furrowed, and she fully expected him to lecture
her on the responsibilities of companionship. Instead, his gaze grew
contemplative. “You could be freer to leave your master if he is preoccupied
with a hunt.”


She frowned at him as did his brother. She retraced her
steps to stand directly in front of Alain. “How do you mean?”


Alain lowered his voice as he replied, “A highly focused
dragon can go without his companions’ presence for longer than one who is
merely existing.”


“Alain, this is not—”


She interrupted before Dale could finish whatever he was
about to say. “As in five months or so? Long enough for Imani and William to
return from their trip?”


Alain’s blue and dark green gaze never wavered as he bent
his head slightly. “It seems a reasonable length of time.”


And giving Lore a new task, one that would consume his
attention, would make it far easier to sway Alina into finally agreeing to her
plan. They could go to Ebura without fear of the dragon changing his mind and
barging into the city to fetch them back. “You have a hunt for him?”


“If he will agree,” he murmured.


“I can help you convince him,” she said. “On one condition,
you help convince Alina and our master that it will better for the two of us to
go to the capital.”


 


***


 


It probably should have made him suspicious, how eager she
was to escape the golden healer. Of course, spending one hundred years mostly
confined to a very select area would be enough to make anyone anxious to go
somewhere else. It seemed harmless enough. If she could even fulfill her side
of the bargain.


But if she did . . . If she was able to do what the dragon
king couldn’t, it would mean he could return to hunting Klonodrien. And, he
would agree to almost anything in order to resume his hunt. He stared down into
fiery dark eyes and then slowly nodded. “We are agreed.”


“Good.” She spun around and raced ahead on the path.


He watched her pink safri wink out
of sight and slowly turned to face his brother. “Yes?”


Dale rolled his eyes even as he raised both hands. “Shaddai
help us! What did you just do?”


“What I must,” he stated simply.


Dale rubbed his temples. “At what point did you think it was
a good idea to interfere with a companion? Meddling with another dragon’s
companion usually doesn’t end well. Or did you forget about that part? And, in
case you’ve forgotten, we cannot search for our sister’s fate if we’re being
tried by the dragon king for blatantly interfering with a companion’s bond.”


“You are overthinking this.” Alain rested a hand on Dale’s
shoulder as he leaned in close and whispered, “Besides that only applies to stealing a companion, which I have
absolutely no desire to do. I merely offered her a possible solution to her
apparent needs.”


Dale groaned as he batted his hand off. “Helping a companion
steal herself away is likely viewed the same way by the court.”


“He’s not going to complain to the king or the court. It
would require going there.” Alain leaned back and looked around them. “We need
the sisters to sway the healer. It’s the only way to fulfill the king’s
command, and I’m going to take the opportunity that has presented itself.”


“This is a fairly questionable method,” Dale complained.


“No more questionable than those used by some of the heroes
in our mother’s stories, which you’ve always admired.” Alain folded his arms
over his chest ignoring the sweat tickling the back of his neck. “Mama deserves
answers as to what really happened the day her eldest daughter disappeared. She
needs something more than forever clinging to hope and ending each year in
tears because it too has passed without answers or even knowledge of her grave.
We must capture Klonodrien for those answers, which means we need to send the
healer on whatever bidding the king has for him.”


“All right. I just hope we don’t end up regretting this
decision at some point.”


“We would regret it more if we didn’t do this and he caused
us to report another failure to the king.” Alain paused and then added, “I
would not press so hard if I did not believe he would only send us back again
and again until the healer finally concedes. We need him to concede on this
trip not one a year or two from now. And, I’m certain we need the sisters to
help us achieve that. Shaddai willing, he will listen to them if not to us or
the king.”


“Shaddai willing,” Dale echoed.


They didn’t say anything further as they took the meandering
trails to the golden healer’s cave. Alain had almost expected the dragon to be
in his proper form again. Instead, he was nowhere to be seen when they reached
the audience chamber. There was a pattering of bare feet and clinking of jewelry,
then Thalassa dashed into the chamber. She took a few breaths, though he could
hear her heart still racing. “He is in his healer’s room. He invites you to
speak there.”


Alain exchanged a look with Dale. They hadn’t been invited
to the room where Lore kept most of his healing supplies since their first
encounter with the dragon and his companions. Of course, that was mostly due to
Dale borrowing supplies to help heal the older dragon’s injuries after his
fight with Klonodrien. However, every visit since then he would greet them in
the audience chamber and then send them on their way or have them join the meal
depending on the timing of their visit. He nodded to Thalassa. “Lead the way,
if you please.”


She rolled her eyes at him. “Next time I’ll put the hottest
spices in everything you intend to eat and drink.”


“That seems uncalled for today,” he retorted.


“Today,” she murmured. “Hurry up or he’ll be cross with you,
and none of us shall be happy.”


They obediently picked up their pace. He could hear the cool
voice of their host faintly ahead of them. He was lecturing about something.
“Our scales are meant to absorb heat. However, dragon’s fire can overwhelm us.
Throats, underbellies, and eyes are particularly vulnerable if blasted too
long. This cream when properly applied to our scales reduces the heat for a
more manageable dispersal and to heal any vulnerabilities created by shed
scales.”


The golden healer wore his mortal form as he spoke with
Alina, the twin he’d trained in draconic healing arts for some strange reason.
She nodded in response, her attention seemingly focused on the jar she was
currently filling with the burn cream. “It will also cause the injuries
acquired in mortal form to heal in two to three days depending on the extent of
the burn.”


“And humans as well. Though I have only treated the huntsman
and you three with it.”


She smiled at Lore, a light shining in her eyes that made
Alain suspect the true reason Thalassa was desperate to get her sister away
from the golden healer.


The healer’s stern expression didn’t change as he turned his
grey gaze on their arrival. “Blues. You bring another message from the dragon
king, no doubt.”


“We do,” Alain replied. “He bids you read his missive and
then decide.”


“So you may return to him and then come and bother me
again,” the dragon grumbled. He flicked his hand toward Thalassa. “Read the
missive.”


Alain took the scroll from his tunic and passed it to
Thalassa. She gave him a look no doubt meant to remind him of his promise. He
merely glanced at the letter and then back to her. He wouldn’t speak until she
fulfilled her side of the bargain. It was the only way for him to do so
naturally.


Based on her grimace, she knew it too. She turned her back
on him as she unrolled the scroll and read. “Greetings to the golden healer
known as Lore. My request is not for your interference in the mischief caused
by the Separatists. Rather, I request you join the fight against the cabal. In
our past they were content to work through words of poisonous influence or
through stealing treasures and carrying out treacherous alliances. This
continues to this day. However, after the defeat of a key member forced their
presence out of the Cave of Wonders and the forced retreat of Klonodrien, who
had disguised himself as a rogue and interloper into Carabas for a number of
decades, the cabal has grown more desperate to maintain their power and their
schemes against peace. They are resorting to an increased number of curses in
addition to their general crimes against innocents including indulgence in
slave trade. With your talent for curse breaking, I would ask you to find and
prevent the cabal’s curses from bearing fruit.”


“How am I to track the curses? I am not a hound to set out
after a scent,” Lore interjected with cold disgust dripping from every word.


Alina smacked his hand. “Let her finish reading the letter
and then complain.”


The dragon looked down at his hand, though Alain doubted it
could have hurt. Perhaps, he merely marveled at the younger twin’s impudence in
hitting a dragon in his mortal form. Alain nudged Dale before his brother could
say whatever had made him take a breath. Now was not the time for more
interruptions. Then, the golden healer huffed and gestured to Thalassa. “Read on.”


Thalassa dutifully obeyed. “There is a specific member of
the cabal I would have you pursue since his name is growing attached to several
rumored curses. Stop him, and the cabal’s ability to harm innocents through
curses should be hampered. The red dragon, Klonodrien, is rumored to be a cabal
leader despite being driven from Cian Gwenith. Due to his interest in you, I
have reason to believe he remains skulking about in Belfarad. Though I cannot
confirm it, the cabal is known to have an interest in the dealings of the
kingmaker earl, Robert Neville of Gildas. Disgraced
though he may be, he is not fully broken based on the rumors my people report.
I have recently learned Gildas is reported to be near
your home. Somewhere in the villages five days’ journey from you, in the
foothills of the southern mountains. Choose wisely.”


She looked up from the letter. “That is all he wrote.” She
hesitated when the healer didn’t respond right away and then added, “Surely,
you will help.”


“Why should I? There is no confirmation that Klonodrien is
with Gildas. I won’t hunt humans for anyone, not even
the king of dragons.”


“But he could be there,” Thalassa protested. “You consider
Belfarad your territory, especially southern Belfarad. This letter means a
cabal of rogue dragons and others are tramping across your territory at will,
doing all sorts of destruction.”


The healer’s implacable expression did not so much as twitch
as he continued mixing a cream or ointment. “They are not an immediate danger.”


He wasn’t going to agree. Alain exchanged a glance with his
brother. Dale wore the same troubled look. The golden healer would not
interfere with the cabal. Now they would be forced to return to the dragon
king. Now, when they finally had a better clue as to Klonodrien’s whereabouts.
Shaddai help them.


“Lore,” the younger twin said softly. She reached out to
touch his hand this time and held on as she continued, “Thalassa’s right. You
can’t just ignore this request. You can do something about the cabal’s curses.
And, the red dragon . . . I do not wish to imagine the sort of damage and
destruction he could bring down on innocents. Not after experiencing a taste of
it when he came here two years past. You have to do something.”


The dragon’s face was unreadable as he stared at the woman.
Alain watched him curiously, though he noticed that Thalassa was twisting the
scroll a little too tightly as she also watched. Dale had speculated on their
first visit that there was a mate bond between the two. However, that theory
was quickly refuted as a mere companion’s bond. The golden healer never acted
like a mated dragon.


Still, he listened more to Alina. Something Alain thanked
Shaddai for as the golden healer finally spoke. “Very well. I will go hunting
for the red dragon even if it means I must first hunt for news of his human
puppet.”


“Alain and I will accompany you,” Dale interjected before
Alain could get over his disbelief. At the healer’s sharp look, he shrugged.
“We’ve been following his trail for six years. It’s time to end this, so we will.”


Thalassa turned her head to peek over her shoulder at him.
Dark eyes widened and lips parted in a silent urging. Alain gave a curt nod.
“Yes. However, since he was so interested in your companions the last time, it
would be best if they did not remain in the cavern alone.” He hesitated and
then continued, “They would be safer among more humans. Perhaps, a city.
Ebura?”


“No.” The single word was almost cold enough to be carried
by a winter blizzard. The golden dragon looked from him to Thalassa and his
grey eyes narrowed with suspicion. “No. We will not leave them behind. They
shall accompany us.”


“But, surely, that would draw the wrong attention,” Alain
offered, although, he had a feeling it was already too late to change the older
dragon’s mind.


“On the contrary,” Lore countered, “the wrong attention
would come from three men of the north venturing to villages that are far from
the main trade routes. We will need women of Belfarad to accompany us and
thereby give us a better sense of belonging.”


Alina nodded. “He’s right. We can also lend the two of you
clothing that is more appropriate to Belfarad. It will help you look as though
you’ve been integrated into the kingdom instead of being strange travelers who
wandered too far.”


Alain nodded slowly, not daring to look at Thalassa again
with the golden dragon watching them both with so much suspicion. “I suppose
that would be the better way to handle things since we cannot fly in . . .
Klonodrien would recognize us by our scales and likely attempt to flee. We will
want to take the coward by surprise, so he doesn’t have a chance to do so.”


“Then, it is settled,” the golden healer intoned. He turned
his attention to Alina. “Little bird, pack enough supplies for a fortnight. We
will err on the side of caution and take extra rations. Turn your goats out
into the forest. They will not wander much past the village, and their collars
mark them well enough you will not need to repurchase them on our return.”


His gaze drifted to Thalassa and hardened slightly. Alain took
a tiny step forward before he caught himself. What was he doing? The dragon
would not harm her. Lore contemplated her for a moment. “Help your sister in
the preparations. We will leave at dawn.”


 


***


 












Chapter Seven


 


 


Thalassa stared down the almost obscured trail turning
off to her right. It was the last turnoff to the village before it would take
the better part of the day and past the close of the market to return. If only
she hadn’t been buried up to her elbows in the kitchens, tending to the
supplies and determining how much meat they could leave in the cold cavern,
when Alina had taken the goats to mingle with the village herd for minding.
Then, perhaps, she might have been able to devise some way to pull her sister
into leaving for Ebura anyway.


Although, she had to admit it would have been very difficult
after Lore had so completely closed the topic when Alain attempted to help. She
played with the beaded gold and orange sash lining the border of her teal blue safri, tracing over the large flowers and wheat heads
embroidered in gold thread. They matched the intricate embroidery covering her
matching celi. This was one of the gowns she’d hoped
to impress the nobles of Belfarad with, gaining them as customers. She touched
the broad gold bangle on her left wrist as she sighed. Would it be so bad to
turn off the path and head to the village?


“What scheme are you contemplating, Thalassa daughter of
Asha?”


She flinched at the cold intrusion and then looked up into
grey eyes. Lore’s face could have been carved from stone for all the emotion he
showed, save for the cold light glittering in his eyes. She raised her chin
defiantly. “I have no scheme.”


The dragon huffed a breath that smelled of sulfur and heated
her skin. The gold medallion with a center pearl hanging just below her
hairline was a little warmer than it had been a moment before. “Do not presume
to fool me. I know your ways far too well. Every incident of trouble involving
you has been rooted in your schemes to twist the world into your own path
without regard for consequences. You put the blue up to that suggestion of a
return to Ebura.”


She met his gaze for a moment longer before she looked once
more toward the path leading to the village. “I can arrange safe passage for
Alina and myself to Ebura.”


The words slipped free, and she fought to retain any
semblance of confidence. Forcing herself to meet Lore’s cool gaze once more,
she only just kept from flinching when grey flashed to fiery orange. “What have
you done?” he asked softly.


Be more confident than a smug dragon, that was the key to
throwing him off any hint of her nerves and the little voice in the back of her
mind warning that this was not the way to handle things. The voice sounded a
lot like Imani’s. She squared her shoulders. “Nothing that need concern you.”


The dragon arched an eyebrow. “Have you learned nothing
after all this time? I would have thought the failure of your schemes with the
Sisters of Red three years ago would have taught you something. Or have you
somehow forgotten how badly those manipulations ended for you?”


Her face grew heated from embarrassment and fury. She
swallowed back the angry words that surged forward. “Do not speak of it!” she
hissed.


He did not apologize. However, he did not mention it
further. Instead, he studied her for a long moment. “Why is a return to Ebura
so important to you? What could you possibly find there? None of your kin
survived. There’s nothing and no one for two dragon companions in a human
city.”


“Ebura is the best place for Alina and me,” she countered.
“Alina especially.”


“Why?”


“Because it is better than spending the rest of our lives
with dragons,” she snapped. She cast a despairing glance at the trail she most
wanted to follow. “The path is right there.” 


He ignored that statement. Instead, he studied her as he
asked, “What if spending the rest of her life with dragons is Alina’s choice?”


She couldn’t help the scoffing laugh that emerged. “That’s
not what she wants. Do you truly believe my sister will be content as your companion forever? When she can still
have a life of her own? A family of
her own?”


The dragon’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t speak. Instead, he
looked over his shoulder as Alina’s light laughter floated back to them. She
was walking beside Dale, laughing at something he was saying. Something to do
with his new Belfarad suited white tunic and baggy trousers with sandals based
on his gestures toward his feet. The only thing the brothers had insisted on
was the use of blue shirts and sashes to belt around their waists. And, Alain
had refused to give up his boots for sandals although they made him look a
touch ridiculous.


A low noise that almost sounded like a growl emerged from
Lore as he stared at them. A noise that abruptly disappeared when he looked
down at her as though only just remembering her presence. “No more schemes,
Thalassa. They have only ever ended poorly for you. I do not wish to be forced
into healing the aftermath again.”


“You didn’t the last time,” she couldn’t help muttering. The
great healer hadn’t been able to help her when she most needed it.


“Because it was beyond even my power to do so,” he replied
quietly. He strode toward the others as Alina turned and waved at them, calling
for them to hurry up.


She did not think he meant for her to hear him. Of course,
it didn’t matter. All that mattered was ensuring Alina didn’t have her heart
broken by the cold healer. She needed to find a new way to forge that distance
since she could not take the path to Ebura.


As she followed after the others, she watched Alina
conversing with the dragons. Dale was the most involved in the conversations.
He made Alina laugh and smile. And, he showed his feelings in return.


Thalassa rubbed her thumb against her bangle once more.
Perhaps . . . Her gaze strayed to Lore who was now striding past the two to
catch up with Alain. Perhaps encouraging Dale to flirt a little more with Alina
would be the nudge he needed to release her sister before he ended up breaking
her heart. Maybe it was some manipulation. However, she was only doing it for
Alina’s own good and future happiness.


 


***


 


Alain leaned back against the broad smooth trunk of a tree
and watched as the twin dressed in a purple safri and
short blouse that left her lower ribs and torso bared leapt to her feet. Any
doubts he had that it was Alina were skewered when he glanced at the twin in
teal blue in time to see her roll her eyes. “We are not dancing tonight.”


“We can and should,” Alina countered. She whirled, the
length of safri looped over her left arm flaring with
movement, and smiled at Lore. “Can you not make music for us?”


The older dragon didn’t look up at her as he continued to
peer at the map in his hands. “No.”


“Why not?”


“Because enchanted music in the middle of the forest will
draw unwanted attention.”


Alina waved a hand in dismissal, bangles clicking together.
“Nonsense. Every caravan passing through the forest will play music at night.
It’s how you ensure the olifants don’t trod on you.”


Dale chuckled. “That does sound important.”


Alain glanced at Lore, but the older dragon did not make any
effort to close the conversation or to give a firmer refusal. Instead, he
seemed to turn slightly away. Strange.


His contemplation of the meaning dissolved when Dale knocked
his fist against his knee. “What?”


“Get the instruments.” Dale winked at the twins as he
continued cheerfully, “Alain always has some instruments with him.”


Knowing he wouldn’t have a moment’s peace now, Alain
complied with his brother’s demand. He pulled out a double flute and thrust it
at Dale, forcing him to scramble to catch it. Then, he pulled out the hand drum
he’d finished the previous night. He cast Dale an annoyed look. “I wish you
were a lot younger. It would be far easier to intimidate you out of your
ludicrous notions for entertainment.”


Thalassa laughed softly as she reluctantly gained her feet
and joined her sister in the middle of the little glade. “It is more
frustrating when you are twins.”


“And someone thinks twelve minutes is enough seniority to
count as years,” Alina mocked playfully. She bumped her sister’s hip with her
own and then grinned at them. “Play something for us. We’ll figure out the dance
from there.”


Dale grinned. “As you command, fair maid.” He raised the
double flute to his lips and blew a throatier note. Alain almost rolled his
eyes when he recognized the notes. It was the same music the sisters had danced
to at Imani and William’s wedding. He started tapping the matching rhythm out
of his hand drum. The sisters exchanged shocked looks and then Alina squealed
and clapped her hands in delight.


He caught a glimpse of Lore looking up sharply at the noise
before almost immediately lowering his head again. Alain dismissed the
behavior. Instead, he focused on watching the sisters as they twirled and
hopped. They looked like bright jewels in their blue and purple safris with the firelight glinting off their jewelry,
adding a luster to the pearls adorning the gold medallions Thalassa wore. Her
jewelry was a little simpler than her sister’s, which sported diamonds and
amethysts in addition to pearls, and yet she shone brighter for it. He couldn’t
help staring as she danced, her movements fluid and joy finally emerging in her
expression as she smiled. Her dark eyes opened and held his in their fiery
gaze.


He would never find another jewel to shine brighter than
Thalassa in that moment. Her fiery dark eyes teased and beckoned. To what he
wasn’t certain . . . Or perhaps . . .


The dancing stopped and his hand came to rest against the
drum silencing it. He blinked, shaking away the strange yearning that had
flitted through him. Dale’s wild ideas about having a grand adventure to find
his mate and fight for their story’s happy chapters were clearly affecting his
mind more than he’d realized. Fated connections were just stories, no more than
the fancy of particularly romantic storytellers. Why was he even thinking about
fated connections?


He busied himself with putting away the hand drum and the
double flute while Dale praised their dancing. Alina walked up to Lore. “I was
wondering about one of the texts for healing singed scales. Might we discuss
it?”


“Not tonight. I must take watch.” The dragon rose to his
feet and then glanced at Alina. His gaze flicked over to where Alain and his
brother were sitting before he continued, “You may always discuss it with Dale
since he has healing talent.”


He turned and vanished into the shadows of the forest with
surprising ease for a pale haired man dressed in white. Alina stared after him
for a long moment and then Dale stirred. “I should very much enjoy discussing
anything about healing you wish to, Alina.” He patted the grass next to him.
“Come, sit. Which text were you talking about?”


Alain tuned out the chatter though he did note the younger
twin was smiling soon after beginning the conversation. Perhaps, Dale had
decided to pursue her after all. Lore’s blatant attempt to push them together
was a clear sign that they lacked any true understanding beyond that of
companion.


His gaze strayed to Thalassa as she sank to the ground
closer to the fire. He hesitated and then slowly got to his feet and moved to
sit next to her. She stared at the fire. “I do not wish to discuss singed
scales.”


“That is a great relief since I can only enlighten you to
the fact that they do indeed hurt,” he replied. He glanced at her bowed head
and the way she was almost huddling beneath the loose end of her safri. “Are you cold?”


“No.”


“Good. I wouldn’t understand how you could be cold even at
night given how much the air clings to everything. It does not seem to
understand that air is not meant to be liquid.”


She finally smiled and glanced at him. “Did your wardrobe
change help?”


He grimaced. “Yes. Though I agreed only under duress.”


“You would be most comfortable if you wore the sandals we
provided,” she murmured with a faint hint of teasing.


“Never. I don’t care if I am hot. I would not trade my boots
for sandals if you offered me your best treasure.”


She smiled a little more fully before the smile vanished
once more. Why that left him feeling disappointed in himself, he wasn’t
certain. He hesitated before saying softly, “You dance beautifully. Like
spinning jewels in the light.”


She glanced up at him and that strange compulsion to move
closer filled him as he met her dark eyes. Then, she turned away and cleared
her throat. “If you do not mind, I am going to lay down. We shall walk even
further tomorrow.”


“Sleep well,” he offered as she scooted around the campfire
to where the twins had placed their packs against the trunk of another large
tree. He watched out of the corner of his eye as she pulled out a blanket and
bedded down. Alina and Dale were still speaking softly. He paid no attention to
their conversation as he listened to Thalassa’s breathing as it slowly evened
out. His mind was too busy spinning through his own odd actions tonight. What
was it about Thalassa that drew him?


He shook the thoughts and their accompanying questions away.
It didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was finding Klonodrien. Then, he
would finally bring his mother the answers she needed. Thalassa . . . Thalassa
was not truly a part of the quest. He needed to focus.


 


***


 


It was strange seeing Alina laugh and chatter with
another dragon. Of that there was no doubt. And, it seemed her sister was
getting along quite well with Dale. They talked often of his family and
especially his siblings, all of whom were apparently much younger than the two
brothers.


With every day that passed, however, Lore by contrast was
growing quieter and more distant. Save for when he would redirect Alina’s
attention to Dale. It was odd behavior considering she’d been worried the
golden dragon was beginning to realize her sister’s heart would be so easily
left in his hands.


Thalassa glanced over her shoulder at where Lore took up the
rear of their little party. His grey gaze was fixed on Alina and Dale as they
laughed again over some comment she hadn’t heard. As soon as he realized she
was looking at him, he frowned at her.


She faced forward once more. Perhaps, he was actually
attempting to foist Alina off on Dale. The thought gave her pause. She looked
more closely at the younger dragon. He seemed . . . attentive. And, he was more
than willing to cooperate when Alina asked him to play for dancing when they
camped at night even though Thalassa had ceased joining her after the first
night.


She’d only thought to encourage his flirtations. Perhaps . .
. She shook the idea away. No. Even if Dale was willing to marry Alina, he was
still a dragon. And, she still believed they would fare best if they could
leave all dragons in their past . . . forever. Dragons were far too complicated
creatures.


Even Alain . . . Well, he was wavering between the warmth of
his brother and the cold of the golden dragon. Yet, she couldn’t forget the way
he’d stared at her when she danced. It had felt strangely important to dance
for Alain. She hadn’t even thought about Dale or Lore possibly watching. It had
only been Alain who held her attention.


She suppressed a sigh. She was clearly spending too much
time with dragons if she found any of them potentially interesting. Yet, she
couldn’t resist the impulsive decision to skirt around her sister and Dale to
join Alain at the front of the line. The dragon’s long strides made her skip a
little to catch up. Then, she looped her right arm through his left.


She felt him give a little jolt before he looked down at
her. “What do you want?”


“I thought it would be less tedious to be up front,” she
offered. Keeping her arm entwined with his, she glanced around at the forest.
The waist high fronds were nearly full enough to make her believe the dragons
could hide among them.


“I’m less tedious than my brother? Dale must be crushed to
hear this,” Alain intoned drily.


A chortle rose from behind them. She studied Alain’s face, a
little surprised he hadn’t attempted to remove her hold on him. “How far are we
from the village? You said we would reach it today, yes?”


“Yes, just before the sun sets. It will be enough to settle
ourselves at the tavern I know.” He glanced down at her and a hint of mischief
twinkled in his mismatched eyes as he added, “I thought it would be most
favorable to you.”


“How so or should I be afraid of your answer?” she asked,
completely unable to resist the game.


Alain’s lips twitched before he assumed a solemn expression.
“Oh, there’s no need to fear. It is a most . . . accurate description for you,
Thalassa.”


“Now, I am most afraid. What name could have given you such
an idea?”


He managed to keep the mirth in his eyes from his voice.
“The Dancer.”


She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That is most
unimaginative. I am so very disappointed in you now.”


“How can I recover?”


“By letting me feed you some kuri.”


“I only enjoy breathing fire when I’m not in my mortal form,
so I must respectfully decline your suggestion.”


“Coward.”


“After experiencing the last kuri
by your hands, I think I shall survive better that way.”


 


***


 












Chapter Eight


 


 


Alain couldn’t keep from scowling as he surveyed the
common room. The Dancer was almost bursting from the number of travelers and
local patrons within its walls, the majority of whom were men although there
were a few women scattered among their numbers. Just enough to prevent Thalassa
and her sister from sticking out too much, though they wore the most complete
sets of jewelry save for one group of merchants with their women in bright pink
safris. They wore heavier gold and diamond fan
necklaces with large ruby teardrop pendants, and their gold and jewel encrusted
bangles reached midway to their elbows.


Thalassa and Alina’s jewelry sets were almost simple in
comparison, though they could not be mistaken for the serving girls of the
tavern. Those girls darted through the room, clad in simply embroidered pale
green safris with only a few copper and beaded
bangles and copper necklaces with a few chips of green beryl. The most senior
of their number had matching earrings and a small beryl in her left nostril.


His gaze drifted to Thalassa as she adjusted her teal blue safri around her, though it did nothing to obscure her
features. Something he was glad for . . . Alain gave himself a shake. What was
he thinking? This wasn’t why they’d agreed to dine in the common room for their
evening meal. They had come to gather intelligence, not . . . to moon over the
Belfarad woman with fire in her dark eyes.


He resolutely turned his attention back to the flow of
conversations around their table. Nothing of any use seemed to bubble up from
the people filling the room. Not that it was easy to pick out the far
conversations. There were simply too many people talking at once for him to
sift through it all.


And, that was the true problem. It was why they still sat in
this walled village a full day after their arrival. There were too many people.
The village with its mud brick wall and large gate was almost the size of a
proper town. Large enough that three different caravans were passing through
its borders at the same time. It should have been a sign the cabal was active
within the village.


Yet, he had found nothing to confirm such a theory. He’d
already spoken to Dale. His brother had uncovered the same results. Nothing.
Not even a hint of a whisper that pointed to Klonodrien or his human puppet Gildas.


It was as if they’d vanished into thin air. Or perhaps they
offered better pay to keep the locals from spilling their secrets along with
their drinks. Alain tapped his fingers against the table, ignoring the steaming
pile of meat Thalassa had piled on a plate for him along with some of the
flatbread they so enjoyed using in place of forks. How could he eat when he was
. . . frustrated?


“An olifant sighting was a matter
of great debate,” Alina offered, cutting into his concentration on the party
seated nearest their table. She shrugged a little helplessly when he cut a
glare toward her and pitched her voice lower as she continued, “You said we
could not lead the conversations too much. There’s only so much we can report
in such a case.”


“You think an olifant sighting
relevant to our journey’s purpose?” he snapped more harshly than he’d intended.


“You never know when you might need to avoid the great grey
beasts of Belfarad,” Dale interjected with a forced chuckle. He cast Alain a
warning glance, which he pretended not to see. Then, he leaned forward
slightly. “You know I was surprised when your sister accompanied William on his
journey. Have you heard from them lately?”


“Yes,” Thalassa said. Her dark gaze glanced from the crowd
to Alain as she continued, “They are . . . enjoying the journey. It is serving
as a delayed wedding trip for them.”


Dale hummed softly and then chuckled. He took a drink of his
ale before continuing, “That no doubt makes things more pleasant. Of course,
when I first learned of William’s trip, I was surprised Imani would accompany
him.”


Alain cast his brother a look. “You already said that.” His
gaze dropped to the mug in his brother’s grasp. “How much have you had?”


“Just enough,” Dale responded. He turned his attention back
to the sisters. “No, I was trying to think of a way to avoid being utterly
indelicate. Not sure there is a way, however. I wasn’t expecting Imani because
I thought she would have a babe in her arms by now or at least be expecting.”


A faint but sharp scent of shock pulled his attention off
his brother and onto the twins. Thalassa’s lips were pressed together in a firm
line. A sharp pain radiated from his shin as someone kicked him. His gaze went
to the younger twin who was staring at his brother with wide eyes. Ah, the kick
was for Dale. Well, he would oblige.


Lifting his foot, he kicked his brother in the ankle, which
produced a rather satisfying jolt as Dale hastily lowered his ale to stare at
him. “What?”


Before Alain could answer in a way that didn’t draw
attention to Thalassa, Lore abruptly stirred in his seat. The older dragon had
been silent from the moment they sat down to the meal. Actually, Alain had
almost forgotten the golden healer was still sitting between him and Thalassa.
Cool grey eyes flicked to his face and then to his brothers before the dragon
stated simply, “Imani and William have no children because they are delaying.”


“Delaying?” Dale repeated. “Until when?”


The older dragon stared at his empty plate for a long moment
before he replied, “Until Imani no longer fears damaging her relationship with
her sisters.”


That made absolutely no sense. Alain grabbed his brother’s
arm when he started to open his mouth. The ashen look beneath her tanned
complexion made him certain Thalassa knew what the statement meant . . . and
the conversation was paining her. He didn’t want the conversation to pain her,
even if he had to gag Dale, he didn’t want her to be pained.


The pain in her scent turned to a hot peppery anger as she
abruptly swung her feet over the bench and hopped to her feet. She didn’t say a
word to them as she pushed through the crowds toward the tavern’s door.


He caught himself just before he could leap up and follow
her. Instead, her sister rose, disapproval radiating in her stance and
disappointment through her scent. She cast the golden dragon a look and then
shook her head. “That was badly done, Master.”


Alain raised both eyebrows. He hadn’t heard the younger twin
refer to the golden dragon as master since he’d revealed his name after
performing Imani and William’s wedding ceremony. A faint whiff of regret broke
through the older dragon’s icy wall of aloofness as Alina rushed after her
sister.


“What was that about?” Dale demanded.


Lore looked away from them. “It is not your concern. I
misspoke.” He fell silent for half a breath before adding, “Do not mention it
to them again.”


Movement closer to the bar caught his attention. A man in
leathers was weaving through the crowd, his head hooded. Not that it did much
to help him blend in given his unusual attire. Alain slowly rose to his feet,
still watching the man. Where was he going?


He heard his brother say his name and felt the tap against
his forearm. He ignored it, however. A man in leathers . . . Hadn’t there been
a report about a man in leathers being associated with the cabal? He couldn’t
recall and yet . . . He couldn’t take his eyes off the man.


He was vaguely aware of Dale saying his name again. Then,
the man in leathers went through the tavern door. Thalassa! He moved without
hesitation or thinking, rounding the table and shoving through the crowd a
little more forcibly than he usually would. He had to get to her before the man
in leathers.


 


***


 


She couldn’t breathe. She was outside in the relative
open, and she still couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded and her throat grew
tight as she kept pushing through the crowds. She had to get somewhere quieter.
She darted behind the stall of a merchant selling honeyed sweet rolls and drew
in a gasping breath. It couldn’t be true!


She took another shuddering breath and then another. No, he
was wrong. The dragon was being caustic. He did that when he was moody, even
when the words he proclaimed weren’t what he felt. This was just . . . It was
just another case of the golden dragon being fickle and petulant and . . .
unthinking in how his words could be construed.


Imani and William . . . It wasn’t her fault they hadn’t had
children yet. It couldn’t be because of her. Admittedly, she’d felt a few
twinges of jealousy at the thought of Imani having the children she couldn’t
but this was her sister! She would never be so angry as to . . . She couldn’t
finish the thought.


Instead, she shook her head in mute denial. No. It was not
her fault. She wasn’t the reason they didn’t have children yet. Not every
couple fell pregnant immediately. It wasn’t her fault. The dragon was wrong.


“Lassa?”


She stiffened at Alina’s soft call, hastily wiping at her
eyes. There would be no tears because she wouldn’t allow them. She turned to
her sister, fully intending to reassure her and even laugh over the dragon’s
rudeness.


Meeting her twin’s concerned gaze, however, the words she
meant to say froze on her tongue. Then they twisted around and broke free in a
harsh whisper, “Is it true? Are they . . . do they blame me?”


Alina bit her lower lip before dropping her gaze as she
fingered the embroidered border of her safri. “They
do not blame you, Lassa. No one does.”


She didn’t think she could stiffen further. Yet, somehow,
her back and shoulders managed to do so. She swallowed twice before she was
able to force the words out. “What did they do?”


“Lore gave Imani a bracelet. It’s enchanted with a healer’s
spell that prevents pregnancy from ever occurring so long as she continues to
wear it. Once she removes it, the magic will fade after a month or two.
Dragonesses sometimes use the spell to ensure it’s safe for them to nest.”


A spell. They had felt the need to turn to dragon magic. The
sense of devastation flowing through threatened to send her to her knees. She
locked them and forced herself to hold her chin high. She would not break. Yet,
she couldn’t leave the conversation without something more. Meeting Alina’s
gaze, she whispered, “Why?”


When her sister didn’t respond right away, she took a tiny
step closer to her. She couldn’t quite keep the emotions from her voice as she
demanded, “Tell me why!”


Alina sighed, twisting the edge of her safri
between her hands. “Because of your struggles with your anger over everything
that happened with Kava. You still get so angry with the dragons and with the
Sisters of Red as a whole. We do not blame you for being angry because you were
hurt, and anger is a part of grief. Yet, you’ve become stuck. The last thing
Imani wanted to do was risk pouring salt in your wounds. She and William
discussed it, and then they discussed it with Lore . . . and me. As a healer,
he didn’t think you were to a point where you could easily tolerate the hurt of
seeing your sister with a child. Not yet. Imani . . . She just wanted to . . .”
Alina held her hands out palms facing up as she continued, “All Imani wanted to
do was ensure that you did not feel—”


“What?” she choked out, hands curling into fists. “Broken?
Worthless?”


“No, of course not! She didn’t want you to feel abandoned.
She was being a protective older sister as usual.” Alina’s kind expression
turned fierce as she added, “You are not worthless, Thalassa!”


“We both know that isn’t true. Not in our world, our society.
I am very much worthless, and it is the dragons’ fault!” Thalassa took a shaky
breath, but the words bubbled up of their own accord. “This is why I wanted to
go to Ebura. There are no dragons there to continue ruining our lives. I know
why you want to stay, but you are a fool to keep pining over that golden
statue. His heart is ice. And even if it were not, there has never been any
indication that he looks at you as anything more than a servant, a companion.
He has been pushing you at another man, another dragon, since we started this
journey. Knowing his name is nothing. It means nothing compared to your pining
after him for the better part of a century.”


“Lore is not cruel,” Alina countered quietly. “I know you
are angry that he couldn’t heal you from Kava’s poison. But he tried, Thalassa.
He tried very much, and I know it bothered him. He was consulting books he
hadn’t touched since before we came into his house in an attempt to try to mend
you fully. It was just . . . too late.”


“He has magic. How can magic be too late?”


“Magic is a tool given to the dragons and some of the other
races. It’s not able to heal the impossible because it is not Shaddai.”


“Then, what use is it?”


“It is better to use the tools at hand to the best of our
ability than to ignore them as we lament for Shaddai to intervene where we are
unwilling to contribute our own Shaddai granted strengths.” Alina grabbed her
hand, tears shimmering in her eyes. “I cannot tell you how much Imani and I
have mourned with you even when you didn’t want us near you. We love you. You
are our sister, and nothing can change that or your worth. As for Lore . . .
Yes, he wields his coldness and aloofness as a shield to protect himself from
the cost of being close to people. It is something I attempt to respect even as
I fight to thaw him. He cares. He cares deeply about all of us.”


“You are deluding yourself, sister,” Thalassa breathed
wearily. She needed to get away. She needed to be alone until she could
reconstruct her control, her mask that everything was all right. That she
wasn’t constantly battling anger.


Alina’s grip on her hand tightened. “Don’t run, Lassa. Can’t
you see that running is not the answer? Not now and not back to Ebura. A city
we would not recognize is not the solution to our problems. It’s just a way of
delaying the need to face them. You are my sister, and I love you. However, you
are doing the same thing you always do when you are hurt and afraid. You are
attempting to control everything around you. You like to plot and to manipulate
if it means you can protect yourself and us from harm. But that is not the
solution to what you’re really trying to escape. You can’t plot your way out of
a prison constructed from bitterness and anger. This is why Imani and William
decided to wait to start their own family. They’re worried about losing you to
bitterness.”


Thalassa bit back the hot, angry words she wanted to say.
The ring of truth in her sister’s words only made her heart beat faster and her
cheeks grow warm as she rebelled against it all. She shook off her sister’s
hand and swept around her as she hissed, “I can’t listen to this anymore.”


 


***


 












Chapter Nine


 


 


“Do you see them?”


“No. I lost their scent.” Dale hesitated and cast a
searching look over the crowded common area. “Would they go deeper into the
market or head for some place quieter?”


“I’m not certain,” Alain admitted. He didn’t see the man in
leathers either. A fact that did not offer any comfort since it meant he had no
means of ensuring the man wasn’t dragging Thalassa off . . . or her sister. He
tapped Dale on the shoulder. “Check the quieter areas, maybe they went to visit
goats for familiarity. Females can be strangely sentimental about that sort of
thing. I’ll keep looking in the market.”


Dale offered a curt nod. “All right. Don’t worry. We’ll find
them before they get into trouble.”


“Shaddai willing,” he muttered as he resumed wading through
the crowd. The safris of the women of the village
billowed and teased, but none of them were the right shade of blue. He needed
teal blue. Where was she?


There. Teal blue and bright purple safris
appeared from the shadows behind one of the market stalls. He quickened his
pace as Alina grasped Thalassa’s hand, saying something too low for him to hear
over the crowd.


He’d almost reached them when Thalassa shook off her
sister’s hand. This close he could smell the biting scent of her upset even
though it only roughened her voice a little as she said, “I wish to be left
alone.”


She stormed away just before Alain reached them. Alina’s
dark eyes were sorrowful as she looked up at him. “I can’t make her listen
enough to help.”


He hesitated and then patted her shoulder. “Go back to the
tavern and Lore. I’ll make sure Thalassa’s safe. Dale will wander back soon.”


She nodded. “Thank you.”


He offered a curt nod and hurried after Thalassa, following
her scent and the teal blue. They wove through the market until they had nearly
emerged on the opposite side where the village houses were not so plentiful or
stood empty. A flash of movement to his left drew his attention. Leather. The
man in leathers was ahead of him and angling toward Thalassa. No.


Alain lengthened his stride as the glimpse of leather
vanished back into the shadows. It didn’t matter if the man tried to hide. He
would not let him entrap Thalassa. He didn’t dare run for fear of attracting
too much attention from anyone else lurking in the shadows. Still, he hurried.
A glimpse of leather drove him to stretch his hand out and grab Thalassa by the
wrist to pull her close to his side as he whispered, “Don’t fight. You’re being
followed. Possibly cabal.”


She stiffened in his hold but didn’t attempt to pull away,
thank Shaddai. Still, she sounded irritated when she whispered, “All I want is
to be left alone. Just for a few minutes.”


He let go of her wrist in order to wrap his arm around her
shoulders, creating an appearance of intimacy. He didn’t see the man in
leathers anymore. Where had he gone? Or . . . Could it have been an illusion?
With Thalassa tucked against his side, he felt more grounded than he had from
the moment he’d seen the man in leathers hunting her. He glanced down at her.
She was staring straight ahead though her left hand rested against his ribs,
playing along with his deception. Tucked beneath his left arm, she seemed . . .
smaller, more vulnerable.


“I don’t know if you have quarreled with your sister, but it
must be set aside,” he whispered. “We must return to the others. I don’t want
the cabal to have a chance to plant a trap for us.”


“I don’t want to go back there. Not yet.” Her fingers curled
around the edge of his open white tunic, bunching the fabric, as she slowed her
pace to not quite drag her feet. “I can’t.”


Alain tightened his hold around her and ducked his head,
brushing his nose against her dark hair just in front of the length of safri covering her head before he whispered in her ear,
“Yes, you can. Thalassa, I will be at your side.”


“I don’t want you.”


“I will still be here,” he murmured, ignoring the strange
spike of regret at her response. “Come on. We need to get back to the others.
It’s important.”


She finally nodded, sagging against him a little as she did
so. The compulsion to sweep her into his arms and carry her away or, better
yet, fly away from whatever had triggered such hurt and upset in her raced
through him. He almost summoned the shift to his between form before he caught
himself. Shifting into his between form might not be as intimidating as
shifting into his proper dragon form. However, it would still be the height of
foolishness and senseless recklessness to achieve any shift in the middle of a
human village.


He gave himself a mental shake even as he strove to be
gentle in guiding Thalassa back to the tavern. When they got there, he would be
forcing Lore to step outside for some . . . words before insisting the older
dragon apologize to Thalassa. Whatever meaning the golden dragon’s nonsensical
statement held for Thalassa had been upsetting, and he would not stand for it.


“Thief! You will pay or lose a hand!”


Alain glanced over toward one of the stalls where a large
barrel chested merchant was menacing someone. He brandished a long dagger as he
glowered at the target of his wrath. “Had you a beard, I would cut it off too
so you might bear an additional mark of shame!”


“Stop! He is not a thief!”


Thalassa stopped short, and Alain winced at the familiar
voice. Alina was addressing the merchant. They exchanged looks and then
Thalassa slipped from his side leaving him feeling strangely cold. He followed
on her heels as Alina’ purple safri stood out from
the gathering crowd of watchers. She gestured to the man the merchant had
cornered. “He did not steal from you. The pomegranate is there on the ground.
It merely fell off your stall.”


“He dropped it when I accused him! It does not fool me!” The
merchant turned back to the man and waved his dagger. “Pay for the pomegranate
you stole, and the two you damaged in your haste to get away. They are prizes
during the rainy season! Pay or lose a hand!”


“Rainy season has only just begun, and pomegranates are
still in season,” Alina interjected. “Perhaps you are the one being the thief.”


“What business do you have here, woman?”


“I am stopping a wrong from being committed against this
man.”


“The silent one doesn’t want your help.”


Thalassa pushed past two large men with Alain on her heels.
He glared at the men when they moved to hold her back, feeling only a surge of
satisfaction when they wisely reconsidered their actions. Movement ahead drew
his attention to the other side of the crowd. Pale flaxen hair and a tall, lean
body marked Lore as he approached, his grey gaze was fixed on Alina.


She held out five silver coins. “Take these. It is more than
the three pomegranates are worth.”


The merchant looked from her to the man he’d accused and a
sly smile made his long mustache twitch. He snatched the coins out of her hand
and moved away to the back of his stall, allowing Alain to finally see the man
Thalassa’s sister had been so vigorously defending. His breath caught in his
chest. The man in leathers.


He pushed through the crowd faster, shoving men who weren’t
fast enough to get out of his way. Thalassa ran up to her sister, ignoring the
man in leathers entirely. No, no, no. Where was Dale? He didn’t see his brother
anywhere in the crowd. He must not have returned from his search.


Alain broke free of the crowd at the same time as Lore. They
hurried to the sisters just as the man in leathers sidestepped to the right and
backed into the crowd. A crowd that had changed . . .


The crowd rippled as women and some of the men vanished into
their houses or simply fled the market entirely. The merchants in either stall
framing the one they now stood in front of were among those who fled. Alain’s
nose twitched as he caught a familiar scent above the spices hanging from the
neighboring stall. Dragon. Klonodrien.


He whirled, putting himself to the left and slightly in
front of Thalassa while Lore grabbed Alina’s right hand. They moved forward as
one, but it was already too late. More men appeared from the crowd. These wore
rougher clothing and leather armor. Their weapons stunk of various poisons
including fainting widow. Several of the men sported two-toned eyes . . . sons
of dragons and humans, the draven. They crowded
around the four of them, driving them into the center of the circle.


He bit back a curse. Shaddai help them! They were trapped by
the cabal. He had no idea how they could escape.


 


***


 


Thalassa instinctively grabbed Alina’s left hand. Lore was
holding her sister’s right hand. The dragon hadn’t said a word as he coolly
examined the men surrounding them. Alain remained positioned slightly in front
of her, but she tugged on his sleeve. “Do something,” she whispered. “Shift.”


A low chuckle filled the air. There was no mirth in it and
its unnatural darkness sent a chill running down her spine as a cultured voice
pierced the silence. “Oh, but they can’t shift, little companion. My men are
too close and our weapons . . .” He gave a mocking click of his tongue,
feigning pity or sympathy. “Well, my men would be able to kill your dragons
and, probably, the two of you before they could successfully shift. Tainted
weapons are notoriously difficult to avoid at close range. Unlike some of my
former compatriots, I don’t leave room for dragons to shift.”


The voice came closer as a tall, broad shouldered man
drifted through the cabal’s men. His dark hair lay in thick sweeps before
curling from the tail he’d gathered at the base of his neck. Dark eyes lit with
a mockery of amusement as he surveyed them, resting his hand on the hilt of the
sword at his hip.


His red tunic and dark loose trousers were a mix of northern
and Belfarad styles, but the chain of ruby studded gold links lying across his
shoulders made her wonder if he was Gildas. But no, Gildas was of Belfarad stock, though he’d married a Kushite
woman from one of the smaller noble families. Though he was dark of hair and
eye, this man was too fair in skin tone to be from Belfarad. He looked more
similar to Alain or to William, perhaps, and his accent was closest to that of
the brothers’.


Lore stirred. “Klonodrien.” The coolness of his voice didn’t
change as he met the enemy dragon’s gaze. “Release them and disband your men.”


“Or what? You barely survived our last fight,” Klonodrien
sneered. “You will not escape me tonight, golden healer. You were a fool to
leave your stronghold.”


“You are the only fool present, save for those who follow
you into wanton destruction. You think the humans will honor your alliance.
Your cabal is breaking.”


“Azazel was a weak link. A draven
who imagined himself better than dragons when he couldn’t so much as shift a
finger.” Klonodrien’s thin lips turned up into what might have been a smile as
his gaze dropped to Alina. “And, you brought your pretty little companions with
you. It’s a shame, I shall have to kill them along with you. There’s a very
good trade developing with Hellada and its storm king.”


Thalassa squeezed her sister’s hand. They had to get out of
there. They had to run. But where?


Klonodrien made a show of rubbing his chin. “Hmm, one of
your number is missing.” He raised his voice. “Find the second blue. Kill him
if he resists.”


Alain growled. The red dragon merely sneered at him. “You
and your brother shall never know the answers you’re seeking. Never.” He turned
his attention back to Lore as he stepped a little closer to Alina. “And you . .
. Lore,” he breathed with a chilling
satisfaction as his dark eyes started to lighten to amber. “You thought to keep
your name secret? A pity you trusted it to such untrustworthy companions, for
they are the ones who betrayed your name. And now . . . Well, things have
become far more interesting, don’t you think?”


He turned and gestured sharply to the hooded man in leather
Alina had helped. “Curse the dragons.” Another thin lipped smile appeared as he
ran his thumb along the pommel of his sword. “Make it something filled with . .
. cruel irony.”


Dread pressed down on Thalassa, screaming that she was
surrounded by predators. She wanted to flee with her sister. But where could
they go? The cabal’s men completely surrounded them even in the absence of
those hunting for Dale. The man in leathers stepped forward slightly. “Alain
and Lore, together I bind you with a shared curse. You will remain in your
mortal forms, unable to assume your proper forms. For if you shift into your
proper forms, you will become the mindless beasts men have always feared. This
curse shall bind you until such a time as your true mates’ fires destroy your
truest enemies.”


Her skin prickled as the man finished his curse and a heady
sense of power rushed through the center of the circle like a sudden gust of
wind. Then, she saw ribbons of red light wrap around Alain and Lore before
seeming to sink into them. Alain staggered, and she instinctively braced his
arm with her free hand.


Klonodrien’s cruel chuckle filled the air. “A clever curse
indeed. Now . . . I think you need more of a challenge.”


He turned and drew a sharp line in the air and mimed pulling
something back. The air rippled just
beyond where Lore stood. Another ripple followed, shot through with flashes of
red. Then a black oval appeared, red flashes swirling in its depth. Klonodrien
smiled. “Goodbye, Lore.”


As soon as he spoke Lore’s name, some unseen force yanked
the golden healer toward the swirling shadows and the ominous red flashes.
Alina went with him. Thalassa yelped and tried to hang on to her sister, but
their fingers slipped free. She screamed as Lore and Alina both vanished
through the shadows.


She screamed again and raced for the shadows. Wherever this
dragon’s magic had taken them, she was going.


“Thalassa, no!”


A hand gripped her ankle as she dove for the swirling
shadows and then her vision filled with black eddies and red lightning. She
screamed.


 


***


 


The air rushed out of her lungs as she landed on a hard
surface. Then, a heavy body landed on top of her. Alain. She struggled out from
beneath him as he groaned, holding his head. She stared wildly around. They
were inside a building of some type. “What happened?”


“You just threw yourself headfirst through a portal. You
crazy woman!”


“Alina!”


She gave a muted yelp when Alain abruptly covered her mouth.
She pushed at him, but he only hissed. “Quiet. I can smell the place’s owner.
He is above us. Do not disturb him.”


She pushed his hand away. “What are you talking about?”


Alain’s eyes glowed. For the first time, she saw a hint of
orange and a lighter amber before he shook his head and his eyes cleared. “We
are in a shop. Furniture maker by my guess. I think we are in a different
village. It smells and sounds different outside. However, the cabal could still
be lurking or hunting for us since Klonodrien did not intend for all four of us
to go through his portal.”


She looked around the darkened shop once more. Now, she
could make out the shapes of various furniture. Tables, benches, wardrobes, and
the like. She could even smell the sawdust. Nevertheless, she didn’t see the
person she most wanted to find. “Where are they? Why aren’t they here?”


“The portal likely dropped them in the original location
chosen by Klonodrien.” Alain’s voice grew solemn as he added, “I do not think
we will find them nearby.”


Shaddai, let him be
wrong.


 


***


 












Chapter Ten


 


 


Alain blew out a frustrated breath as he navigated a
half-carved chair. Klonodrien had ambushed him. Worse, he had another dragon
casting curses for him. He bit back a harsh oath as he skirted a tall intricately
carved wardrobe of a reddish brown hue. Its center panel featured a cave lion’s
head with a fuller mane, but the unusual carving wasn’t enough to turn his mind
from their current dilemma.


Klonodrien had sent his men to hunt for Dale. He scrubbed
his hand through his hair as he sought an easy way to get out of the shop
without drawing the furniture maker’s attention. He couldn’t think about his
brother. Dale was smart. He knew they were in unfriendly territory and that
there was always the chance they’d need to retreat or fight their way to
safety. Dale could handle himself . . . he wasn’t under a curse.


“What did you mean that we wouldn’t find them here?”


He paused and glanced back at Thalassa who was shadowing
him. “It is as I said. They went to the portal’s original destination and we
ended up . . . here.”


“Why?”


He grimaced. “Because portals change destination when
separate travelers pass through them. I landed in the same place as you because
I was holding onto you. Your sister is likely with Lore since he was holding
onto her when the portal was activated. At least, according to the scrolls on
various dragon talents.”


“Scrolls?”


“Yes, from my father’s library. Portal magic is one of the
rarest talents among our people. Perhaps one dragon every other generation will
have it. Fewer than that will be strong enough in the talent to create portals
that can cross vast distances.” He frowned as he stepped over a pile of wood
planks and then turned and grasped Thalassa around the waist before lifting her
over them.


“What is your talent?”


He glanced down into her dark eyes, the shadows playing
across her tanned skin. “Craftsmanship.”


She frowned at him and raised her hand to point back at the
lion wardrobe as she said, “Unless your craftsmanship can turn that wardrobe
into a portal reuniting us with my sister, I am afraid I remain unimpressed.”


He chuckled low and then the noise died in his throat as he
grew aware of the fact that he was still holding her by the waist, only the
thin silk of her safri provided a barrier between his
hands and her skin. He stared into her eyes. She was afraid and worried. He
didn’t want her to be either. He dipped his head toward her, watching her for
any sign of refusal or hesitance. He could smell her emotions; the fear was fading
to something more . . . curious. He leaned a little closer, nearly halving the
distance between them so he could feel her breath fanning his chin. Then, a
loud creak came from the room above them.


Alain looked up sharply, and Thalassa gasped. He could hear
the furniture maker’s heavy lumbering tread. He was coming downstairs. He
glanced at the door. No, it was too far away and positioned in direct line of
sight from the stairs leading to the upper level of the shop.


His gaze caught on a window covered by only a thin length of
muslin. That would work. He glanced back down at Thalassa and touched a finger
to his lips in warning. She gave a little nod, though she didn’t quite meet his
eyes.


She gasped again when he picked her up, arms wrapping around
his neck. The cool touch of her earrings teased against his cheek as he
adjusted his hold on her and hurriedly picked his way across the cluttered shop
floor. He pulled the thin curtain aside and peeked out, inhaling deeply. He
didn’t smell any fresh scents in the immediate vicinity aside from a cat
prowling the street. A pity it wouldn’t be able to talk and give them a better
idea of where they were or who could be waiting for them.


The heavy tread of the furniture maker was coming closer.
He’d nearly reached the stairs. Alain quickly scooped Thalassa into his arms
once more and hefted her to the window, supporting her as she scrambled through
and ensuring her safri didn’t catch on anything. He
pulled himself through and rolled to land on his feet outside the house. Light
filtered past the curtain as it flapped in the wake of his passage, and he
heard the furniture maker muttering about needing shutters.


Alain grabbed Thalassa’s hand and tugged her after him as he
ran in a low crouch around the other side of the shop before the furniture
maker drew close enough to look out the window. They darted to the rear of
another house before Alain stopped in its shadow. They were in a smaller
village than the one they’d left behind. Its palisade was shorter and more of a
deterrent than a defense since it was constructed more like a livestock corral
with large gaps between the saplings forming the palisade lengthwise. Only it
came with more sharpened poles thrusting toward the forest beyond the village’s
clearing. He could hear the low whistles of a night watch, however.


After counting the watch, only four men, he timed their
turns. Shaddai must have been watching over them because the watchman nearest
them was not carrying out his full patrol. Instead, he was positioned a few
houses down and slightly around a curve, which meant they would be able to slip
through the makeshift palisade. Alain squeezed Thalassa’s hand and ushered her
toward the fence, staying as close to the shadows as he could.


No cry came from the watch as they slipped through the wide
gaps between the saplings and made their way across the clearing to the
forest’s welcoming shadows. It likely would have been a different outcome had
the furniture maker’s shop been closer to the village herd. Something he was
grateful for since the watchmen closest to the animals would be far more alert.


Thalassa kept quiet as they ventured deeper into the forest.
He would’ve worried about it save for the fact silence was the best tactic
right now. He could feel his fire and sense the magic that had always been his.
It hadn’t been closed away nor did it feel dampened. The curse apparently
wasn’t going to tamper with his natural ability to shift. Only the outcome of
shifting . . .


He glanced back at Thalassa when she stumbled even though
she still clung to his hand. She was tired. He hesitated, debating whether they
could stop. No. They were too close to the village and portals could leave
marks for their creators, according to the scroll he remembered. “Come here.”


Thalassa gave him a sharp look. “Why?”


“So I can pick you up.”


She stepped back as she let go of his hand in order to fold
her arms over her chest. “Like you did in the shop?”


“Unless you prefer to cling to my back.” He paused deliberately
before adding, “Or I could carry you over my shoulder like a bag of flour.”


“I’ll slap you if you do,” she warned.


He smirked and held his hands out to her. “We cannot stop,
and unless you want to cling to my back, this will be the easiest way to carry
you. That way if anyone tries to catch us, I can drop you on your feet so you
can run away.”


Thalassa rolled her eyes but stepped up to him. “Very well.
But mind you, don’t drop me in a stream or the mud.”


“I won’t,” he promised simply. “I will keep you safe,
Thalassa. You have my word.”


He scooped her into his arms, waiting for her to loop her
right arm around his neck before he started moving again. He settled into a
faster walk than when he’d been leading her. She huffed. “Dragons are such
braggarts.”


He chuckled. “I’m only in my natural element, so I’m very
much displaying my advantages. Naturally.”


There was a faint huff of amusement and then Thalassa’s head
came to rest against his left shoulder. “That was a very terrible attempt at
humor.”


“It is Dale’s fault.”


She didn’t respond but he glanced down in time to see her
lips curve in a faint smile. Her eyes were closed, however, as her breaths grew
steadier and a little deeper. As he made his way through the forest, her
breathing eventually slowed into true sleep as she curled into his torso.


Two hours passed before he allowed himself to stop at a
shallow stream. Thalassa didn’t even wake up when he gently lowered her to the
ground beneath the shelter of a large tree. He dropped to the ground next to
her and hung his head as he rested his forearms on his knees. A heavy sigh
escaped him. They were in trouble. He couldn’t fly her away from here. Not in
his proper form, at least. Not without triggering the curse.


His between form could work though . . . Dragon, but in the
form closer to a man’s. It could possibly bend the rules of the curse. He
glanced at Thalassa. But, he couldn’t test his theory. Not without some way of
protecting her if his guess proved wrong.


The faint whistle of wings made him look up. He moved into a
crouch as he listened more closely. Then a shadow passed overhead, too small
for a proper dragon. But not for a dragon in between form.


The sound of wings faded and then abruptly returned. He
shook Thalassa awake, putting a finger to his lips when she jerked her head up.
He motioned for her to move behind the tree. Too late. He heard the dragon
slipping past the branches and then landing on the bank of the stream.


He twisted to look at the intruder even as he caught his
scent. The tension filling him with the desire to fight released as he sprang
to his feet. The dragon was in his between form, sapphire blue scales covering
a dragonish body that stood upright like a man though his hands and feet ended
in curved claws. His wings rustled as he folded them, their tapered points
arching above his triangular head and slightly curving horns while the ends
trailed on either side of his long tail. Alain didn’t hesitate to cross the
scant distance and throw his arms around the dragon. “Dale!” He clapped his
brother’s scaled shoulders and then stepped back. “You avoided the cabal?”


“Barely,” Dale rasped. “I was ambushed near the wall and
forced to retreat to avoid two dragons. I managed to lose them in the clouds
but when I peeked at the village, Klonodrien was shouting at his men to find
you. He seemed rather . . . distraught that you used his portal without
permission.”


Alain snorted. “I’m sure he wasn’t planning to let us go
after he banished the healer through the portal.”


“Alina with him?”


“I believe so.” He turned to look at Thalassa who was
leaning against the tree. She seemed all right now that she knew it was Dale.
He faced his brother once more. “Why did you double back?”


“I sensed dragon magic,” came the answer he feared. Dale’s
slit nostrils flared a little wider. “How bad is the curse?”


“Bad enough.” He quietly detailed the curse and then
murmured, “I am wondering if there could be a loophole.”


“Between form.”


It wasn’t a question, but he still nodded. “I wasn’t going
to experiment but since you’re here . . .”


“Best try now and plan from there.”


Alain strode back to Thalassa, lightly touching her shoulder
to wake her from her doze. “Go stand behind Dale. I need to find out if I can
ease our journey.”


“You are attempting a shift?”


“Just the beginning of one so I can stop it, if necessary.
Or Dale will knock me out,” he stated with feigned lightness. It would be very
bad if he couldn’t stop the shift. However, he knew it was possible. Their
father, Alastair, had made them practice stopping shifts in case they had
injuries that were aggravated instead of helped by shifting. The cost of
failure had never been so high before tonight, though.


He waited until Thalassa approached Dale, containing a
completely irrational growl when his brother picked her up and glided to the
other side of the stream to set her down once more. It was ridiculous. He
fought to clear his mind of any distracting or irrational thoughts as Dale
glided back to his side of the stream and gave him a nod. It was time.


Alain backed up a few steps and then summoned the shift. As
soon as he reached for his magic, however, he felt . . . Hungry. No, angry.
Both. His nostrils flared as he caught the scent of dragon and of a soft human.
His jaw dropped open, although his bones hadn’t yet begun to rearrange
themselves. Kill the dragon. Enemy. Eat the human. Soft and weak. Easy prey for
a snack.


“Alain!”


He didn’t know the name. His magic flared brighter. He could
feel the shift beginning to take place. Why his between form? He was more
powerful in his proper form.


“Alain!”


Pain exploded across his temple.


When he opened his eyes, he was lying flat on his back with
Dale pinning him with one clawed foot. Dale’s sinewy neck dipped down as he
sniffed the air. Narrow jaws parted to reveal long sharp fangs. “Alain? Are you
. . . yourself?”


He groaned. “No . . . loophole.”


“No,” his brother agreed. He tilted his head to look at him
with one fiery eye. “Are you safe?”


“I don’t want to kill you anymore.”


“Ah, the joys of a brotherly bond.”


Still, he waited another moment before he moved his foot so
Alain could roll into a sitting position. His head throbbed, and he touched his
temple. “Is there a reason you didn’t heal me?”


“I was more concerned about keeping you pinned in case you
came out of it still . . . altered.”


Alain nodded slowly, wincing at the stab of pain the
movement produced. “Thalassa?”


 


***


 


She swallowed hard when he called her name. There had
been nothing of Alain in his expression in that terrifying moment before Dale
knocked his brother out. Though he hadn’t begun to truly shift, he had looked .
. . monstrous. More inhuman than any of the dragons she’d come across . . .
including Klonodrien when he first battled Lore.


“Thalassa, are you all right?”


She forced herself to approach the edge of the stream. “I am
. . . well.”


Alain leaned to one side to peer around his brother’s left
wing at her. “No. You are not. I am sorry. I shouldn’t have taken the risk. It
was . . . foolish.”


Thalassa glanced at Dale. “Can you not help?”


The blue dragon rustled his wings as he stood.
“Unfortunately, my talent for healing isn’t as powerful as Lore’s. And, it does
not come with an affinity for curse breaking. There’s nothing I can do beyond
mending the knock I gave his hard head.” He stared down at his brother. “You
cannot shift at all, and I don’t recommend you try breathing fire either. That
could be a trigger for the curse as well.”


“I don’t suppose you have our packs?”


The dragon huffed, smoke escaping his nostrils. “No. I
couldn’t go back to the tavern after my inglorious escape.”


“Lore had two packs with him,” Alain muttered. “He dropped
the others when we fell into the ambush. They’ll probably need them more than
us depending on where Klonodrien sent them.”


“Could you return to the village you were dropped in for
supplies?”


Alain shook his head. “No. Too dangerous. We’ll find a
different way.” He frowned. “There should be a larger village we can visit.”


“It depends on where we are,” Thalassa volunteered as she
picked her way across a fallen log to reach the other side of the stream. “A
larger village won’t be as suspicious of two travelers who had some misfortunes
with a less trustworthy caravan.”


“Is that our story?”


“It will be believable,” she assured him.


“I can take you back to Lore’s cavern,” Dale offered. “If we
leave now, I can get you there before dawn. Alain can fend for himself for a
day.”


Alain slowly nodded. Yet, her heart clenched at the thought
of being left all alone. “No. I need to find Alina. You said Klonodrien picked
the place he sent them, yes?”


“Yes.”


“Then, I’ll go with you to hunt him down. We’ll make him
tell us where they were sent,” she said fiercely as she approached the
brothers. She turned to Dale. “Could you fly us to a larger village? Close
enough that we can walk there by mid-morning with our tale of woeful
treatment?”


“It will take two trips but if the village is close enough,
I can manage even lugging his deadweight around.” He paused before adding,
“I’ll need to scout an appropriate village out first. Will you be all right if
I leave?”


“Of course. I’ll burn him with a torch if he steps out of
line.”


Alain snorted. “You don’t have a torch.”


She shrugged. “I am not so fickle that I won’t beat you with
a tree branch.”


Dale chuckled. “Good for you. All right, here’s our plan.
I’ll find a village for you to pillage and then I will go to our parents. They
need to know what’s happened, and I’ll try to find the dragon king as well.”


“The curse will most likely be broken by defeating
Klonodrien,” Alain murmured.


“Yes, except for the small problem that you aren’t even
close to finding a dragoness to be your true mate,” Dale retorted. “The dragon
king is powerful enough that he can adjust curses. He’s done it before even
when he couldn’t break them. Maybe he’ll know a way around that requirement or
how to break madness curses without fulfilling the key for breaking it.”


Thalassa glanced at Alain who only nodded. “Any additional
help shouldn’t be shirked. Until you come back, we’ll keep to our plan of
finding Klonodrien. Even if we can’t break the curse, we can find out where he
sent your sister, Thalassa.”


“How do you intend to track him without being captured?”
Dale interjected as he rustled his wings.


“We could search for Gildas
again,” Thalassa suggested. At the brothers’ looks, she shrugged and fiddled
with the edge of her safri. “Searching for him did
lead us to Klonodrien. A second attempt will work better because he won’t
expect us to come after him. He’ll assume we’re running from him.”


Alain nodded slowly. “You’re right. And, a large village
should have rumors of this disgraced kingmaker.”


 


***


 












Chapter Eleven


 


 


This was taking too long. It was all taking far too long.
Thalassa scowled at the campfire’s flickering flames as she fought against the
wave of despair threatening to drown her.


“You’re being impatient.”


She redirected her scowl at the maddening dragon. “You think
I have not heard you muttering curses under your breath because the villagers
won’t even look at you save with an eye toward driving you back into the forest
at the points of their spears?” She scoffed. “I wish I had never crossed paths
with dragons. You are never as helpful as you claim you can be, and most of you
have only made my life a trial.”


Alain poked at the campfire with a stick, his face carefully
blank in the dancing light. “Not every dragon is a rogue.”


“No, but you are all nuisances,” she muttered as she pulled
the loose length of her safri closer. She hated that
she felt cold tonight. The only small mercy was the current lack of rain. It
would be an additional insult to their current situation if they were rained on
with no true shelter left. Although, it would be par the course given the amount
of sheer inconveniences they’d encountered thus far.


Their plan had not worked nearly as well as they’d hoped,
almost from the outset. Dale had nearly been caught by another dragon during
his scouting trip, forcing him to turn back early, though he’d confirmed the
direction of a larger village. Unfortunately, the brothers had agreed it was
too dangerous to carry out their original plan for being carried to the
village. Dale had left them behind in order to escape Belfarad and the cabal’s
patrols. And they . . . They had been forced to venture to a nearby village
that had almost turned them out as soon as they caught sight of Alain. She’d
been forced to amend their plan as well as their story when she approached the
village women at the well. Instead of being disadvantaged by an unscrupulous
caravan, she’d crafted a story of a local woman whose husband’s unscrupulous
brother had attempted to betray them, stealing their supplies and their cart of
goods for river trade. It had been convincing enough for the matrons to give
her a small pack of supplies, some blankets along with food and drink for them
to reach the safety of a larger walled village.


One of the matrons had even pointed them in the correct
direction of their original destination. In the six days since then, however,
they’d been met with a frustrating amount of delays. Alain was not setting as
vigorous a pace as she’d expected because they kept dodging other travelers
whenever he caught their scent. And, they could not go into the smaller villages.
He would stand out too much, as would she with her carefully selected jewelry
emphasizing a higher position more suited to someone from a large city’s upper
merchant class. She’d removed the nose ring and stowed it in the pack for now,
but even the rest of her jewelry was a touch too much to blend into the
smallest villages without a caravan to explain her presence away.


“Those who cannot escape their own anger are prone to
misguidance,” came a low murmur. 


She looked up sharply to find Alain watching her. He raised
his chin slightly, the movement drawing her attention to the whiskers covering
his jaw. They were darker than his tawny hair, something that’d surprised her.
He scratched at his whiskers, seemingly waiting for a response. She frowned at
him. “I am neither angry nor misguided.”


“Really? And, here I was worrying you planned to betray me
to the next person you see if it will bring you information about the red
dragon.”


Her frown deepened into a scowl. “Why would I do such a
thing?”


“Well, you do seem to hate dragons.”


“I don’t hate dragons,” she countered quickly, too quickly
perhaps. “However, you cannot deny the fact that dragons are the reason my
sister and I are in this situation. Were it not for a dragoness cursing our
brother, we would not have been forced into Lore’s path. Were it not for him,
we would not be walking this earth still. Were it not for him, we would not be
scattered across the Five Kingdoms. Or, perhaps, further because Alina is stuck
with him.” The fear she’d been fighting to hold back leapt to her tongue.
“Unless, she is already dead.”


“He will protect her,” Alain countered. He gave her a
questioning look as he poked the logs, stirring the flames higher. “Dragons
protect our companions. You must know he won’t willingly allow physical harm to
befall her. You’ve been companions for a century. He’s a healer. He can still
use his magic in his mortal form.”


Not as effectively as he could in his dragon form. More than
once in their century of dancing, she’d witnessed the golden dragon shift into
his proper form in order to heal graver injuries. Her throat tightened at the
thought of Alina being injured, and Lore unable to help her because of the
curse’s limitations. “It is not physical hurt I fear most. Although, we both
know he won’t be able to defend her as well as he could without the curse.”


“What do you mean?”


She stared into the dancing flames. “My sister has believed
herself in love with that golden dragon for the better part of a century.
Despite all lack of warmth. At best, he tolerated us because we reminded him of
his lost family. Yet, somehow, she turned his coldness into something she can
eventually thaw.” She shook her head. “We’ve been trying for almost as long to
keep her feet on the ground and her heart out from beneath his feet. I can only
imagine the heartbreak that will emerge from their spending so much time alone
together.” Her voice softened as she continued in a whisper, “I would do
anything to prevent that from happening to her.”


“Could he love her?”


She gave a bitter laugh. “I’m no longer certain any dragon
could love a human, much less Lore who makes you seem effusively jovial by
comparison.”


“Would a dragon’s offer of love be so despised?” he
murmured.


For some reason, her heart gave a twinge. She couldn’t bring
herself to look across the fire at Alain. She didn’t want to see what he was
thinking or how he was looking at her. Instead, she stiffened her spine as she
whispered more to herself than to him, “I do not think of dragons when I think
of love. They caused too much pain in my life, in my sisters’ lives. We would
be better off without them so near to us. Perhaps . . . Perhaps, I am unable to
forgive dragons for the harm they’ve brought into my family’s life. I could
never say I would trust an offer of love from a dragon. It could only be a
trick.”


Alain abruptly rose to his feet. “I’ll get some more wood
for the fire.” He strode away only to pause on the fringe of the circle of firelight.
He didn’t look back, however, as he said, “Your sister is strong like you.
She’ll be all right.”


If only she could believe him as easily as he said the
words. He didn’t wait for her to figure out a more acceptable reply to his
attempted comfort. Instead, he vanished into the night’s shadows. Thalassa
sighed and then rubbed at her aching head. Her mind still swirled with thoughts
of Alina, of her possible fate, and of the strange sense of loss in the wake of
Alain’s absence. Why did she care so much about his reaction?


It wasn’t as though he cared about her, not truly. This was
a temporary alliance more than a friendship. The whisper of a thought tickled
the back of her mind that their conversations were more than that. She shoved
the thought away. No. She wouldn’t fall into the same trap of pining for a
dragon of all creatures.


The fierce ache for her sisters grew all the stronger. She
stared into the heart of the fire and sighed. “I wish I could see you, Alina.”


The dancing flames swirled suddenly, forming into a face
mirroring her own save for the nose ring still being in place. ‘Thalassa.’


She jumped as a log popped and sparks flared. When she
looked again, the campfire was as it had always been. Merrily dancing . . .
with absolutely no sign of her sister. Thalassa almost called for Alain to ask
his opinion, if he had seen . . . No. He wouldn’t have because he’d already
disappeared into the forest.


A shiver ran down her spine as she eyed the flames warily.
They never seemed to morph or change again. Was it possible she’d merely
imagined it? Or was this more dragon magic? She shook her head to rid herself
of the notion. No. Dale would’ve said something if any magic had touched her as
well. This was just . . . tiredness and worry playing tricks on her eyes.


 


***


 












Chapter Twelve


 


 


Alain repressed the urge to roll his eyes as one of the
villagers loudly called, “You can hardly say there’s no tower! I’ve seen it
with my own eyes! An obelisk that would blot out the sky if it could and only a
single window near its top without a single door.”


Their excursion into a village surrounded by a palisade had
been more successful save for the quality of rumors to be found in the tavern.
He’d hoped to hear of Gildas. Instead, they talked
more of a tower supposedly found five days’ walk into the southern mountains’
densely forested foothills. He held onto his ale as he contemplated the man
who’d clearly had a little too much for his own good. His baggy white trousers
were only patched once at the knees and his bright yellow shirt beneath his
open white tunic were clean enough. He twisted in a circle as he continued his
tale, “And, I heard her singing! She sang until the enchantress came to demand
she let down the ladder of hair so she might enter the obelisk herself. No
doubt, the old crone came at the bidding of the vaunted Protector of the
Realm.” The man spat the title as though it were the worst of curses.


“You’ve had too much drink,” one of the other patrons called
from the table next to their own. “What would the high and mighty Protector do
with a maid in a tower? No, the enchantress who trapped her has had her from
the time she was a babe.” He tugged at his wide fan of a beard, grinning, as
his drinking comrades whistled and clapped their approval of his twist to the
story. “In fact, she didn’t even steal her. She took the maiden as payment for
theft! Her parents’ theft of herbs from the enchantress’ personal garden!”


Alain rolled his eyes and then called out, “What is the
obelisk maiden’s name? Rapunzel perhaps? That’s a herb, is it not?”


Someone else called, “Rowena! I heard her name is Rowena!”


He scoffed. “Rapunzel would fit better, I think.” He winced
when Thalassa kicked him in the ankle and twisted to face her. She glared at
him and then leaned in to whisper, “Do not get them riled.”


“It’s a storyteller’s contest that isn’t even being carried
out the right way,” he complained.


She kicked him again. “Hush before you ruin my plans to
sleep in a proper bed tonight.”


He grumbled under his breath as he sipped his ale. The
theories and claims revolving around the mysterious maiden locked away in an
obelisk grew more outrageous. Although, he did smirk to hear several people
adapting their versions to include the name Rapunzel. Maybe he should’ve gone
with something more outrageous like sorrel or saffron or moonblossom.
Or fern. Maybe even dragon’s heart, the red flower with its distinctive spicy
scent was found only in Belfarad. Dragon’s Heart would make a ridiculously
fitting name for a maiden at the heart of the fanciful tales the villagers were
busily weaving.


He glanced up as a man approached their table. His nostrils
flared slightly as he sampled the man’s scent, only somewhat relaxing at the
fact that he was entirely human. The cabal used humans. He studied the
stranger. The man was a little taller than average for the men of Belfarad with
unruly dark hair that was clipped shorter on the sides than the top where it
wavered between curls and tufts. His tanned complexion was a little lighter
than Thalassa’s, probably someone with a mixed heritage. His clothing was of
the lighter fabrics of Belfarad though they were a mix of tan and green,
something close to what a hunter would wear. A patch covered the man’s left eye
though his right eye was a light hazel and filled with skepticism whenever he
turned his attention on the increasingly wild stories now being swapped
throughout the common room.


The man paused at their table behind the chair across from
Thalassa and to his left. “May I join you as a fellow traveler?”


Alain nodded slowly. “We would not mind the company. So long
as you do not come with more tales of the vaunted maiden in the tower.”


“I’ve no desire to share anything about the maiden of the
obelisk,” the man assured him as he claimed the chair. He raised a hand to
signal the serving girl and then turned back to them, his gaze flicking from
Alain to Thalassa. “Thank you for sharing your table and your company with me.
I am Jarek.”


Alain returned the introductions and studied Jarek’s face as
his mouth twisted when one of the stories about the Protector of the Realm grew
loudest. “Don’t care for the Protector of the Realm either?”


Jarek made a small noise of disagreement. “My feelings about
him don’t matter. However, I find it . . . annoying that they have forgotten
the Protector of the Realm’s true role.”


Alain only shook his head. Thalassa surprised him by
speaking up. “The Protector of the Realm was created to be the king’s eyes throughout
the kingdom. He would pay close attention to the nobles who didn’t live in
Ebura, especially. Ensuring that they did not mistake royal distance for
ignorance or neglect. The current state of affairs with the . . . wayward earl
would not have been so easy to arrange had the positions of Defender and
Protector of the Ream not been allowed to fall empty.”


Jarek’s eye glowed with a measuring contemplation that he
didn’t care for as the man nodded to Thalassa. “She’s right. Though, I’m
surprised anyone out here knows about it.”


“I was born in Ebura,” Thalassa offered simply. “My father
often spoke of how it used to be with a Protector and Defender in our kingdom.”


The man nodded slowly. “He had a very good memory in that
case. Most of the nobles happily forgot what it was like and did not bother to
pass the knowledge down the line as the years passed.” He glanced at the
villagers around them. “Now, too many have forgotten. The king will need to
work harder to remind the people of the history.”


The serving girl arrived with a mug of ale and bowl of kuri. She offered a flirtatious smile that Jarek ignored.
They ate in companionable silence while the common room chatter drifted round
them. As they neared the end of their meal, Jarek leaned back in his chair. “Do
the two of you intend to travel on tomorrow or are you staying?”


“What business is it of yours?” Alain challenged.


Jarek raised his mug in a mock salute. “I merely thought we
could travel together for a little way. There is safety in numbers after all.”


He exchanged a glance with Thalassa who tilted her head in
the barest hint of a nod. Turning back to Jarek, he met the man’s eye steadily.
“We will allow you to share the trail with us. Until it is time to part ways
again.”


“Thank you,” Jarek intoned. He took a sip of his ale and
then added, “I believe this shall be rather interesting.”


 


***


 


Thalassa brushed by a large frond sticking into the faint
walking trail. Jarek had been the one to identify this trail, swearing it would
take them to the largest village in this area faster than the rutted trail used
by most of the caravans. The man was . . . interesting and somewhat unusual.
There was something vaguely familiar in his mannerisms though it was impossible
to have crossed paths with him. Unless . . . Had he ever been in the village
near the golden dragon’s cavern?


She peered at the back of his head before dismissing the
idea. He would have stuck out had she seen him. She was certain of it. Perhaps,
it was merely the confidence in his walk that reminded her of William. The
huntsman had traversed so many trails or forged his own over the decades that
he never seemed lost or uncertain of his way. Yes, that seemed more likely than
actually knowing Jarek from somewhere else.


Of course, she did like the fact that he was more . . .
refined than most of the hunters and travelers she’d encountered. He seemed
quite knowledgeable of the nobles during their conversations over the last two
days. She frowned in thought. It would be wise to get a better assessment of the
king’s men.


Increasing her pace, she made her way to Jarek’s right side.
He glanced down at her, an unspoken question in his hazel eye. She smiled,
hoping to set him at ease. “Jarek, you have been in Ebura recently?”


“Recently enough, I suppose,” came the casual response.


She waited but he didn’t volunteer any more information.
Suppressing the urge to sigh, she smiled up at him again. “Would you perhaps be
willing to answer a few questions I have?”


Jarek glanced from her to Alain who was marching just ahead
of them. His mouth twitched almost as though he were amused before he slowly
looked back down at her and nodded. “I see no harm in it. I cannot promise my
answers will be as you wish.”


“You needn’t worry about that,” she assured him quickly. “My
questions should be simple enough for a man who seems more . . . aware of the
nobility in Ebura.”


A hint of wariness crept into his tone as he asked, “Are you
husband hunting then?”


She laughed softly. “Not as you assume. It is for my
sister.” She paused, frowning, when Alain gave a noisy snort before pressing on
as she rescued her smile. “I had heard tales of the various eligible noblemen
who now accompany the king and . . .”


“You want to know the king’s character in order to determine
how best to make your sister his queen?” Jarek suggested when she trailed off.


She couldn’t help laughing again. “Shaddai preserve us, no!
Alina would never want to be queen. However, . . .” She hesitated, knowing he
would think she was eying the next two most powerful men in the kingdom, but
she needed to be able to assure Alina and herself that there would be little
danger from that quarter. “I do confess to curiosity about the Defender of the
Realm. And, the Protector as well. They must be men of honor and good character
to stand so highly in the king’s regard, are they not?”


Jarek stared down at her, a myriad of indiscernible emotions
flickering through his eye. “The king chose men he deemed he could trust at his
back during a time when few would move without Gildas’
instruction.”


She blinked at his response. “That is not quite what I meant
by—”


She gasped as Jarek suddenly stopped and tackled her off the
path. They landed in the fronds and she found herself staring at a medallion
hanging from Jarek’s neck. Its amber shade looked similar to the taimana throne
in Lore’s audience chamber with hints of darker orange threaded throughout.
Etched on its surface was a bird with wings arched in flight and three long
tail feathers. Her eyes widened as she took in the flames tipping the bird’s
feathers. The engraving was of a firebird.


Then, Jarek was pushing off of her as hands wrapped around
her upper arms. She caught a glimpse of Alain’s face, the concern in his blue
and dark green eyes changing to a much darker look when he turned his attention
on their traveling companion. Then, he was setting her on her feet before
pulling her up so they were positioned behind one of the larger trees. Jarek
followed, hastily tucking the medallion inside his tan tunic. Then, she heard a
guttural moan accompanied by a series of snuffles. Pressing both hands against
the tree, she leaned to her left and peeked around to see a grey creature
roughly the size of a hut following the path they’d been walking only moments
ago. Her heart pounded. An olifant. Its fan-like ears
that were almost too small compared to its large domed head flapped as it
raised its long, almost snake-like nose to touch a smaller olifant
trotting just behind its front leg. The calf was barely tall enough to reach
the knee of its mother’s round pillar-like legs. Assured her baby was by her
side, the mother olifant continued her swaying walk
past their hiding place.


Thalassa didn’t move even when the olifant’s
short rope of a tail vanished from sight. She grabbed Alain’s wrist when he
started to move and mouthed for him to wait. More snuffling and groans came
from the forest along with the cracking of branches as three more adult olifants and two larger calves followed in the matriarch’s
wake. Thank Shaddai none of them crossed behind their hiding space where they
wouldn’t have the temporary protection of the broad tree trunk.


When the sound of the olifants’
passage finally faded, Thalassa sagged against the tree trunk and blew out a
ragged breath. Jarek huffed a breathless laugh. “That was closer than I ever
want to be to an olifant herd. Good thing it was a
small one.” He glanced down at her. “Are you all right? I hope I didn’t cause
any harm when I knocked you over. I heard the olifant
and feared talking would draw her attention before we could get a safe distance
away.”


“No. I’m unharmed, thank you.” Thalassa’s gaze dropped to
his tunic. “Your amulet is rather unusual.”


He shrugged. “Family heirloom. The stone is rare, so I
prefer not to let it be seen. Wouldn’t want to tempt thieves.”


Before she could ask another question, Alain spoke up. He
sounded gruffer than usual. “We need to keep moving. We’ll stay off the path since
it’s so popular with . . . olifants.”


Jarek held his gaze and for a moment she wondered if they
would start a brawl. But, then, Jarek offered another shrug. Still, there was a
tension between the two men that clung to them even after they’d stopped to
make camp for the night. Thalassa lay down on a blanket and closed her eyes,
feigning sleep in hopes they would talk about whatever it was that now bothered
them.


She heard movement followed by Alain’s curt whisper, “I
believe we need to have a conversation, Jarek.”


“I expected as much,” came the far calmer reply. He sounded
. . . resigned more than anything else. There was the rustle of fabric and then
their steps moved away.


She kept her eyes closed but didn’t hear any further
whispers. As a log in the campfire popped, she opened her eyes and sat up.
Alain and Jarek were nowhere to be seen. She hesitated and then climbed to her
feet and rose on her toes to peer into the forest. She caught a glimpse of the
men almost fully hidden from view save for the sharp angry gestures Alain was
making.


For half a breath, she considered following them. Both to
hear what had riled Alain to such a degree and to keep him from doing anything
. . . foolish. Then, he looked in her direction. She couldn’t see his
expression, but she could practically feel the displeasure rolling off of him.
He gestured sharply to the deeper shadows and Jarek moved. Alain faced her a
moment longer before he swung around and vanished into the shadows after Jarek.


Thalassa paced as she waited for them to reappear. Minutes
crept by with agonizing slowness before she returned to the blanket by the
fire. Staring into the depths of the flames, she fought off visions of Alain
being attacked and slipping back into that horrible madness. Alain would be perfectly
well. There was no reason for her to worry.


Yet, she almost jolted to her feet in relief when he finally
stepped into the ring of firelight. She caught herself before she could act on
such a ludicrous impulse. Still her gaze lingered on him, carefully searching
for any hint of injuries. Once she was satisfied that he didn’t appear to be
hurt, she glanced beyond him. Jarek was nowhere to be seen.


She turned back to the dragon. “Please tell me you didn’t
kill Jarek for knocking me out of an olifant’s way.”


“Of course not. That would be an overreaction.”


She waited but he didn’t trouble himself to clarify further.
“Well,” she prompted. “Where is he?”


“Jarek will no longer be travelling with us. He found a
different trail that will lead him closer to his original destination.”


She stared at him. “What do you mean—”


‘Thalassa,’ came a crackling whisper.


She looked around and recoiled at the sight of a face
appearing in the fire. Alain clamped his hand over her mouth, muffling her
involuntary cry. Yet, even he cast a perplexed look at the fire and the face
within. There was a crackling laugh that almost sounded like her sister. ‘I’m
sorry for startling you, Lassa! Can you see me?’


She pushed Alain’s hand away and moved closer to the fire.
She felt its heat against her skin as she cautiously leaned in and said,
“Alina? Is that . . . you?”


‘Yes!’ came the crackling cheer. ‘Lore and I are in the
desert. Another dragon is hosting us. She’s helping me figure out my heritage.
Our heritage.’ She looked to the side as though listening to someone else and
then swiveled back to face her. ‘You need to find a Sisters of Red caravan. Be
careful with Alain. He’s with you yes?’


She nodded, still too stunned to speak.


‘Thank Shaddai! Remember, the Sisters of Red. They can help
you too!’


Her image vanished abruptly leaving only the dancing flames.
Thalassa leaned back on her heels and lifted her hands to rub her temples.
“That was my sister.”


“Yes.”


Relief shuddered through her at Alain’s confirmation.
Knowing she hadn’t imagined or dreamed it all was . . . She blew out a breath.
“She wants me to find a Sisters of Red caravan.”


“Will that be difficult?”


“I don’t know,” she murmured.


 


***


 












Chapter Thirteen


 


 


“I tell you Gildas only escapes
the Protector because of his daughter. She’s a witch.”


Alain refrained from rolling his eyes as he turned his back
more firmly on the merchant gossiping to his neighbor. Thalassa was listening
to two older merchants, a man and woman. The woman shook her head slowly,
tendrils of white hair swaying with the movement. “There have been no caravans
from the Sisters of Red this year. None who came to trade and perform.”


The man rubbed at age spots dotting his bald scalp before
humming. “There is the salt merchant. His caravan is due to leave tomorrow back
to the south through the pass, then across the desert and into Kush. The
Sisters of Red are more likely to be found on that road. And, they are not
searched by the king’s men.”


The woman shook her beringed hand in front of her companion.
“No. The salt merchant is not a trustworthy man. He’s like the others who were
stealing girls from villages too small to defend themselves.”


“There’s never been proof.”


“Perhaps the king’s men should look harder at this salt
merchant,” Thalassa suggested. She looked up at him for a moment and then
nodded to the two merchants. “Thank you for your information, elders.”


Alain followed as Thalassa led the way from the older
merchants and wove through the busy market. It was slightly larger than the one
where they’d encountered Klonodrien. He moved closer to her side and murmured
in her ear, “What are we doing?”


“A village this size is usually large enough to attract some
Sisters of Red into a performance, even if they won’t bring the caravan within
the walls.” She gestured at the people crowding the market. “We should talk to
the performers next. Dancers used to pay great sums to study under the tutelage
of the Sisters of Red. It was a rare privilege. If it is still being offered to
outsiders, then it can be our best lead. We can—”


Alain stared at Thalassa in alarm as her tanned skin gained
an ashy hue and her words choked off with a harsh strangled sound. Following
her gaze, he didn’t see anything alarming. Just a group of three women whose
tanned skin was a shade or two darker than Thalassa’s. Two were clad in red safris with short blouses, called celi,
that left their lower ribs and torsos exposed. The third wore a sleeveless
tunic with her safri and carried herself with more of
a warrior’s pose than a dancer’s.


He turned his attention back to Thalassa. Grasping her
gently by the elbow, he turned her to look at him and not the women. “What is
wrong?”


“I know them.”


“They are Sisters of Red, yes?”


She offered a nod so stiff that her chin barely dipped with
the movement. “Yes.”


“Then that is . . .” He paused, assessing her scent, before
he blinked down at her. “Why are you afraid?”


She didn’t answer. Instead, she pulled her arm out of his
light hold and hurried back the way they’d come. He didn’t call her name. He
merely followed her back through the market and then through the wooden gates
of the sturdy palisade. Her steps didn’t slow until she had returned to the
shade of the forest where she stopped behind a large tree, her breathing formed
almost entirely of shuddering gasps.


Alain brushed his fingertips against her shoulder, uncertain
of what to say. He didn’t expect her to turn around and lunge for his chest,
pressing her face against his shoulder. He could smell the faint salt of tears
amidst her upset. Not knowing what else he could do, he slowly wrapped his arms
around her as her shoulders moved in a silent sob.


Gently rubbing her back, he waited until her breathing grew
steady before he asked, “What is wrong?”


She shook her head. He bit back a sigh. She still didn’t
trust him enough to talk to him. Maybe it was because he was a dragon. Not that
there was anything he could do to change that part of himself. “We don’t need
to approach the Sisters of Red. You don’t have to do this anymore. We can go to
friends in Cian Gwenith. It will take a while to reach them on foot, unless
Dale bothers to show up in his proper form to make himself useful by giving us
a ride. Or he can take you to my parents. You’ll be safe with them while Dale
and I search for your sister and Lore.”


She sniffled though she didn’t look up. “What about your
hunt?”


“That doesn’t matter as much as you do,” he stated simply. He
paused before realizing there was probably a place she’d prefer to go instead
of into the home of a bunch of dragons. “Or I can help you get settled in
Ebura. If that’s where you would rather go.”


Now she pulled away from him, peering up at him with damp
lashes. “Why would you do that?”


“I—”


He cut himself off as a child cried out in distress. The cry
came again. He started running toward the noise. Men’s harsh curses filled the
air and then a child’s scream.


He caught sight of two men in ragged baggy trousers and open
green vests wrestling to hold a girl between them as they carried her into the
forest. She kicked at one of the men, but he only moved his hands to pin her
red sheath skirt more tightly against her legs to restrict her movements. He
shouted at his comrade to hurry.


Alain roared as he crashed into the man holding the girl’s
legs. He slammed his fist into the man’s already crooked nose, producing a very
satisfying crunch as the man yelled. He punched him in the temple twice in
quick succession and the yell cut off as the man’s eyes rolled into the back of
his head and he went limp.


Leaping back to his feet, he spun to face the other man in
time to see Thalassa strike him across his broad shoulders with a tree branch.
The man cursed as he dodged away, attempting to swing the girl around to take
the next strike but she was too short for that. The girl kicked and struggled
in his grasp and Thalassa thrust the branch between his feet, attempting to
trip him. It didn’t work.


However, it did distract him enough that Alain was able to
catch him in the side of the throat with his fist. The man choked, his grasp on
the girl loosening enough that Alain was able to pick her up and shove her into
Thalassa’s arms. “Run!”


He knocked the man out with a strike to the temple. But
there were more shouts in the forests around them. The instinct to shift so he
could breathe fire to cover their escape long enough to fly away with Thalassa
and the girl swept over him. He fought to ignore it. Shifting now would only endanger
them, not help them.


Eight more men dressed in similarly ragged clothes rushed
toward them. Alain ran after Thalassa and the girl trying to urge them away
from the new attackers. They weren’t fast enough. He couldn’t take the girl
when the men were so close, he needed to be able to defend. He caught the scent
of the men. They were circling them in an attempt to hem them into a trap.


There was nowhere they could run fast enough. The path to
the village was blocked. Alain increased his pace and ran by Thalassa’s side.
He nodded to a cluster of trees on their left. The trees grew so closely
together that they nearly formed a wall. It was just enough to prevent their
pursuers from being at their backs. Shaddai willing, that would be enough. He
pulled a dagger from his right boot and spun to put
himself in front of Thalassa and the girl who was pressed closer to the trees.


Two men rushed him. He jumped, avoiding the first slash of a
knife. He sliced across one man’s forearm and then slammed his elbow into his
nose before kicking his feet out from under him. Spinning to his left, he
avoided being stabbed and caught the second man’s arm. A sharp crack filled the
air along with the man’s agonized scream as he snapped the bones in his
outstretched arm.


He heard the rustle of the first man getting to his feet and
shoved the second man at his compatriot. Unfortunately, he had his knife out,
killing the man with the broken arm. The one with the broken nose shrugged off
the death and glared at Alain. He didn’t say anything. No demands or threats.
Just a sneer stained with the blood dribbling from his nose before the man gave
a hoarse shout. He charged.


Alain stepped into it, knocking the knife to the side, and
spun the man into his dagger. He let the body fall to the ground and faced the
forest once more as he backed toward Thalassa and the girl. More men were
coming. The remaining six of the first wave were closest. He could see them
bursting through the thick underbrush and ferns. There were more people running
to join them, however.


As the next two men charged at them, yelling at the top of
their lungs, Alain backed up until he felt Thalassa’s hand against his tunic.
He didn’t take his eyes off the rapidly approaching enemy as he whispered, “Get
ready to run. There are more coming. When I’ve stopped these six, run to the
village. Take refuge with their priest.”


“Alain, they could kill you.”


“I won’t let them harm you.”


“Alain.”


“Thalassa, this is my choice.”


He felt her fingers dig into his tunic and then he surged
forward a few steps to meet the first attacker. This one came in too fast and
clumsy. It was a simple thing to end his attack with a well
placed thrust between the ribs.


Spinning to face the next man, he blinked as the man
abruptly cried out and then dropped face first to the ground. An ornately
carved spear stuck out of his back. Shouts filled the air as women in red
sleeveless kurtis and safris
charged the ragged men, wielding long daggers. Men in baggy red trousers and
red vests accompanied them, fighting with spears.


Thalassa lunged forward, grabbing his right arm and forcing
his dagger down. “Get back here.”


He glanced away from the fight long enough to find her
staring up at him in consternation. “What are you doing?”


“Keeping them from thinking you are one of the enemy.” She
dragged him a few steps back and then shoved her way in front of him as two of
the women turned toward them, daggers raised. Their comrades had already
completely subdued the ragged attackers. Thalassa raised her right hand and
crooked her forefinger, keeping the other three fingers completely straight,
then pressed her forefinger to her lips.


The women paused and exchanged long looks with each other.
Thalassa took a breath as if she were preparing to speak. Then, she stiffened
as a new group of red clad fighters burst through the fronds.


There was a gasp behind him and then the girl pushed between
them. She ran toward the newcomers, shrieking, “Mati! Baba!”


“Tanu!” A woman in a red skirt and
matching safri over a long blouse sheathed her curved
dagger and then caught the girl in her arms. She dropped into a crouch as she
spoke to the child in a low voice, using a language he didn’t understand. The
child nodded, and the woman pulled her into another tight embrace as one of the
men moved through the clusters of Sisters of Red. His short beard split nearly
in two as the girl shouted a greeting to him. He dropped to one knee and opened
his arms as the girl left her mother to throw her arms around his neck.


Alain started to move, but the two Sisters closest to them
immediately raised their daggers while some of the men rushed forward to lower
their spears at him. Thalassa stepped in front of him and hissed, “Do not move
until after I’ve finished speaking to the Grandmother.”


Before he could whisper a question, one of the women turned
toward the couple with their daughter and called, “Grandmother.”


The woman looked up and then surprise swirled through her scent
as she focused on them. She strode toward them, stopping just ahead of the men
and women now guarding them . . . or maybe just him. Thalassa took a small step
forward and once more offered a salute. This time, however, she pressed her
crooked forefinger to her lips and then to her forehead just below the
medallion pendant hanging from her hair chain. “Greetings to you, Grandmother.”


The Grandmother, who couldn’t have been past her late
thirties, curled the fingers of her right hand and then pressed them to her own
temple before touching them to Thalassa’s left cheek. “Welcome, Sister. We of Tseni Clan welcome the company of the daughter of Asha of Afra Clan.”


“I thank you for your welcome and your company,
Grandmother,” Thalassa intoned bowing her head slightly. She sounded far calmer
than her rapid heartbeat would attest.


Her heartbeat quickened when the Grandmother turned her dark
eyes onto him. Those eyes hardened as she murmured, “You brought an outsider
with you.”


“Mati!” Tanu rushed toward her mother
before her father caught her and swung her up in a one armed hold while setting
his spear firmly on the ground. The girl slung an arm around his neck as she
chattered at her mother in the same language as before.


The Grandmother’s hard gaze grew contemplative as she once
more considered Alain. “My daughter tells me you fought to save her from these
men. Is it true?”


He bowed his head. “It is.”


“Why? Was it because they were your competition?”


“No.” He met the woman’s dark gaze steadily as he continued,
“It was to protect a child.”


Thalassa stepped back toward him as she spoke up. “He speaks
the truth. We had no notion who Tanu was when we
heard her cries.”


“You were together?”


Thalassa offered a curt nod. “We were, Grandmother. He is a
. . . friend and we’re travelling together at the moment.” She paused and then
added, “I will vouch for him though he is an outsider.”


The Grandmother rested a hand on the ornate hilt of her
dagger as she looked between them. “Do you swear it, Thalassa?”


“I swear it . . . Tejal.”


Tejal considered them a moment
longer before bowing her head in agreement. “Very well. Outsider, because you
saved a child of this caravan and because she is my daughter, I will grant you
permission to join the daughter of Asha in visiting our caravan. This gift is a
rare one, and you will be held to strict rules of conduct. Do you agree?”


“I, Alain, agree to your ruling, Grandmother Tejal,” he intoned solemnly as he bowed at the waist.
“Thank you for the honor of your welcome.”


Tejal nodded. “Come, we shall
return to the caravan and leave this place. This village is no longer worthy of
the presence of the Sisters of Red.”


 


***


 


It took every scrap of will to keep from flinching
whenever someone approached her with food or drink. Her stomach knotted itself
in such turmoil that she could hardly speak, much less even consider eating any
food. She picked at her food, almost as terrified of refusing to eat as she was
of eating. Fortunately, Alain was happily eating his food. Perhaps his
enthusiasm would make up for any offense her too full bowl would cause.


He glanced at her and then at her bowl. Lowering a piece of
flatbread he’d been using to scoop his kuri with
rice, he gave her a measuring look. “Are you feeling all right?”


Thalassa sucked in a breath as Tejal
abruptly turned her head to consider them. Why had she accepted the invitation
to dine with the Grandmother and her family inside their wagon while it rained?
The woman’s gaze remained as unreadable as it had ever been before she turned
to her daughter with a slight smile. “Tanu, it has
stopped raining. Why don’t you join Baba as he checks the wagons?”


The little girl’s face lit up as she turned to her father.
“May I, Baba?”


Tejal’s husband nodded as he
walked across the wagon to the open door. “Come on, little war dancer.” He
paused to grab his spear and then hopped off the step, turning to catch Tanu as she threw herself after him. He let the girl hold
onto his spear as he reached up to close the door. As he stepped away from the
wagon, she heard him inform the Sisters guarding the wagon. “The Grandmother is
in council.”


Tejal sighed. “You may partake of
our food and drink with confidence, Thalassa of Afra
Clan. What happened under Kava shall never happen under my leadership of this
caravan.”


Her cheeks heated as she felt Alain’s gaze resting on her.
“Forgive me any offense I may have caused, Grandmother.”


“Tejal.”


“Tejal,” she corrected. “It is not
a lack of trust in you. It is . . . It is a difficult instinct to overcome.”


“I take no offense for I understand better than most.” Tejal poured water into a carved cup and extended it to
her.


She forced herself to accept and to take a bite of a roll
stuffed with meat. It was nearly tasteless due to her nerves, but she swallowed
it anyway. “We are grateful for your shelter tonight, though we will not
linger. Our journey takes us deeper into the foothills.”


“Why were you looking for one of our caravans in the
village?” At her startled look, Tejal offered a faint
smile. “We are very good at learning when someone is seeking us.”


She nodded slowly, using the excuse of another bite of the
roll to delay answering. It didn’t last nearly long enough. She swallowed hard
and then forced the words past her lips. “I was searching for a caravan in
hopes of asking about the gifts of fire. When I was a very young child, my mati would share a story of Sisters who were able to wield
fire much like Rani and her twelve daughters. It has been many years since I
last heard the story, however, and I no longer remember the details.”


Tejal stared at her for a long
moment. “There has long been a tradition of not sharing what has been forgotten
with the daughters of outsiders. However, I . . . I believe it is wrong to
allow some of our blood to forget our history and where we came from or else
how can we know our stories will survive into the future? What I tell you must
never be repeated to outsiders, only those of Rani’s blood should know this.
He,” she tipped her head toward Alain, “is not here.”


Alain obediently dropped his head to contemplate his bowl of
food as though someone had tossed bits of gold into it. Tejal
gave a curt nod. “The other reason I will share is because of the great wrong
committed against you when Kava dared to poison the daughter of Afra Clan with the Tears of Tannis.
My caravan and I are still indebted to you for breaching our promise of safe
passage within the bonds of hospitality.”


She flinched, and her heart skipped a beat. Tejal studied her for a moment, waiting for her to say
something. She couldn’t speak a single word.


After half a breath, Tejal broke
the painful silence. “Generations ago the Sisters of Red were blessed with the
gifts of fire as if we ourselves were made of fire. We were able to do many
wondrous and many destructive things. Such gifts have faded, however. Almost
completely in clans and caravans with a greater amount of outsider blood. There
was a story that Afra, eldest of Rani’s daughters,
was able to use her gifts of fire to communicate across the land with her
sisters.”


Thalassa held in a gasp. That sounded like what was
happening with Alina. “Do you know how she did it?”


“No. That knowledge was not shared outside of Afra’s descendants. The strongest and most wondrous of the
gifts were most commonly found in the elder clans. Shula is claimed to have a
Grandmother among their number who can use a healing fire. Your mother’s clan
can likely tell you more of Afra’s gifting and how
she wielded it.” Tejal’s dark eyes flicked from her
to Alain and then back to her. “If you would prefer, we may offer you safe
passage until we cross paths with a caravan from Afra.
They will be able to help you more than I can.”


“I would wonder if the Daughters of Rani descend from
elemental ancestry,” Alain suddenly mused in a low voice though he never looked
up from his food.


Tejal raised an eyebrow but didn’t
protest his speaking. “Rani was said to be a fire goddess. When we recently
sojourned in her Cradle, however, some of the elder Grandmothers mentioned
elementals. I was not invited to join their conversation, so there is little
else I can tell you.”


Alain finished his food and set his empty bowl aside. “I
believe I should take some air. Excuse me, Grandmother. Thalassa, I wait your travel
decisions.”


He quickly ducked out of the wagon and closed the door
behind him. Thalassa stared after him and then turned to find Tejal’s steady gaze focused on her. She fidgeted with the
dark almost red orange of her borrowed safri. Her own
clothes had been taken for washing. Tejal’s voice
pulled her attention back to the other woman as she asked, “Is that the man you
and your sisters served?”


“No. My sister, Alina, is with the master. We’ve been
temporarily separated.” Shaddai willing,
it is only temporary. She rolled her shoulders and then added, “Alain is a
friend. He is annoying, but a friend.”


Tejal offered a smile as she
laughed softly. “That is what I said about my Jai.”


Thalassa felt her cheeks growing warm and hurriedly changed
the subject. “Why did you not reject us? It is within your rights to reject the
daughters of an elder clan if we bring an outsider’s influence with us.”


“Because any outsider who saves a stranger for the simple
reason of it being the right thing to do is not as we’ve been taught. And,” she
gave her a pointed look, “I could see the signs of a bonding between you. The
Sisters with gifts of fire are most prone to bonding whether it be with a Son
of Rani or with an outsider.”


“I have not bonded with Alain,” she protested out of habit.
Of course, she had danced for him. Although, it wasn’t in the exact same
invitation as the dance Mati had performed for Baba when they first met. “Even
if there were signs, they cannot be allowed to come to pass.”


“Why?”


“Because he doesn’t even know what the Tears of Tanis
means,” she choked out. Her fingers were trembling slightly, and she quickly
clamped them between her arms and her ribs. She shook her head. “I have
resigned myself to the fact that I shall never marry, unlike my sisters, since I
can no longer have children.”


Tejal touched her knee as she said
quietly, “That is not the only measure of a successful marriage. This is
something I know quite well because Kava once turned her hand against me,
feeding me the Tears of Tanis. At the time, we assumed it was an attack by a
Sister who had been cast out of our caravan for trying to steal another
Sister’s husband. She conveniently died before confirming this theory. I was
not much older than you are now. Only a few years past twenty. I was to marry
one of the Sons of Rani in a fortnight when the attack occurred. Kava confessed
she did it to end my line with the stronger blood relation to Tseni. I offered my betrothed the opportunity to seek a
different Sister to court and wed. And he took it, marrying one of Kava’s
daughters.” The hard edge to Tejal’s features
softened as she continued, “Jai, however, started to spend more time with me.
Courting me through our friendship. He did not need me to give him children to
love me. Tanu did not become our daughter until a
little under three years ago. She was orphaned by the fighting with Kava. Now,
she is ours and we are hers.”


Tejal squeezed her knee as she
stated, “This is not how I ever expected my life would be, but it is still
good. A future or even a present that looks differently from how you envisioned
things going is not bad. Sometimes it is the better route, though we do not
know it until we are there.”


Thalassa stared at her, mind whirling. She’d thought losing
the future she always expected more than planned out had meant Shaddai
abandoned her. That there was nothing good left to her because what she
envisioned had turned out very differently. Maybe . . . Maybe she was wrong.


She slowly stood and then saluted Tejal,
touching her crooked forefinger to her lips and then the center of her
forehead. “Thank you for the meal, Tejal. And . . .
the counsel.”


“Will you continue on with us past morning, Asha’s daughter?
To ask your questions of your mother’s clan?”


She hesitated and slowly shook her head. “No. I thank you
for the generosity of your offer. However, I do not think that is the path I
must travel.”


“May your path never fall into shadows,” Tejal
murmured.


Thalassa uttered a good night and then left the wagon.
Hopping down to the damp ground, she spied Alain a few feet away talking to Jai
while Tanu scampered toward their wagon already
calling to her mother. She’d slipped back into the tongue used by the Sisters
of Red in her excitement.


Alain straightened and moved away from Jai at her approach.
He was quiet as they walked to the guest wagon that had been made available for
their use. Then as he handed her up the wagon’s step, he spoke in a low voice
meant only for her ears. “Tejal is right. Unexpected
changes to our plans can be good.”


She almost choked on her sharp inhale. He’d heard their
conversation. He’d heard . . . everything, which meant he now knew her secret.
What did he think of her now?


 


***


 












Chapter Fourteen


 


 


‘Are you sure about this?’ Alina’s voice sounded doubtful
even through the crackling echo of the fire.


Thalassa held her hands together as she scowled at her empty
palms. “If you can communicate through fires, I should at least be able to
summon a little flame. A flicker would do at this point.”


‘Lassa.’


“Didn’t your dragon teacher tell you this is possible?”


‘She did but—’


“Then why isn’t it working?” she groaned, dropping her head
into her palms. They weren’t even warm.


‘Lassa, what’s wrong? I can tell something is bothering
you.’


“He knows!” Thalassa looked up to find her sister’s
flickering image still in front of her. she couldn’t discern the minute details
of her expression, but her mouth opened slightly at her outburst. “He knows
what happened to me. He must think . . .” She trailed off, shaking her head.


‘You told him!’


“Of course not!” she snapped. She scowled as she added, “He
was a typical dragon and shamelessly eavesdropped on a private conversation.
Then, he didn’t even have the decency to ask me about it even though it’s been
five days since he learned of it.”


‘So, you do wish to discuss it with him.’


“No, of course not. Nevertheless, he should have asked me
about it so I could tell him that I was not going to discuss it with him.”


‘Lassa, your ridiculous argument means only one thing.’


She eyed her sister’s flickering appearance warily. If they
had been in the same room, she no doubt would’ve had a teasing light in her
eyes. “What pray tell is that?”


The smirk flickered into life and unmistakable glee filtered
through the crackles of her voice. ‘You have feelings for him!’


“N-no I do not!” Her cheeks were growing warm. Was she
blushing? Oh Shaddai, she couldn’t be feeling . . . anything for him!


‘You’re blushing, aren’t you?’ Alina giggled as her smile
grew ever wider. ‘I knew it! I knew you were either going to fall in love or
set his hair on fire! I’m so glad you chose the former!’


“Alina, you said you had news to share with us,” Thalassa
stated desperately. “I will call for Alain and you need to tell us what that
is.”


“Why are you calling me?” Alain asked as he approached from
behind her. He didn’t even have the decency to look apologetic for startling
her into a muffled yelp.


She gestured toward the fire, praying her sister wouldn’t
say anything else embarrassing. “My sister has news.”


‘Lore and I are leaving with a caravan in the morning.
They’ll take us from the Cave of Wonders to a desert oasis near Kush.’ Her
image suddenly faltered, half collapsing into normal flames before reasserting
itself. The crackling warped her voice as she added, ‘I can’t hold it. Lassa,
keep practicing.’ Wood popped nearly obscuring the rest of her words. ‘Yvette
said passionate feelings are the key to fire elementals.’


Her image collapsed entirely leaving nothing but the dancing
flames. Thalassa stared at the campfire and then shook her head as she shoved
to her feet. She brushed at the orange safri she’d
changed back into that morning. Glancing at Alain out of the corner of her eye,
she almost gulped to find him watching her with an unfathomable expression. She
didn’t dare ask if he’d heard Alina’s teasing. It would lead to a question she
didn’t know if she could answer.


Love. No. Love was impossible. Besides, he needed a true
mate who had fire to help him defeat Klonodrien. Even if she could summon a
little fire in her palms, she doubted that would be enough. She wasn’t a
dragoness, after all.


“Passionate feelings are the key,” he mused. “It is an
interesting way to phrase things . . . and to interpret them.”


She looked at him despite her plan not to do so and froze
beneath the heat smoldering in his two-toned eyes. She licked her lips. “Yes.
So, you should keep talking. Perhaps, I’ll manage to summon a small flame from
sheer annoyance.”


“I was contemplating a different tactic.” He didn’t move
toward her, didn’t even twitch a finger. Yet, she could feel him focusing on
her, ready to rush at her if she granted him permission as his voice deepened,
“Mayhap, a chase would work better.”


“Don’t you dare,” she murmured even as her heart sped up and
part of her wished he would.


Alain tilted his head to the left. He still didn’t move. A
smile played across his lips. “Or you will singe my scales? You would find some
way to do it, I’m certain.”


She swallowed and turned away, staring down at the fire.
“No, because I am not worth chasing.”


He was silent. She closed her eyes as she took a steadying
breath. Then, she felt his warm presence at her back though he wasn’t brushing
against her. His voice sounded husky as he stated, “That is not true. You
merely need the right man in your life. One who can see you as the treasure you
are.”


“My edges are sharp and broken. Hardly a treasure.”


“Treasure does not need to be delicate or perfect. My talent
taught me that. My craftsmanship talent focuses on mending what has been
damaged. The instruments Dale and I played for you that night you danced . . .
They were broken when I found them discarded. I fixed them. Do you know there
are potters who will take broken pottery and repair them by pouring gold or
silver into the cracks? It does not erase the evidence of damage, but it makes
them unique and beautiful in a way you wouldn’t see in the original design. I
like to collect them and create them. Their beauty is not as planned, but they
are still beautiful.”


His fingers brushed against the curve of her right cheek.
“You are a far greater treasure than you seem to realize. Prickly as you can
be, your love makes you shine. And it is . . . beautiful. Thalassa.”


She looked up at the sound of her name, meeting his
two-toned gaze. When he touched her jaw, she didn’t pull away. He watched her,
searching her eyes, before he slowly dipped his head. His calloused fingertips
brushed against her jaw, the only other point of contact as he captured her
lips. The gentle kiss grew more passionate as fire seared through her bones and
she grasped his tunic, deepening the kiss. Alina was right. She loved . . . a
dragon.


Thalassa pushed at his chest as she broke away from the
kiss. “No! I can’t do this.” She touched her lips and then forced her hand back
to her side. Alain started to speak but she cut him off. “We cannot do this.
You are a dragon!” Her voice trembled as she continued, “You are a dragon,
Alain. Dragons do not take human mates.”


“We did once. Tancred has taken a human mate.” He held out
his hand even though he didn’t try to step closer. “Lassa, my mother has so
much human blood that she cannot even shift. I do not care that you are human.”


“I can’t be the mate you need,” she protested, fighting
against the surge of hope, of desperate yearning stirring in her breast.


Alain spread his hands wide. “I don’t need children to make
me happy or content. As a dragon, I’m free to forge my own path and my father’s
legacy does not depend on heirs. If someday we decide to bring a child into our
house, they can be human, draven, or dragon. I would
welcome any or all of them with you by my side. If that day does not happen, I
shall still be the most content of dragons because I will have you. My
treasure, my mate.”


She looked up at the night sky as she blinked back stinging
tears. It was everything she’d wanted to hear. Everything she’d been hoping for
and yet . . . Her chin trembled as she met his gaze once more. Though his hands
were outstretched in invitation, he still hadn’t moved. He was being so careful
not to crowd her after she’d pushed away. She loved him. She could not have
him.


She took a steadying breath. “That is not enough. The
problem is that you are a dragon and if you take a mate who is not also a
dragon, you will be trapped in your mortal form for the rest of your life. I
know dragons need to shift between their forms. It is dangerous for them to
remain in a single form for too long.”


“That is for dragons who choose to stay in their proper form
for so long that they forget how to shift back. A very rare phenomenon, I
assure you.” Alain stretched his hands out, fingers spreading as he trembled
with the effort of standing still instead of closing the distant. “Lassa,
please. I do not need to shift in order to be happy with you.”


“You say that now because you think it’s true.” She caught
herself just before she reached out to touch his hand. Touching would be a bad
idea right now. She wouldn’t have the strength to finish this the way it needed
to go. “However, you and I both know that cannot last. Maybe it won’t happen
for a year or five years or fifteen. One day it will happen. You will realize
that you made a horrible mistake in choosing me, in staying in a cursed state
because of me. And, you will hate me. I cannot live with that, Alain. I cannot
let you throw away your best chance of freeing yourself from the curse. What if
something happened and you shifted? The curse would destroy you.”


Alain’s expression grew pained. “Thalassa, you are
envisioning the worst. Why can’t you take this risk with me? I am willing, but
you are so afraid of losing love that you are unable to chase after it when it
is freely offered to you. The dragon king can amend my curse.”


“You do not know that.”


“No.” He turned his hands so his palms faced up. “I do not
know what my future holds beyond the desire to have you at my side for however
long and in whatever way Shaddai grants us. Even if I never soar above the
clouds again and must walk everywhere or guilt Dale into carrying us places, if
you are there then I shall be content and happy. All you need to do, Lassa, is
take that chance with me. Choose the risk with me.”


Every fiber of her being longed to place her hands in his
and take the risk. She started to raise her hands and then she stopped short.
How often had her impulsiveness, her selfishness caused problems? As often as
the golden dragon had shifted between his forms, she knew dragons needed that
ability. She’d read enough of the healers’ texts to know their innate shifting
ability was a core part of their being. Not shifting led to problems. Perhaps
not as dramatic as the dragons who forgot how to return to their smaller forms.
Still, it was considered a fairly miserable existence. And Alain . . . It
wasn’t even safe for him to use his magic to the degree he clearly needed to
for his craftsmanship. She couldn’t shake the memory of the empty hunger and
bloodlust that had filled his expression when he’d attempted a partial shift.
No. The cruelest thing she could do was accept him. He needed to be freed from
his curse, and she wasn’t the one to do it. She was not a dragoness.


Her heart cracked painfully at the expression of confusion
and then dejectedness in his blue and dark green eyes as she slowly lowered her
hands. “Thalassa?”


“I can’t accept.” She clasped her hands against her stomach
as she turned her back on him. She couldn’t stand to see the hurt in his eyes. Hurt
she had caused.


“Cannot or will not.”


She bit her lip to keep from sobbing as she paced away from
him. “That answer does not matter.”


“It does to me.”


“I won’t accept.”


“Tell me you do not feel a pull between us. Tell me you do
not love me.”


She shook her head. “We should leave early tomorrow. The
skies are growing cloudy, and I should like to avoid starting our day in the
rain if possible.”


“Thalassa, your avoidance is an answer.”


She ignored him. She had to ignore him, or she would lose
all her will to see this through to the proper end. The temptation to turn
around and run back to him grew stronger as the silence stretched between them.
She refused to give in. Her love would be selfish if she stole so much from
Alain. She would not do that to him. She refused.


It didn’t stop her from feeling the cold when Alain stopped
trying to talk. It didn’t stop her heart from aching when he walked away from
the camp. It did not stop the tears that escaped when she heard him roar,
scaring the night birds into flight as their alarmed calls filled the air.


Thalassa mutely wiped her tears away with the corner of her safri. This was for the best. It was the only way to save
him.


 


***


 


“What happened with you?”


Alain ignored his brother’s question in favor of asking one
of his own. “Do you have any useful news? Since your other plan failed.”


Dale tilted his head to the right, slit nostrils flaring.
“Your emotions are burning my nose,” he complained. “What happened?”


“The plan failed?” came Thalassa’s quiet voice. “The dragon
king cannot help you.”


“Not without examining his curse in person,” Dale answered
for him. He rustled his wings as he sighed, watching Thalassa approach them.
“And, he cannot come to Belfarad with the cabal having such an active presence
here. He could be captured or killed. Either outcome would be disastrous for
our people.”


“Useful news,” Alain interjected tersely.


“Rumors say a red dragon flew south through the pass into
the desert. However, other rumors attest he flew into the mountains in this area.
He would have both the forest and the peaks to hide in so it might be more
appealing.”


“Could his southern route take him to the oasis Alina told
us about?” Thalassa questioned.


“Alina sent you a message? How?”


Alain waved his brother’s questions aside. “That’s not
important right now. What’s important is she’s right. Lore and Alina are
traveling from the Cave of Wonders south to a desert oasis. Oases are
congregating sites for the cabal based on Draven’s reports. It would make sense
for Klonodrien to possibly flee there.”


“Why not use portals?” Thalassa asked, though she hadn’t
moved from where she had stopped some feet behind them.


“They likely deplete his strength too much for frequent
use,” he murmured, resisting the urge to look back at her. He ignored the way
Dale was looking between them. “You should join Lore and Alina. I will scout
the mountains here. If I don’t find anything, I’ll report to Tancred.”


“You can’t go on a hunt by yourself,” Thalassa declared
sharply. “What if you actually find him?”


“Then, I shall be successful in pinning his location,” he
stated blandly.


He heard her movements coming closer and expected her to go
to Dale. This was what she wanted after all. “You needn’t worry about me. Go
with Dale and see your sister properly. You deserve it.”


A branch smacked across his shoulders sending him stumbling
forward. Dale’s raspy laughter barked across the meadow as Alain spun to face
Thalassa. She shook the short tree branch at him, dark eyes flashing. “If you
think I’m going to leave a reckless fire lizard scuttling around unsupervised,
you have gone mad!”


He raised his hands in surrender. She shook the branch at
him one more time and then spun to face his brother before he could think of an
appropriate response. “Dale, you find my sister and Lore.” As the blue dragon
stopped chortling long enough to nod, she cast him another scathing look as she
added, “I shall remain here and ensure that your fool of a brother doesn’t do
something that results in his death.”


Alain fought a smile. She still cared . . . even loved. He
rolled his shoulders. Although, he did prefer it when she expressed it with a
kiss instead of a branch across the shoulders. Nevertheless, he drew hope from
her actions. And, he was appropriately thankful that she hadn’t taken a brand
from the campfire to use instead.


 


***


 












Chapter Fifteen


 


 


“I know why you did it.”


She ignored Alain as she focused on climbing the steep and
somewhat muddy trail weaving through the mountain. Dale had taken them closer
to the area where the red dragon had been rumored to be seen, but it still took
four extremely rainy days for them to reach the part of the forested mountain
that held the caves where he could be hiding. Her feet slipped, sending her
sliding backwards to slam into a solid body.


Heat radiated off the dragon, even in his mortal form,
despite the wet humidity surrounding them. Thalassa stared into his two-toned
eyes and uttered a breathless apology before she forced herself to leave his
loose hold. Maybe she should’ve gone to the desert. At least then, she could
have talked to Alina. Asked her advice on what to do about this whole mess of a
situation. Of course, Alina would likely encourage her to take the risk. She
couldn’t do that to him.


“Lassa,” he said her name like it was a caress and a prayer
rolled into one.


A shiver ran down her spine. She licked her lips and then
brushed a sodden tendril of hair out of her eyes. She’d removed most of her
jewelry except for her bangles and anklets, stowing everything in her pack with
her teal blue safri. The sturdier cotton of the
reddish orange safri from Tejal
was better suited to trekking up muddy trails and through the rain. A rain that
kept her from making a fire for Alina to communicate through. And, she still
hadn’t been able to summon any flames of her own. Not even on her fingertips.


“Lassa, wait.”


“We can’t discuss this again,” she muttered.


“No, Lassa, wait. I smell drake. And . . . I know that
scent. Stay here!” He rushed around her and over the next rise.


“Alain!” she called, fear rising. No, no, no! He was acting
like he could shift and protect himself from a drake without worry for its
venomous bite. She had to help him.


She ran, not caring when she stumbled and slipped, covering
the lower part of her safri in mud up to her knees.
She dropped her pack as soon as she reached the top of the hill. Alain was
charging toward a man waving a spear at two, no, three drakes. Their dull tan
scales and blocky triangular heads were a rough mockery of dragons, though
these creatures were not intelligent or one of the Great Races. These were the
size of large dogs and their jaws gaped, ready to tear through skin and inject
their venom in their chosen victim.


One of the drakes turned to face Alain. He pulled a dagger
and threw it. The drake was too fast, the blade glanced off its shoulder
instead of penetrating. It was going to bite him. It would kill him!


Her hands tingled as she raced toward the men and the
drakes. Then, she felt heat sitting in her palm. She looked down to see a round
almost yellow looking fireball. She didn’t even have time to feel glad or
shocked at its appearance. She just hurled it at the charging drake. The flames
broke against its blunt nose making it skitter backwards with a hiss.


The smallest of the three drakes, it turned and fled into
the brush to the right. She turned her attention to the other drakes. One of
them was circling around to the man’s back. She felt heat in her hand and
lobbed another fireball, singing the scales at the base of its tail. She threw
a second, hardly registering the fact that Alain was calling her name. It hit
the drake again, making it back away from its intended prey. Then, it charged
toward Alain. She summoned a pale yellow fireball and hurled it with all her
strength. It broke across the drake’s face and its left eye. The drake flipped
over in the mud, screeching horribly as it rubbed its face against the mud.
Then, it too fled.


“Thalassa, get back!”


She swayed, a lightheadedness threatening her even as the
fire continued licking its way through her veins. She could feel the heat
pooling in her palms, simply waiting to be formed into a fireball. She took a
gasping breath as Alain’s hands closed around her arms. He looked . . . afraid.
She started to speak but he was pushing her back toward the trail. “Go!”


“The drake!”


“Won’t last. Go!” He looked over his shoulder and grimaced.
“Thalassa, go!”


She followed his gaze and sucked in a sharp breath. The man
was the hooded man from the village, the one who’d cursed Alain and Lore. The
sound of clothing ripping filled the air and then a roar echoed through the
mountain air as the last remaining drake attempted to flee only to be caught in
a stream of white hot dragon fire. The red dragon turned to look at them.
“Unexpected.”


A deep growl burst past Alain’s lips. He lunged in front of
her. Then, he started to change.


Thalassa’s eyes widened and she shouted, “No! Alain, don’t!”


A roar came from higher up the mountain. She looked up.
Another dragon, his red scales glowing from within with the light of his own
dragon fire. Alain snarled and then rasped, “Run, Lassa!”


 


***


 


“Alain!”


He heard Thalassa scream, but it was too late. His shift was
too far. He forced his gaze up at the red diving toward them, roaring a
challenge. This was his target.


The shift claimed him, and he shook out his wings as he
roared in reply. Two red dragons, one on the ground and one in the air. The one
in the air opened his maw to breathe fire.


He spread his wings wide and then lunged into the sky as he
opened his own jaws. The fire was bubbling up. He would burn the challenger in
the sky. The one on the ground. And, the soft human who kept shouting nonsense.
Then, he would hunt for more.


 


***


 












Chapter Sixteen


 


 


“Alain!” Thalassa screamed even knowing it was too late.
He wasn’t in control anymore.


She spun around, ignoring the rivulets of rainwater pelting
her as the storm gained strength. The red dragon she’d saved hopped to the
right as Alain collided with the attacking dragon, clawing and biting. They
plummeted to the ground and then rolled into the trees, crushing them beneath
their massive bodies.


Thalassa charged toward the red dragon who was now watching the
other two dragons battle. “Help him!”


When the red dragon’s head swung around toward her, she
caught the impression of surprise in his gold streaked amber eyes. His nostrils
flared, but he didn’t try to breathe fire or even lunge at her. She shouted up
at him again. “Help him! Remove your curse! You cast it so you can undo it!
Remove it!”


He stared at her for a moment and then shook his head.
“That’s not how this works, little fire sprite.”


“Coward!” she screamed as he leapt into the sky and flew
east. Shaddai, what was she going to do?


She spun to see if Alain had noticed the other dragon’s
escape only to fall back with a scream as the remaining red leaped at her. His
teeth snapped closed inches from her. She could feel his hot breath against her
feet, drying the mud on them, even as she scrambled backwards.


A boneshaking roar filled the air and then a sapphire blue
dragon landed on the red’s back. Alain! The red dragon’s roar turned into a shrieking
cry as Alain viciously clawed through his wings, snapping bones and shredding
membranes.


The red dragon collapsed as Thalassa staggered to her feet.
Then, wild eyes fixed on her. Her breath caught in her throat as she faced a
predator with no inkling of the man within or his mind. “Alain,” she whispered.


He sprang at her. She stumbled back, instinctively raising
her hands. Heat surged through her palms, mud drying and then cracking off. She
squinted as she cast a brilliant white fireball at his throat.


His roar shook the ground beneath her feet as he reared
back. The blue scales over the base of his throat glowed. He still came after
her. His forefoot wrapped around her, and she screamed as one of his claws
sliced her upper arm just below her shoulder. He didn’t care or even seem to
notice as he brought his wings down and lifted into the clouds.


Terror stuck in her throat as they soared through the cold
clouds and emerged higher up the mountain. The air was so cold she could feel
frost or ice forming on her hair. Her clothes were also beginning to freeze. He
was going to kill her. This couldn’t happen.


She tried to wriggle her arms loose, but she couldn’t escape
his hold. Then, he threw her up into the air. She couldn’t even scream as she
tumbled toward the snow covered mountainside. He caught her by the legs,
dangling her upside down. She had to make him stop. Fury and fear combined,
once more driving the fire in her veins. Her palms heated as she swung them
toward his chest. Another blazing white fireball formed, nearly blinding her as
she lobbed it up toward the dragon.


He roared in pain and fury as he plummeted. His hold on her
legs abruptly loosened, and she tumbled down into a deep snowbank. She clawed
her way up as the ground shook and snow tumbled as he crashed a little further
up the mountainside. Snow pelted her and the wind froze her skin as she pulled
herself out of the snowbank. Alain’s sapphire blue scales were already being
dusted white. The snow storm could bury him here if he didn’t get up quickly
enough.


His wings slowly furled and then the air rumbled with his
growl. He wasn’t back. He was still . . . lost. The madness had taken him.


Thalassa shook her head. No. She wouldn’t allow it. She
couldn’t lose the crazy dragon she loved. Running away had never worked out
well for her. This time . . . This time she would run toward the problem.


She staggered a few paces, her feet tingling a little and
then growing numb. She didn’t care. She raised her hands, feeling the heat
gathering. This time she formed it into flames like she was holding twin bowls
of fire during a dance. “Alain.” His name was a whisper. It wasn’t good enough.


He growled as he slowly raised his head. She kept plodding
forward, forcing the flames to dance higher as she pushed his name past her
cold lips. “Alain!” Her throat was hoarse from her earlier screams and shouts.
It didn’t matter. She couldn’t give up on him. “Alain!”


He shoved himself up to his feet and then slowly turned to
face her. His slit nostrils flared wide and tendrils of smoke wafted from them
as he furled his wings against his sides. She raised her hands, willing the
flames to dance a little higher. She was so cold. Her palms were the only spots
of heat remaining. “Alain, please!”


Then, he lowered his head toward her and exhaled a smoke
ring that encircled her hands. “Lassa.”


She collapsed to her knees as the flames slipped from her
grasp and vanished. Then, heat wrapped around her as the dragon carefully
picked her up. He didn’t throw her or dangle her. Instead, he brought her up
against his chest . . . slightly to the left. She could barely feel the heat
radiating from his scales. She did, however, hear his rumbling voice. “Hold on,
Lassa, we will escape this storm too.”


 


***


 


It didn’t seem like enough. He blew another tendril of
flame into the fire, urging it to new heights. Was it warm enough?”


“If you are not careful, you will melt all that snow above
us and flood us out,” came a low murmur.


He ducked his head to peek beneath his wing. Thalassa was
wrapped in a blanket with her feet braced against the curve of his foreleg so
she wouldn’t get frostbite. She leaned her head against his side but kept her
dark eyes open. “Are love stories between humans and dragons always so
unnecessarily dramatic?”


He huffed. “Wait until you hear what passed between my
parents. She did not even know he was a dragon until after they’d married.” He
hesitated and carefully nudged her uninjured arm, the scent of her blood still
sending knives of guilt through his heart. “We need to take the red to the
dragon king’s spy in Cian Gwenith. I’m sorry for the delay.”


She yawned and then extracted a hand from her blanket and
rested it against his nose in the space between his nostrils. “It is all right,
if we find a priest first.”


“You didn’t singe my scales that badly,” he grumbled. The
red who’d attacked them was still unconscious and in his between form due to
the extent of his injuries. He’d regretted his lack of healing talent when he
wrapped the dragon in the spare blanket, which Thalassa had then tied with the
ruined remains of her orange safri.


She lightly smacked his nose. “No.”


“No?”


“I meant . . .” Her gaze dropped for a moment before rising to
meet his once more as she brushed her hair out of her eyes. “I love you. I
would like to take the risk with you . . . If you still wish to do so with me.”


He huffed a laugh. “I wish I’d changed into my mortal form
so I could kiss you.” He paused and then teased, “But what happened to the
desire not to have dragons in your life anymore?”


She smiled. “I met the most annoying blue dragon again and
again and again. Then, I realized he kept up with me because he actually meant
it when he said he wanted me as I was.”


She rested a hand against the side of his jaws and then
huddled into her blanket once more. “We most definitely need to find a priest
before leaving.”


“As soon as the storm passes,” he promised.


 


***


 












Chapter Seventeen


 


 


Alain stared at Thalassa as she walked in front of him,
confidently following in Tancred’s wake as the Earl of Silvermere and spy for
the dragon king led them to his bookroom. She’d put on all her jewelry and the
teal blue safri while he’d been shifting and getting
dressed in the stone hovel Tancred kept for inconspicuous arrivals from dragon
guests. Of course, she’d also come ahead with Tancred on his hippogriff while
his captain of the guard took custody of the surly cabal member. Captain Huon,
another dragon, had likely locked their new guest away already.


Thalassa had some sort of plan. He could tell by the look in
her eyes when she’d learned the dragon king was still in Silvermere’s keep. He
rubbed at his freshly shaven jaw, wondering if he should ask her. No, waiting
to discover what she was up to was far more interesting.


Unless she’d decided to be miffed about their inability to
search out a priest to marry them. He hadn’t thought of it before now because
it had been her suggestion to simply fly as quickly as possible to Tancred with
their prisoner. However, it was possible she decided he’d erred in some way.
Maybe by agreeing instead of disagreeing.


Tancred ushered them into the bookroom where the dragon
king’s familiar cloaked and hooded figure stood in front of the fireplace.
Then, he vanished to check on his mate. Thalassa only waited for the door to
close before she approached the dragon king. “Can you perform a wedding?”


The dragon king twisted around to peer at her though his
face remained hidden within the shadows of his hood. “A wedding?” He pointed a
gloved hand toward Alain. “With that one?”


Thalassa nodded. “He’s mine. However, we couldn’t stop for a
priest due to the prisoner being prone to escape attempts even with broken
wings.”


The dragon king’s attention fell on him, and he inhaled
noisily. He hummed to himself before rumbling, “I can see the tendrils of the
curse still cling to you. They won’t dissolve until the other half of the curse
is broken.”


Alain stiffened. “The madness?”


“Will no longer affect you.” The dragon king huffed a laugh.
“Your brother told me of what happened and the conditions for the curse. This
is an interesting outcome.”


Thalassa raised her chin. “I may not be a dragoness, but I
am his mate.”


“And, you have your own fire from what I can smell,” the
dragon king stated mildly. “I meant the identity of your truest enemy.”


“We thought it was Klonodrien.”


“He ceased to be your truest enemy when the madness took
over,” he replied. “I would like to hear your whole story. However, it seems I
must perform a wedding first.”


Alain grinned. “Please do.”


 


***


 


Thalassa stifled a yawn behind her hand as she leaned into
Alain’s hold. He and the dragon king were still discussing the curse and its
ramifications. The dragon king drummed his fingers against the arm of his
chair. “It is as I suspected. Once the madness took over and threatened both of
you, that became your truest enemy. Which is why Thalassa’s burning courage and
love saved you.”


She yawned again, and Alain squeezed her shoulders. “If you
will forgive us, my king. My wife is still exhausted from her fight and
unlocking her fire gift. I think we should retire.”


“Go. Tancred will accommodate you. We will begin questioning
the prisoner. Klonodrien’s possession of portal magic changes things. We must
capture him as soon as may be.”


Thalassa nodded. “I can try contacting my sister through the
fire gifts.”


She stood up and then swayed a little as her body insisted
it was time to rest. Alain’s arm came around her waist and he lifted her into
his arms. “She’ll try tomorrow. Or whenever she’s recovered enough to do so. It
will be better if we have new information to share anyway.”


“Yes,” the dragon king rumbled. “Your brother will no doubt
track them down soon enough.”


He dismissed them, and Alain carried her out of the
bookroom. The captain of the guard showed them down a hall to the room they’d
been given for their stay. Thalassa didn’t pay him much mind as she contented
herself with snuggling against Alain’s chest. Until he dropped her on the bed,
startling a yelp out of her. She shoved herself into a sitting position to meet
Alain’s unrepentant grin. “Alain, behave or I’ll singe your scales again.”


He chuckled. “I’m glad you’re not worrying about your
sister.”


She smiled. “As much as I’m loathe to admit it, Alina does
know how to handle herself . . . and that includes the golden dragon. I do
confess to being curious as to the whole of her story since we were separated.
She’s never had time to tell me any of it.”


“Something to share when you see each other properly again
and not through crackling campfires,” he assured her. He propped his hands on
the bed and leaned in to steal a kiss.


Thalassa reluctantly broke the kiss just long enough to
murmur, “I am very much looking forward to it since I suspect it shall be an
adventure equal to our own.”


 


***


 












Part Two


 


Alina and Lore


 












Chapter Eighteen


 


 


Alina spat out the gritty sand from her mouth as she
rolled onto her side. The taste clung to her tongue as she spat again and
groaned. Where was she? Where was . . . Lore! She coughed again as she tried to
look for him. She felt strangely shaky, and her head ached though there was no
blood or bumps when she carefully checked for any sign of head trauma.


A long shadow fell across her and she looked up to see the
familiar figure of Lore leaning over her. His pale blonde hair looked even
closer to white as the sun beat down on his head. His expression was as
expressive as stone, though something glimmered in his grey eyes for the
briefest instant before he straightened. A knot loosened in her chest as she
scrambled to her feet, brushing the sand from her skirts and safri. “Lore, you are all right!”


The aloof look he cast her made her consider hugging him
just to startle a little more emotion out of him. She resisted, however, as she
looked around.


“Swiveling your head like an owl won’t summon your sister or
the blues,” came the mild rebuke in cool rich tones. There was a pause before
he added, “They did not come through with us, little bird.”


The familiarity of his name for her was a slight comfort as
she turned to face him. “Why not? And, how did he do that?”


“Portal magic,” Lore stated simply. He frowned and then
reached for her hand and lightly caught her fingertips with his. He tugged
until she straightened her right arm out and then his frown deepened. She
followed his gaze to find some bruises in the shape of fingers forming around
her arm above her bangles. His hand settled over the bruises and a flash of
golden light briefly appeared while a warm sensation trickled through her skin,
sending a shiver through her. As soon as he withdrew his hand, the marks were
gone.


He studied her arm a moment longer before he allowed her
hand to drop. His grey gaze swept away from her to survey their surroundings.
“The question now, little bird, is how cruel did Klonodrien intend to be with
me.”


She followed him as he scaled the side of the dune towering
over them. “What happened to our packs?”


“They came through with me. Ours at least. I dropped the
others.” His tone turned cold even though he didn’t look back at her. “You
helped the cabal.”


She couldn’t stop the flinch. Still, she forced herself to
answer calmly. “You know I was not aware of his position. It did not look like
an act.”


“Your kindness is leading you into trouble as usual, Alina.
If I did not know humans’ cruelty so well, I would be far more tempted to
believe you to be the rule rather than the exception.”


He stopped at the crest of the dune and held a hand out to
her, pulling her up the last few paces to stand next to him. A sea of dunes
stretched all around them . . . except to their left. In the distance, it was
almost obscured by the rolling dunes. However, there was what appeared to be a
large rock jutting out of the sands. “What is it?”


“The oasis is called the Cave of Wonders.” He paused and
then added with a sniff, “No doubt it was named by humans who’d been out in the
sun so long they forgot what a cave actually looks like.”


She smiled. “I take it this is not a proper cave, like ours,
then.”


“Not in the least. As you will see when we reach it.” He
started walking along the crest of the dune. “Come. It will take us three or
four hours to reach the place.”


She frowned as she followed him. “What about our packs?”


“I left them further ahead.”


“How?”


Lore’s back stiffened and his voice grew cold as he recited,
“I lost my grip on you when the portal pulled. I managed to grab your arm, but
the magic yanked us apart. The portal spat me out close to the oasis. I spent
the last six hours searching for you. It is most . . . fortunate that you
landed in the shadow of the dune and not in anything’s nest.”


She reached for him, touching his arm. “It was not your
fault, Lore.”


“Your head still hurts.”


She blinked at the abrupt subject change and carefully
nodded. “Yes. But it is all right.”


“No. It is this curse. It is limiting my talent in an
unexpected manner.” He glanced down at where her hand rested against his arm
and patted it once before shrugging her off. “I expect you to complain, little
bird, if the pain gets worse.”


“Thank you, Lore,” she murmured. The dragon still wasn’t the
best at properly expressing his concerns. He was too used to coating everything
in sarcasm or aloof observations. It was just as well, however. His normal
behavior was keeping her from panicking at the thought of . . . everything.


“Whatever you just thought, you shouldn’t bother with,
Alina. Your heartbeat jumped, and it is intruding on my concentration.”


She smiled as she hurried to keep pace with him. “I would
apologize, Lore. But, I think you enjoy such disturbances. They give you the
chance to be more . . . creative.”


“You remain a strange creature, little bird.” He went
completely silent after that save to urge her not to fall down a dune the few
times he needed to steady her as they traversed the crests. The only
improvement seemed to be that it was not the same abrupt coldness he’d been
using to avoid talking to her while they were traveling, almost pushing her to
talk to Dale since Alain had been preoccupied with Thalassa. It was a small
thing, but she welcomed it even so.


The desert sun beat down on her and the glare off the dunes
threatened to blind her, making the throbbing in her head worse. She stumbled,
nearly pitching over as her feet tangled in the hem of her safri.
Lore’s lean arms wrapped around her, hauling her upright once more. He stepped
back and rested his hands on her shoulders as he bent down to look in her eyes.
“I am . . . fine.”


His cool grey gaze measured her. “That was a terrible lie.
We shall have to stop sooner than I wanted.”


“I can walk.”


He huffed as he straightened, though he didn’t release her
shoulders. “Healers are my worst patients. Humans, with your annoying
insistence on persevering through potential and known injuries, are the second
worst. The fact that you are still capable of doing something does not mean you
should be doing it.” He let go of her shoulders in order to scoop her into his
arms. He resumed walking as he continued, “You, your sisters, the huntsman. All
of you have the most annoying habit of pressing forward like self-sacrificing
fools when you should know better.”


She hid a smile even as the pain in her head made her want
to hide beneath a blanket. “What you mean is our endearing habit of rushing
after you and helping still gives you nightmares.”


“Dragons do not have nightmares,” came the cool retort.


“They also don’t carry their companions through a desert
when said companions are perfectly capable of walking on their own,” she
teased.


“I am choosing to ignore that fact,” he countered with a
mild disdain she knew was feigned. “Much like you all choose to ignore common
sense even when it dances in front of you covered in gold dust.”


“Do William and Imani know you are still angry about our
interference with your fight against Klonodrien two years ago?” she mused, no
longer expecting him to continue the conversation. He’d already summoned the
finality he normally used to end his part in a conversation.


“They are fully aware of my opinions as to that example of
foolishness. You all need to learn to stay out of fights between dragons.”


“Then, your opponents should fight fairly.”


“They are rogue dragons. They wouldn’t know a fair fight if
it set fire to their tails.” Lore adjusted his hold on her and then abruptly
announced, “We are not far from the packs.”


“Did you hide them?” she asked more out of idle curiosity
than anything. “Or is this desert truly so abandoned?”


He didn’t reply other than to growl under his breath. He
slid down the side of a dune and lowered her to the ground. He didn’t speak as
he touched her face and then wrapped his hands around her throbbing temples,
nudging her hair chain and pendant out of the way. She felt heat against her
skin, but it carried a hint of relief as the sharpest edge of her pain dulled
to a more manageable level. A sigh escaped as Lore drew his hands away.


Still, he frowned down at her and then his attention turned
to his hands as his expression turned icy. His fingers flexed and curled into
fists as he started to turn away. “You will remain here in the shade. It is not
much but will keep you from burning or fainting provided you don’t gallivant
about on some foolish errand. I will return with the packs.”


He strode away from her, the faint breeze tugging at his
hair as well as the white tunic and trousers he wore. Alina frowned after him
as she adjusted her hair chain until she felt the small medallion rest against
her hairline while the two links leading to the pearl came to rest further down
her forehead just above the space between her eyebrows. The pounding in her
head was not as severe as it had been although it still lingered, which was . .
. unusual. As was the fact that Lore hadn’t fully healed her.


Being bound to a dragon with a strong healing gift meant
that she almost never suffered ailments for very long. The most memorable time
when he’d not healed her in a single session was when she suffered a drake’s
bite. The venom had remained in her system just long enough for her body to be
too weak for him to heal her in one session. Something similar had happened
when William and Imani had fallen ill from the plague that swept through
Belfarad some seventy years previous. Although, the situation had been
compounded by the fact that Lore had stretched his gift to its limits in an
attempt to save people in the village nearest their cavern.


Concern rose at the thought that his inabilities and
apparent frustration could be tied to some hidden injury. Or was it his curse?
She shivered despite the heat clinging to the air and struggled to her feet.
She swayed for a moment as her body fought to rest instead. Then she pushed
through it, forcing herself to remain standing. She didn’t have any magic to
heal Lore with, of course. Nevertheless, she’d packed healing supplies meant
for both humans and dragons that could help him.


She staggered slowly across the sand and then stopped at the
sound of a faint shout. It did not sound like Lore. Alarm coursed through her
and she increased her pace to a jog, and then scrambled up the side of a dune.
She didn’t hear any more shouts. The instinctive urge to call out for Lore
coursed through her. She clamped her lips shut to avoid doing so.


She wanted to find him, not distract him. Or alert anyone
that there were people in the dunes if Lore was hiding. She clawed through the
sand until she reached the top of the dune and then lowered herself onto her
stomach as she peered over the edge. She didn’t see Lore.


Movement caught her eye, and she ducked closer to the sand
as two men mounted on camels struck the bellowing beasts with sticks to urge
them into a true run. They vanished between two other dunes. She stayed where
she was until the grumbling groans of the camels faded from her hearing. Only
then did she climb to her feet, brushing the sand from her safri
and arms. An irrational fear that the men had done something to Lore flooded
through her, tightening her lungs and squeezing her heart.


She jogged along the crest of the dune until it dipped
toward another dune. A splash of white caught her attention. Lore was kneeling
on the ground with his back to her. Was he injured? She couldn’t tell from this
distance. Sliding down the dune, she nearly fell into a roll twice before she
managed to reach him.


“I have the most foolish, disobedient companions a dragon
could find,” came the cool observation though he didn’t turn to look at her.


“Lore? Are you injured?” She dropped to her knees next to
him, resting a hand on his shoulder as she peered at him. “I saw men on camels
coming from this direction.”


“Scavengers,” he stated curtly. He set a pack in front of
her. “Here. At least, they didn’t have time to paw through all of your things
before I caught them.” He still wouldn’t look at her as he continued to examine
his own pack, which had been sliced open with a blade of some type. An annoyed
lilt colored his voice as he added, “They managed to steal the food as well as
the coins I was carrying.”


Alina patted his shoulder. “I may have some coins in my
pack. And, you said it is not very far to the oasis. We will be able to buy
supplies there.”


“You should not make such promises when you’ve yet to see if
they’re even accurate.” Lore pulled out his silver damask robe and seemed
preoccupied with inspecting it.


She couldn’t suppress a smile. When she’d first made it for
him, he had grumbled about it being silver instead of gold if she was
attempting to flatter a dragon. Never mind that his mortal coloring looked
better in the silver than in the gold cloth that had been available. Turning
her attention to her pack, her smile quickly dropped as she dug through it. The
healing supplies were undisturbed, thank Shaddai. However, . . . “They took my
coins.”


“I assumed as much,” Lore shook out his robe and then rolled
it up tightly. “Put this in there, if you would. There’s no point in salvaging
my pack.”


“What will we do at the Cave of Wonders?” She paused,
lifting a hand to touch the pearls lining the edge of her necklace. “We can
sell my jewelry. It should allow us to purchase at least some supplies and—”


“No.”


“Lore.”


He shook his head, grey eyes still devoid of warmth as he
stared down at her. “No. I will not see one of my companions turned destitute
over something as simple as a lack of coin.”


“That is usually how people define being destitute,” she
pointed out.


“Then, they lack perspective. Some of the richest people
I’ve known did not count their treasures in coins.”


“Selling some jewelry won’t render me destitute.” It would
make her interactions a little more complicated in the unspoken hierarchy of
local women. However, there was nothing that said the Cave of Wonders followed
the same hierarchy as they did in Belfarad. Her fingertips brushed against the
pearls one last time and then she pressed the damask robe further into her
pack. “I can sell the necklace set. They are worth the most.”


“They are your treasure. No.”


“Treasure hardly matters if we’ve no means of providing for
ourselves,” she countered. She rose to her feet, brushed the sand from her safri, and slipped the pack over
her shoulder. “You have always said practicality is better than
sentimentality.” Never mind that she’d never fully agreed with him on the
degree to which he sought to separate the two. Dragons were more prone to
cooperation when pinned by their own words, and she did not like the idea of remaining
in the desert where those men could return with friends.


“That set belonged to your mother,” Lore stated as he tossed
his ruined pack aside and stood up.


“We should go to the Cave of Wonders,” she interrupted. She
did not want to debate the matter with him. It would be difficult enough
without having to persuade Lore as well as herself that this was the only real
choice. “How far away is it? Three hours?”


“Three and a half.” He frowned at her. “You are still in
pain.”


“It is nothing I cannot survive for a few hours. You
shouldn’t keep trying to force your magic. You’ll only make your recovery take
longer.” Thank Shaddai, she remembered everything from his lessons on caring
for dragons who overspent their magic. She made a little sound of protest when
he plucked her pack from her shoulder only to silence the accompanying words
when he gave her the stern look that meant he wouldn’t be moved.


Knowing there was no use in attempting to change his mind,
she inclined her head slightly in acquiescence and then pulled the extra length
of her safri up to cover her hair. At the memory of
the robbers, she adjusted the safri to cover her hair
jewelry and then wrapped it across her face so only her eyes were uncovered. At
least she wouldn’t need to worry about her jewelry glinting in the sunlight and
drawing too much attention when they were still vulnerable. Lore watched her in
silence, his expression aloof, though something very like consternation flashed
in his grey eyes. When she’d finished her adjustments, he still didn’t speak a
word as he started walking.


Despite his silence, Lore stopped five times to shove one of
the surviving water gourds into her hands. He simply refused to move on until
he was satisfied she’d had enough to drink. It was the sort of bossy behavior
that always made her think of the fussing of a mother hen. Something else he
would regard with cold disdain whenever she pointed it out. He must have caught
her smile the fifth time, though. Grey eyes narrowed, and he stared down his
nose at her. “Dragons have never had feathers.”


“You do cluck, however,” she murmured, unable to resist such
an excellent opportunity to tease him.


He clicked his tongue and then lightly pushed against the
bottom of the gourd, forcing it back toward her lips. “Drink. The last thing I
need is a fainting woman to haul across my shoulders. I wish to make an . . .
inconspicuous entrance into the oasis.”


“Is being inconspicuous truly possible for a dragon?” she
mused before obliging him by taking another sip of the water.


“It is a trial, though one any dragon of intelligence has
managed at least once in their lifetime to survive the wars,” he replied. He
stretched his hand toward her face only to stop when she moved back. He
scowled. “You are still in pain.”


“It is still manageable,” she countered lightly as she
replaced the stopper in the gourd’s mouth and passed it to him. “As it was the
last four times you tried to intervene. You’ve let William grumble around the
caverns with bruised ribs without attempting to heal him. A few bruises and a
headache hardly deserve more attention.”


“The huntsman wandered around the caverns grumbling like a
wounded cave lion because he declined to be healed when he first returned from
his hunting trip. I did not think he would manage to spend three days avoiding
sense until your sister scolded both of us.”


“You both deserved it.” She readjusted her safri to veil her face and then nodded. “Will we need to
worry about the gate closing at sundown?”


“The Cave of Wonders does not have gates. You will see once
we get a little closer.”


The seemingly single rock formation broke into pieces as
they drew closer, revealing jagged pillars and stone arches. They mingled with
two caravans of wagons and one of camels as they passed through a series of
huge archways that she imagined dragons could easily enter. The sun was nearly
set. However, there were torches and open lamps placed in niches carved into
the sandstone walls allowing her to see the drapes of colored fabric forming a
makeshift roof.


The sounds of people, so very many people echoed through the
various tunnels and archways leading to other places in the oasis. Laughter,
calls of the caravans, lowing from the various cattle and bleating of sheep and
goats, and the distant sound of music all whispered to her. They followed the
winding passage until Lore abruptly turned to the right. She stared as they
passed various stalls and merchants who would have rivaled the great market
days in Ebura after the first arrival of the sea trade goods with their diversity
of wares and offerings. The calls were barely discernible over each other even
though several of the merchants, whose assistants stood with ropes of jewels
and beads dripping from their outstretched arms, called loudly that they were
favored by the guardians of the oasis.


Lore ignored them all as he guided her by the elbow through
another tunnel. The noise of the bazaar continued to rise around them but,
other than some pushier merchants trying to catch Lore’s attention until he
cast them a withering glare, no one attempted to accost them. At least,
thievery didn’t seem to be quite so blatant here as it could be on the great
market days in Ebura. She wished she could ask the people who spoke of their
guardians what they meant. Or, perhaps, who since they acted as if these
guardians were frequent patrons of their various wares.


She looked up at the colored fabrics, but it was too dark to
determine their colors. Then, Lore turned left and wove past a group of
travelers, who spoke in a completely different language, to approach a
sandstone pillar. She could see oil lamps shining in the windows peppering the
pillar’s surface and then they passed through a doorway covered in ribbons and
beaded strands. It was cool enough in the room that she was grateful to see a
large kiln fireplace.


Lanterns and oil lamps adorned the wooden and stone tables
littered between the bar and the fireplace. Nearly all were filled with patrons
who chattered in a variety of languages as they dined with a mix of wooden,
stone, and clay tableware. A large man with a round face, thick curled beard
dyed with green abeer powder, and a pronounced belly
straining the confines of his yellow tunic scuttled forward with a surprising
agility that made his green and red striped robe flutter. He gave a bow,
twirling his hands in small circles as he did so. “Welcome! Welcome, strangers!
You will wish a room? A meal?”


He paused as he looked more closely at them, at Lore
specifically. Then, his gaze darted to Alina. Something hardened slightly in
his expression as he stepped closer and lowered his voice, “You travel very
lightly for newcomers to the Cave of Wonders.”


“We had a problem with robbers,” Lore replied, a chill in
his voice. “They stole much. However, I feel we may achieve a satisfactory
trade in exchange for room and board for the night.”


“There’s no more slave trade in the Cave of Wonders,
stranger,” the man stated bluntly. “The guardians will burn you alive if you
attempt to sell the girl.”


“I have no intention of selling her. What sort of man would
sell his wife?”


Alina barely kept from gaping at the dragon. His wife? The
foolish part of her heart leapt at the words falling from his lips despite
knowing he wasn’t in earnest.


The tavern owner, for who else could he be, looked between
them and she stepped a little closer to Lore, brushing against his left arm.
Lore continued with as much emotion as if he were observing the weather. “She
is, however, a skilled dancer. I do not see entertainment for your patrons
tonight. Perhaps that would be a satisfactory trade?”


The tavern owner tugged on one of his beard’s green curls.
He shrugged a little. “Perhaps. However, a man’s flattery of his wife’s skills
can be . . . misleading.”


Lore graced him with a cold look. “You accuse me of lying.”


Alina spoke up before the dragon could take further offense.
“I am trained by my mati’s people, the Sisters of
Red. Allow me one dance to serve as payment for a meal. If your patrons enjoy
it, I will dance again for the use of a room.”


She didn’t know if he would accept. If he harbored any
doubts, he could easily cast them out of his tavern. Or summon the guardians .
. . whomever they may be. A long moment stretched out in silence. Then another.
Finally, with one last tug on his green beard, the tavern owner bowed his head.
“Agreed. Come. There is room by the musicians for you to dance. Then, we shall
see.”


 


***


 


The memory of dark eyes filled with fire and life
continued to haunt him even as he stared at the ceiling. His confidence in
Alina’s talent had been as secure as always. Her first dance had been so
popular he’d nearly struck two men at the table behind him who had spoken of
wanting to court her. It was fortunate that the tavern owner corrected the men,
informing them of his not quite lie that Alina was not available to them, as he
suspected even Alina’s dancing wouldn’t have caused the man to overlook him
throwing patrons out the door. Every flick of her wrists and kick of her skirts
had drawn admiration and his own attention.


He closed his eyes as though he could escape the memories or
the urge to speak to his treasure, offer her jewels as if he knew the colors
that best matched her scales. As if, she were a dragoness. He shook his head
muttering an oath in draconic at his own foolish thoughts.


“I don’t know those words,” came a sleep roughened whisper.


Lore turned around to find Alina watching him from where she
lay on the long cushion that served as a bed. “After so many dances even you
should be too weary to twitter in the dark, little bird.”


“Aren’t you going to translate what you said?” she murmured,
a smile curving her pink lips. “Or should I merely practice them and ask the
blues for their meaning?”


“You shall do no such thing.” He looked down his nose at her
as he kept his hands clasped behind his back. “No dragon of politeness will
teach them to you.”


“Oh, so you are being very rude tonight.” Her smile grew
ever so slightly before she continued in a low whisper, “Lore? I appreciate the
delay, but I don’t mind selling my jewelry.”


He did not believe that in the least. He still recalled the
joy and sorrow that had flooded her scent when Imani had first presented her
with the set. The way her eyes had shone as she revealed the jewelry had
belonged to her mother from before she’d left her caravan with the Sisters of
Red. Though, as the eldest, Imani had inherited the majority of their mother’s
jewelry, she’d given each of her sisters two sets. One from Asha’s time as a
Sister of Red and one from the days after she married Adam Tanzer
and settled in Ebura.


“We will find a different way,” he stated firmly. He would
not take treasure from her or allow her to sacrifice something so clearly
precious to her. He paused when she shivered and then shrugged out of his damask
robe and covered her with it.


He could smell her exhaustion as she snuggled beneath the
voluminous robe, head barely resting on the bolster. He sighed. The tavern
owner had placed them in a windowless room far enough from the chimney that it
was probably uncomfortably cold for her. Her breathing had nearly evened out in
sleep, however.


He should keep his distance. Thalassa was right. He was
selfish with Alina, wanting her company when he couldn’t offer her anything
more. When she shivered again, he realized he was still despicably softened
around her.


Slipping his hand beneath her head, he carefully supported
her as he nudged the bolster out of the way and sat in its place. Lowering her
head so it now rested on his leg, he refused to examine his motivations for
allowing this closeness. He could hear the steps and breathing of people
passing in the corridor. If any of them attempted to spy, his current position
ensured they would believe him to be a mate who was . . . invested. Enough to
keep any schemers away from his little bird of a dancer.


That he couldn’t resist smoothing her hair back meant
nothing. The faint spark of his magic told him of her hurts, her weariness. He
frowned. That was unacceptable. The curse wrapping through him was pulling his
magic into a useless fight to defeat it, weakening his ability to heal
efficiently. Lifting his hand, he slowly flexed his fingers. This . . .
stifling of his talent was unacceptable. Worse, it left Alina in pain . . .
vulnerable.


He pulled at his magic. It resisted, seeking out the curse,
but he refused to let it be. Healing talents were meant to be used for others.
He wanted to use it now for its true purpose.


A whisper of hunting, of ravenous hunger, echoed in the back
of his mind. A reminder of the danger from the curse. He sealed it behind a
wall of icy disdain. It was not worthy of his attention. Instead, he focused on
her.


Gently resting his hands on her head and shoulder, he guided
his magic to seek out the injuries. They were not as grave as when he’d first
found her lying crumpled in the sand. He doubted she even realized how close
she’d come to being killed by the force of the portal magic on her body.
Particularly since he’d intervened with the portal’s attempt to separate them
completely. It was not something he planned to inform her of either. It was not
. . . relevant to the situation, especially once he finished healing her.


It was slower work than he preferred. An hour, then two
hours, passed before his magic no longer sensed injuries. He tried to erase her
weariness completely, but his magic ceased to cooperate. He bit back another
curse as his magic retreated before he was satisfied with Alina’s condition.


This was a situation he did not know how to fix without
breaking the curse. Something that was impossible. Lore stroked Alina’s hair as
he muttered in draconic, “I will have to find a way to bend the curse. Restore
more of my magic. Because the key for breaking it is impossible.”


Finding a true mate once in a dragon’s lifetime was already
a feat. To find another . . . No. It was an inconceivable concept. He would
need to think on the curse’s wording. Once Alina’s safety and security was
assured from whatever trap Klonodrien intended to send him into, he would take
the time to see about examining the curse. Doing so when he was the one under
the curse would be . . . a test of his abilities.


It was always easier to examine and adjust a curse when one
was not the target. The ability to adjust a curse that belonged to you . . . He
had never heard of it being done outside of some of the wilder legends about
the curse breaker talent. Rubbing a silky strand of dark hair between his
fingers, he murmured, “I shall succeed.”


 


***


 












Chapter Nineteen


 


 


Alina sank further into the familiar comfort of the
dance. Her blue skirt, heavy with silver and green embroidery formed into lines
of linked silver roses, flared as she spun in a tight twirl. The green safri she wore pinned above the knot she’d gathered her
hair into that morning with its ornate silver border of the moon’s phases and
cresting waves billowed until she stopped and pulled its edge low over her
forehead. She bent slightly as she spun in a slower circle.


Raising her arms, she focused on the jingling of the coin
bracelets and anklets she’d added that morning as she clapped her hands
together. This dance was less impressive without her sisters or illusions. Of
course, she could hardly ask Lore to help supplement her performance even if
they hadn’t been surrounded by strangers. The stubborn dragon had sneaked in a
healing session despite knowing better.


The musicians were nearing the end of their song. She
flicked her wrists as she kicked out with her left foot, making the coins
jingle as she moved. Another twirl and then she did the same in the opposite
direction before she turned in a circle, bouncing her right hip as she brought
her hands together at her right shoulder and then down to her hip. When she’d
completed the circle, she dropped into a crouch and sprang back up, throwing
her arms up and out. She became perfectly motionless, arms still raised and
panting slightly, as the musicians’ playing ceased.


There was more applause than she’d expected. She’d only
noticed a few watchers when she’d started dancing before they faded from her
awareness as she sank deeper into the dance. She smiled as she looked to where
Lore stood to the far right of the crowd, leaning against the sandstone wall
with the pack pinned between his side and the stone. The dragon had been
adamant that this was the only way to make coin since he refused to let her
part with Mati’s jewelry. He inclined his head slightly even though his aloof
expression didn’t change.


She lowered her arms so her hands crossed her chest to rest
against her shoulders as she dropped into a curtesy. Copper and silver coins
filled the bowl she’d placed just in front of her as the crowd moved on to the
next source of entertainment in the huge bazaar. She waited until the majority
of the crowd dispersed before she picked up the bowl. A sense of relief filled
her as she eyed the coins. There was more than enough to pay for the night’s
food and board. They could begin rebuilding their supplies!


A shadow fell across her just as a large masculine hand
adorned with heavy silver rings dropped two gold coins into the bowl. Alina
looked up to meet watchful brown eyes. The man was as tall as Lore though his
broad shouldered frame kept him from being as lean. A tanned complexion, a few
shades lighter than her own, gave him the appearance of being from Belfarad or
perhaps from the sea traders. His dark close cropped beard left his cheeks bare
while his dark brown hair was pulled back in a tail. With his loose pale tan
cotton tunic unadorned by embroidery and light brown trousers tucked into
leather boots, he was almost too plain in his dress to be more than a mildly
successful merchant or perhaps he was a guardsman.


And yet . . . There was an almost familiarity to his casual
stance. She glanced at his rings. She could see now that they adorned both
hands though only two sported any additional adornment, center stones of plain
jet. Looking back into his eyes, she had a sense of . . . power.


Her eyes widened as she took an involuntary step backwards.
She bumped into Lore. The stranger’s contemplative gaze shifted to the dragon
at her back and the brown of his eyes lightened ever so slightly as his
nostrils flared. He kept his voice low as he murmured to Lore in draconic. She
understood only snatches of his words. “Come . . . to . . . home. Explain your . . . unless you . . . harm.”


“We do not,” Lore replied simply. He didn’t touch her, but
his warmth at her back was comforting in and of itself. “We will come.”


The man, or dragon she guessed, finally gave a curt nod. He
waited long enough for Lore to take the bowl of coins and stow it in their pack
before he marched off. Lore tugged on her elbow, and they followed the
stranger.


She watched the crowds around them. Some of the more established
merchants whose stalls were either carved into the sandstone or had the
sturdier look of more permanent structures called greetings to the man in a
variety of languages. He raised a hand or nodded in reply to their calls. A
shadow passed overhead, darkening the light filtering through the green fabric
forming the bazaar’s makeshift ceiling. And, the crowd started whistling and
clapping.


Alina frowned in confusion. What had them so excited?
Unfortunately, the people whose calls she could make out were using a trade
language she’d never learned. Whatever it was, she supposed excitement was
better than fear. The man . . . dragon leading them only cast a cursory glance
at the shadow, though she was fairly certain she heard him mutter something
about showing off. She glanced at Lore to find he was gazing up as well, one
eyebrow raised, which was nearly the equivalent of a shout of surprise from
him.


They didn’t stop moving, however. The dragon continued
leading them through the winding paths and tunnels of the Cave of Wonders until
they neared the exterior walls. Pressing closer to Lore’s side, she whispered,
“Who is he?”


“The guardian of the Cave of Wonders . . . one of them at
least.”


She barely kept from gaping at him. “But, he is a dragon.”


“A wyvern,” Lore corrected, “and one of draven
descent. He has volunteered to host us.”


She was fairly certain he actually meant they’d just become prisoners
of the bazaar’s guardians. A shiver of unease ran down her spine at the
thought. The light pressure on her elbow abruptly increased into a brief
squeeze. When she glanced at Lore’s face, the dragon’s expression was as cool
and distant as ever with no hint that he’d just offered her comfort. His act of
aloofness was just that, an act. In reality, he often took pains to show
kindness or comfort to his companions even as he voiced complaints or scolded
them for even ending up in trouble. His care was subtle and often disguised,
but it had lasted as long as she’d known him. It was one of the reasons she’d
fallen in love with him.


The wyvern led them through an archway, and she blinked
against the bright sunlight unfiltered by the fabric overlays. He didn’t slow
his steps. Instead, he led them along the exterior walls of the Cave of Wonders
until they passed through a hole in the base of one wall and emerged into a
sandy area in front of more rocks. The man turned toward the rocks framed by
some towering pillars and then he dropped to one knee and placed his right hand
against the ground. The sand moved.
It peeled away from the base of the rocks to form a sort of basin and a tunnel
appeared . . . no doubt it would lead into a cavern.


A shadow passed overhead. She looked up in time to see a
dragon whose scales glittered like emeralds fold its wings and land in the
basin. There was something slightly more delicate in the shaping of its jaws
and then the dragon ducked its head toward the wyvern and spoke in a resonate
and distinctly feminine voice, “One caravan turned away on my pass. The others
approach with proper caution.” She turned her fiery gaze on them and sniffed.
“Must you always find such complications, treasure?”


She didn’t wait for her mate’s reply. Instead, she folded
her wings in close to her body and ducked her head as she squeezed through the
tunnel. The wyvern folded his arms over his chest, grinning as he watched her
passage until the tip of her tail finally vanished from sight. He waited a few
moments longer and then waved at them. “Come on. This will be easier to handle
now that you only need explain yourselves once.”


They walked through a short tunnel and into a cavern large
enough for a dragon. However, the green dragoness had vanished. She now stood
in her human form with her back to them as she pulled on a long sleeved kurti over billowy trousers, both in shades of green though
the trousers were slightly darker. She turned to reveal gold thread
embroidering her tunic with small flowers as she draped an emerald colored chuni, the long shawl used in Belfarad when a safri wasn’t, over her shoulder. She ran her fingers along
the gold embroidery edging the chuni as she wandered
into the open front of a green tent and picked a strand of emeralds off a
table. These she handed to her mate as he brushed past them to reach her. Her
coloring of long dark hair and lightly tanned skin would have blended in with
Belfarad save for her emerald green eyes.


She studied them as her mate hooked the emeralds around her
neck. The weight of her gaze made Alina fidget a little. Something that made
the dragoness arch an eyebrow as she stepped away from her mate. She didn’t say
anything to her, however, before she turned to face Lore. “Lore, the Golden. I
would welcome you. However, you managed to trespass on my territory with a
curse. How in Sonera did you manage that? You were supposed to be among the
intelligent cousins.”


 


***


 


“Yvette, daughter of Yvonne and Pyrrhus,” Lore intoned
slowly. “The last time I saw you . . . You were still a nestling.”


His cousin, Yvonne, had been annoyingly insistent he come
see her only daughter. He’d shown up at the meeting place only because he’d
grown tired of the barrage of scalesingers. And, the
pudgy little dragon nestling barely bigger than a sheep had nearly cursed him
into playing with her after his initial decline. He narrowed his eyes at her as
he continued coldly, “The last time I saw your magic, you were the one trespassing. I should have known that was one of
your curses due to the sheer amount of inconvenience it caused me.”


Yvette’s chin rose and her nostrils flared. “It was a
difficult time.” Her gaze darted to Alina and she frowned. “Though, I’m not
certain how my magic came to touch your . . .
companion.”


“She and her sisters needed to share the curse you
originally cast.” He paused and then continued in a slightly acerbic tone,
“That curse was so sloppy I didn’t recognize your signature. You were trained
better than that.”


“It wasn’t planned. I tried to fix it, but it appeared my
curse had already been broken.”


“Unfinished curses can’t be broken until they have a key,”
he snapped.


Yvette folded her arms over her chest as she huffed,
tendrils of smoke escaping her mouth. “When I found the curse no longer touched
the boy, I assumed I’d included the key and it had been satisfied. There was no
alarm in the city about curses, so I left.”


“A dragoness of your talent and training should know better
than to cast curses in fits of high emotion.”


“Most curses are cast in fits of high emotion. It’s what
makes them so potent.” She waved a beringed hand at him, bangles clicking
together with the movement. “A curse breaker of your talent shouldn’t be under
a curse of your own.”


Her wyvern mate rolled his eyes as he crossed back to the
table. “Come over here, companion. They’re going to snip at each other a while
longer before we can get anything useful out of them.”


Yvette scowled. “There’s hardly anything I can do about his
curse, Draven. He’s only a piece of it. Until the other fool he managed to
share the curse with arrives, I can’t adjust it.”


“Your observations are unnecessarily repetitive,” Lore
muttered. “I could have told you a shared curse usually can’t be adjusted
without all parties present.”


A poke to his ribs made him glance down to see Alina
frowning at him. “Do not be rude.”


“It is not rudeness when it is a simple observation.”


The wyvern, Draven, snorted. “They are definitely related.
And, here, I thought your lack of social skills came from your father. Your
mother’s side is inflicted with it too.”


Yvette rolled her eyes. “It’s never too late to turn you
into a manticore, Draven.”


Alina poked him in his ribs again. As the mated pair
squabbled over Yvette’s fondness for transformation curses, his little bird
whispered, “Who is she to you?”


“She is the daughter of my cousin, Yvonne. And, the other
side of my curse breaker talent.” Lore paused and then added quietly, “She is
also the dragoness who cursed your brother.”


“Yes, that much I gathered when you were arguing with her.”
Alina suddenly brightened as she called to the pair, “Do you know where we can
find the cabal?”


They both turned to look at her. Lore sensed the flare of their
magic, and he instinctively stepped in front of Alina. “We have been given a
hunt.”


Yvette’s green magic swirled around her for the briefest
flash before she turned and clapped her hands. A second smaller tent appeared
in the cavern. “You look worn, cousin. As does your companion. You should take
your rest and then we will discuss things further at the noon meal.”


As Alina murmured her thanks and accepted an offering of
food from Draven, Yvette approached him. She pitched her voice low as she spoke
in draconic. “I can sense something stronger than a companion’s bond between
you and your human. It feels like an incomplete mating bond.”


“You know as well as I that such a thing is impossible,” he
replied, layering ice into his words. “Do not mention this . . . sense to her.
She knows we share a companion bond as I do with her sisters and my huntsman.
She need not hear of any fanciful nonsense.”


“It’s only foolishness when you try to deny the truth.”


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty


 


 


“Yvette is a most annoying hostess.”


Alina smiled slightly at the grumble. She didn’t take her
attention away from the fire, however. “You only say that because she’s strong
enough to make you rest instead of using your magic.”


“Binding my magic for a fortnight was not the appropriate
treatment.”


“A bit heavy handed, perhaps,” she mused. “However,
according to the treatises by Clarice the Red and by Salomon the Copper, the
best way to handle an uncooperative victim of magic strain is through the use
of temporary binding to remove temptation.”


Lore snorted. “I dislike your perfect memory for the things
you read, little bird. It makes your twittering obnoxious when you are
attempting to be superior.”


Another faint smile curved her lips as she gazed into the
dancing flames. “I am not attempting. You are merely being a very poor
patient.”


“Do you think I didn’t notice you called yourself superior,
little bird?” he purred more than scolded.


“You’ve another sennight to endure, so I must find ways to
distract you while Yvette and Draven carry out their patrols.” She still
couldn’t quite believe the couple openly flew over the Cave of Wonders making
it clear to inhabitants, visitors, and the caravans using the trade road that
dragons guarded the bazaar. It seemed so different, so impossible, after over a
century of helping Lore guard the secret of his presence for fear of being
discovered by dragon hunts. She wished she could tell Thalassa what she’d
found.


A deep yearning to see her sister again surged through her
as she stared into the fire. “I wish I could see you, Thalassa,” she whispered
without thinking. Then, the fire . . . morphed. She saw her own face. No. The
nose ring was missing. She lurched forward. “Thalassa.”


Lore grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back as the
image abruptly vanished. The dragon was silent as he stared at the crackling
flames. There was no sign of the face anymore. What if she’d only imagined it?
Then, he turned a measuring gaze on her. “And when, pray tell, were you going
to tell me you could manipulate fire beyond your dancing tricks?”


She stared at him in bewilderment. “You saw it? You saw
her?”


“Of course.”


“It was . . . real.”


 “Shared illusions are difficult to achieve when no one
else with magic is currently in the cavern. And, my own magic is bound. Though
I would never be so . . . unimaginative as to summon an illusion of your
sister.” Lore leaned in close to her, their noses nearly touching. For one wild
moment, she thought he might kiss her. Then he pronounced with complete
disgust, “I can’t discern any changes to your scent. I blame Yvette.”


“What are you blaming on me?” came the resonate question as the
dragoness squeezed into the cavern edging around their tent. Her slit nostrils
flared wide as she suddenly stretched her sinewy neck down, nudging Lore aside,
and fanning Alina’s face with hot smoky breath. “Her scent’s changed. It is
only a very little. Nonetheless, it is changed.”


“We just saw her sister’s image in the fire,” Lore mused as
he rose to his feet.


“Sounds like elemental magic,” Draven offered as he strode
out of the tunnel, already returned to his mortal form. He idly patted Yvette’s
back leg and then ducked beneath her to cut across to where Alina still sat on
the sandy cave floor. “What is your family’s legacy?”


“My father was born in Belfarad.” She paused, glancing at
Lore. He offered a curt nod. “My mother was born to the Sisters of Red. She
used to tell my sisters and me stories about her people, including one of the
Daughters of Rani. They were the original twelve Sisters of Red and reputed to
be the daughters of a fire goddess.”


“And that her abilities to wield fire did not stop with her
or with the children of her daughters,” Draven finished.


“How would you know that? You are not a Son of Rani.”


He shook his head. “No. But, I was friend to a caravan of
the Shula clan for several generations. They allowed me to learn more of their
culture than most born in the outsider world. I know a Grandmother who has a
strong gift of fire, though hers manifests in healing . . . for a price.”


“We dealt with a fire elemental recently,” Yvette stated.
“He escaped slavers, and Draven found him wandering in the desert just beyond
our normal patrol path. He paid for our help by sharing information about his
homeland and his people. Though most of that sharing was his rants against the
storm elemental who arranged for him to be sold across the sea, it was informative.”


“I liked the rants better when he didn’t set the furniture
on fire,” Draven muttered.


Alina stared between the man and dragoness. “There is a fire
elemental in the Cave of Wonders? Where is he? Can I meet him tonight? Or
tomorrow?”


“He left a little over a month past,” Draven answered with
an apologetic shrug. “He was headed to one of the seaports, intent on finding a
ship to carry him back to Hellada.”


“Oh.”


Yvette arched her neck as she stated, “I will help you with
your fire talent, Alina.”


“You will?” she echoed, unable to disguise her surprise.


The dragoness blew a smoke ring at her. “Yes. Lore cannot do
it because his magic is bound.”


“Something you could change,” he muttered.


Yvette continued as though she hadn’t heard him, “And,
Draven wouldn’t know the first thing about using fire magic. Wyverns can’t
breathe fire.”


“I don’t particularly think I’m missing anything by that
fact.”


“In any case, that means I shall be your teacher to the best
of my abilities.” The dragoness hesitated and then asked, “If you are willing?”


Alina nodded. “Please. I’m willing to learn whatever you can
teach me.” If she could figure out how to use fire, perhaps she could learn how
to do so in a manner that would let her protect Lore.


 


***


 


“You are not focusing.”


Alina frowned from the fire to Yvette. The dragoness was in
her mortal form, idly playing with the strand of emeralds around her neck, as
she sat cross legged on a pillow to her right. “I am focusing. I want to use
the fire to communicate with Draven and Lore on the other side of the Cave of
Wonders.”


The dragoness gave her a measuring look. “It is possible
something has held your fire talent back.”


Alina leaned back on her heels with a sigh. Her shoulders
slumped as she stared at the flickering flames, which remained completely
unchanged. “Maybe the Sisters are right. The gifts are too diluted to be used
when mingled with outsiders’ blood.”


“While their history of limiting outsider blood would
strengthen the presence of their magical heritage longer, I think you
underestimate yourself.”


Alina cast her a chagrined look as a protest flew off her
lips. “I do not see how. Draven said only a few of the Sisters of Red in the elder
clans have powerful enough giftings to be noticed, such as his Grandmother
friend. She’s the exception, not the rule, even among a clan as powerful as
Shula.”


Yvette scoffed. “Humans can be so . . . short sighted, even
ones who’ve been companions to a dragon for a century. It’s a wonder you
remember anything.” She tapped her on the hand. “You forget that you are older
than Azar by several decades. You are one or even two generations senior, which
means that is less dilution.”


“You said you could barely sense any magic in me. That the
fire elemental was unmistakable in his scent by comparison.” Alina shook her
head causing her long braid to slide across her back. “I do not see how I can
master a skill I may not possess. I am—” She cut herself off and took a deep
breath as she closed her eyes.


Opening them again, she met Yvette’s emerald gaze. “Pray
forgive me, I should not have been so cross. I am . . .”


“Feeling overwhelmed,” the dragoness stated simply. “It is
to be expected.” She leaned forward slightly, searching her face or was it for
a sense of her fire gift . . . The dragoness nodded to herself. “Fire is a very
passionate element according to Prometheus, its strength lingers in the passion
of deep feelings, true feelings. Not the temporary that burn bright only to
fade as soon as they spring to life like a flame without proper kindling. The
deep, long burning feelings that last through being banked to be stirred and
fed into a bonfire’s light and warmth. Your mother came from the eldest clan of
the Sisters of Red, did she not?”


She blinked at the seemingly abrupt question and then
nodded. “Yes. Why?”


“Your mother didn’t have much outsider blood, did she?”


“She had none that could be traced.” Alina smiled slightly
as she recalled some of the stories she heard as a child when dancing with a
cousin. “She and her sisters were considered among the most eligible women in
the clan before she decided to marry Baba. Some of the caravan never forgave
her for diluting the bloodline.” She frowned in concentration. “There was a
time when Mati watched the three of us very closely while we danced. We went to
visit her former caravan afterwards. They spoke of giftings then.”


“It’s possible your talent was beginning to manifest at an
early age.”


“I don’t think that . . .” she trailed off as her eyes
widened. “Oh! I remember they were talking about our eighteenth year being the
one to watch closely.”


“How old were you when you were compelled to be my cousin’s
companions?”


“We had just turned seventeen.”


Yvette nodded. “That would make sense. The curse with its
accompanying magic is most likely what kept your talent suppressed. After a
hundred years, it would take time for the potency of dragon magic to fade
enough for your talent to manifest.”


“Is that why you can barely sense my magic?” Hope bloomed
that she was perhaps a little more powerful than it appeared, that it wasn’t a
lost cause to imagine she could find a way to use her gift to help Lore.


That hope suffered a crippling strike when the dragoness
shook her head. “No, that’s not why. Prometheus smelled like a bonfire in
comparison. However, that is because he was a pure fire elemental. While the
Sisters of Red pride themselves on the lack of outsider blood, the fact remains
that even the stories about Rani said she’d married someone who was not an
elemental and her daughters did the same.”


Alina started to speak only to hold her tongue when Yvette
cast her a quelling look very similar to the one her cousin sported when he
didn’t wish to be interrupted mid-lecture. The dragoness gave a very small nod
of satisfaction and then continued, “That means the Sisters of Red’s ties to
elemental magic fades a little with each successive generation. Even your
mother likely would’ve felt only a little stronger than you do. However, this
doesn’t mean it’s impossible for you to do magic particularly with some
evidence to the contrary. Dragon magic can linger longer in the draven generations than previously believed as my Draven
proved. It seems more than reasonable to believe elemental magic would do the
same. Or they could linger even longer since elementals are not shifters.”


It did seem reasonable when she put it in that perspective.
As well as slightly less overwhelming. Alina focused her attention on the fire
again, willing the flames to form the faces of Draven and Lore. Nothing
happened.


“Focus on your heart’s truest desire when attempting to
summon your elemental heritage.” Yvette waited a beat and then added, “Stop
trying to communicate with Draven. Focus on Lore. That shouldn’t be too
difficult for you.”


Alina felt her cheeks heat, but she still obeyed. Of course,
almost as soon as she focused on Lore, his face leapt to life in the flames.
She stared at him. His fiery image provided an . . . unusual visual clash
against his voice which still held some coolness as his words crackled. ‘Well?
Are you going to speak?’


“I will if you cease speaking,” she countered.


She heard a faintly crackling laugh. Then, Lore bowed his
fiery heard ever so slightly. ‘Well done, little bird.’


The image flickered out, and she felt drained. Yvette braced
her with a hand when she swayed despite the fact that she was already sitting
down. “Excellent. We shall need to build your stamina or you will never be able
to say more than two or three words at a time to your sister.”


 


***


 


Lore stared at Alina as she slept on the long couch
curled up in a blanket. She’d managed to manipulate the fire long enough
earlier that evening to convey Yvette’s sharp commentary about Draven’s
decision to bring a basket of kittens into the cavern. She’d taken great
delight in being able to hold the conversation for more than a few questions
and answers. It had left her so obviously exhausted, however, he could tell
even with his magic bound.


He moved away from the tent, allowing the flap to fall
closed so the firelight wouldn’t disturb her. Yvette looked up from where she
was petting a small brown tabby kitten as he dropped down to sit next to her.
“You still deny you care for her.”


“I cannot care for her as she would like me to,” he
murmured.


“I didn’t think you were blind enough to miss her feelings
for you.”


“It is of no matter,” he responded tersely. “She is better
without me, most especially now that I’m cursed.”


Yvette’s emerald eyes flashed to orange and then back. She
scratched the kitten’s chin, eliciting pleased purrs. “How was the cabal able
to curse you? You’ve never shared your proper name. I remembered, but never
shared.”


He grimaced. “I entrusted the knowledge of my name to my
four companions. Alina let it slip when the cabal was spying.”


“Do you blame her?”


“It would be foolish to blame someone who made a mistake
unknowingly. Unlike those who deliberately choose to break trust.” He paused
and then added, “I know she holds no malice toward me. It is not in her nature,
though she can be a fierce protector.”


“You speak about her like a man in love.”


“Don’t be foolish,” he countered. “How many more training
sessions?”


“Unfortunately, she’s reached the point where my limited
knowledge can no longer be of service.” Yvette stroked the kitten between its
ears and then mused, “Her mother’s people, perhaps, could help more. Unless you
intend to cross the sea to abduct a fire elemental of your own, they are
probably the best sources she’ll be able to access.”


“Something to be discussed after she’s recovered,” he
murmured more to himself than to his cousin.


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty-One


 


 


Alina hummed to herself as she swayed, slowly moving
first one arm out from the center of her stomach to the side and then the
other. She brought her arms back together, bangles clicking as she crossed her
wrists, and turned her sway into a rolling step forward with one foot and then
the other as she snapped her fingers. Still humming, she rotated in a slow
circle as she swung her arms open one by one and then held them out at her
sides as she snapped her fingers again.


The feeling of being watched came over her and she smiled a
little wider. Lore would either comment on her new dance or simply watch until
he decided to wander off again . . . usually when she’d finished dancing for
the time being. She opened her eyes and blinked in surprise, wrists crossed in
front of her, as she stopped. “Draven.”


The wyvern nodded to her as he dropped into a crouch and
then stuck his arm into a pile of cushions and pulled out a kitten meowing a
protest. Brown eyes turned back to her as he rubbed the kitten’s head until its
protests turned into purrs. “You always dance like that?”


She shrugged a shoulder. “If I am awake, I am very often
dancing. Why walk when one can dance?”


“Even though your curse bound you to dance for . . . oh . .
. a hundred years?” He rubbed at his beard. “Figured you’d get tired of it at
some point.”


“My sisters feel that way. I, on the other hand, still
cannot help moving into the dance.”


Alina played with the edge of her green safri
as she watched the man settle on the sand, still petting the little black
kitten with green eyes. He grinned at her as he set the kitten on his knee. “I
decided we should call this kitten Eve. It’s one of the names Yvette’s used.”


She giggled. “Why not just call her Yvette, then?”


“Oh no,” he intoned with utter insincerity, a smirk hovering
around his mouth. “That would mean I was intentionally baiting a dragoness, and
everyone knows dragons are not to be baited. It’s . . . impertinent.”


Alina laughed before quickly stifling it. Clearing her
throat, she managed to hold Draven’s gaze without immediately dissolving into
giggles. “No companion or mate of a dragon would ever dare to be . . .
impertinent.” She laughed as she spun in a circle, blue skirt flaring. “Are all
dragons so . . .” she trailed off, considering what word to use.


“Proud? Stuffy? Arrogant?” Draven offered.


“Proudly reserved,” she continued, “or is it merely these
two cousins?”


Draven stroked the kitten’s back, making her arch her tail
and purr louder as white claws sank into his trousers. “All dragons can be . .
. proud. It’s a species flaw that affects all shifters. Combine it with magic
and . . . You have dragons. Dragons are very passionate in their feelings,
though they may try to hide it from the outside world. Yvette was shaped by
tragedy. My understanding is that Lore has a similar story.” He raised his
eyebrows as he blew out a breath. “Of course, any dragon old enough to endure
the dragon wars and the cruelty of hunts that did not stop for innocence or
mercy could lay claim to such a story in some way. Like all people, dragons
respond to such trials in different ways. Although, the reservedness
is more pronounced with these two. Even General Valerian can have a better sense
of humor . . . and his brother. Or, at least, a more open one that doesn’t get
coated in so much sarcasm.”


“Lore doesn’t talk about his past.” Alina glanced down as
one of the orange tabby kittens batted at her skirts. She crouched down to
unhook his claws before he could damage the silver embroidery. “I know he lost
his family, that he had children. Given the dragon wars . . .”


“The golden healer was known to have a mate and some
nestlings before the wars began. Not long after they started, I heard a rumor
that he’d been the only survivor although no one knew the exact details.”
Draven considered her a moment before stating bluntly, “You love him.”


Alina picked the tabby kitten up, cuddling him close as he
purred. “Yes.”


“What’s this? No protests? No floundering arguments
pretending you have no idea what I’m talking about?” Draven drawled and then
smirked. “How disappointingly . . . undramatic of you.”


Alina smiled. “I have loved him for decades. It’s not a
surprise to me. I see no point in being in denial. Lore avoids admitting
attachment more than enough to make up for my lack of denial.”


“Did you just call your dragon dramatic?”


“I would never use those words,” she responded with feigned aghastness.


“I would, and I do. Often. Dragons are a very dramatic race
as a whole.” Draven smirked. “Their king goes around cloaked and hooded in his
mortal form so no one knows what he looks like, in case you had doubts.”


“Aren’t you a
dragon?”


He plucked the black kitten from his knee and hopped to his
feet. “Ah, no. I am and shall always consider myself a draven
first. Secondly, I’m a wyvern descended from a pair of wyverns from the
southern continent. I like to think that gives me some much needed distance
from draconic pride and dramatics.” He held out his free hand for the kitten
she held, grinning. “Now, I better put these two back with their siblings.
Because as much as Yvette complains about suddenly having a hoard of kittens,
she is usually quite perturbed when she finds any of them missing from her
counts.” He cradled both kittens against his chest as he winked. “Not that this
should be interpreted as attachment.”


“Perish the thought,” she murmured before dissolving into
giggles. Draven whistled cheerfully as he strode between the tents to reach the
front. She covered her mouth as she fought to control her mirth. No doubt,
there were those who wouldn’t see the humor in their conversation or in the
situation. Still, she’d needed the laughter and silently thanked Draven for
providing such an opportunity.


Humming to herself, she twirled and then crossed her wrists
and snapped her fingers. Life would be much easier if she could practice her
steps until each one was exactly as it needed to be. Her right foot caught the
side of her left ankle and she stumbled, throwing off her rhythm. A more rueful
laugh escaped her. If one were inclined to call such a misstep a reminder from
Shaddai, no doubt He meant it to carry the message that no amount of practice
could erase all mistakes. She smiled as she whispered under her breath, “And,
too much practice means we shall never perform for fear of lacking perfection.
Life is meant to be balanced between the two.”


She placed her feet firmly on the sand and started from the
beginning, simply swinging first one arm out and then the other. Whether in
dancing or in waiting for a golden dragon to realize it was all right to love
again, she’d long ago learned small simple steps were just as crucial as more
sweeping and dramatic movements. Shaddai willing, they would find a way to free
Lore of his curse and remove the harmful influence of Klonodrien.


 


***


 


A hand touched his arm, pulling him from his distracted
listing of healing properties of various herbs. Lore glanced over to see Alina
staring at him with concern clearly written across her face. He frowned in
response. “It is time for us to move on.”


Yvette grabbed one of the kittens that had climbed onto the
low table before it could try to steal some of the seasoned lamb. She settled
the little pest in a basket with its siblings as she arched an eyebrow at him.
“Your binding doesn’t release until tomorrow.”


“We must find Klonodrien and weaken his hold over the
cabal,” Lore stated firmly. “The cabal still has a stronghold in the desert,
does it not?”


Draven was who answered. “They do. They may not dare to
cross into the Cave of Wonders, but there’s another oasis. It is very near the
northern border of Kush.”


“That is where Prometheus came to us from,” Yvette stated.
“Draven and I cannot hunt the cabal or their slave trade because the dragon
king commanded that we remain here. Abandoning the people who make their homes
in the Cave of Wonders would be . . . cruel.”


“Did your fire elemental ever report seeing a red dragon?”
Lore felt Alina touch his knee at the question, but he kept his attention on
the other two.


Yvette was the one who dipped her head in silent
confirmation.


“Then, that is where we must go.”


“How will we get there?”


He glanced down at Alina. “We?”


She raised her chin, a stubborn light filling her dark eyes.
“We,” she repeated, “so you may release whatever thought you had of foisting me
off on Yvette and Draven’s hospitality.”


He raised an eyebrow, tone cooling, as he responded, “I was
unaware your skills extended to reading minds, Alina.”


She scoffed as she pointed a finger at him. “I do not need
to read minds to know what you are thinking, Lore. You were unwilling to leave
Thalassa and me behind when this quest started. Since that time, we’ve been separated
from Thalassa as well as the blues though you naturally pretend not to care
about them, and you have been cursed. With the limitations on your healing
talent, you have no doubt reasoned that it is far more . . . practical and
logical to abandon me in this oasis. After all, why would a dragon who cannot
access his stronger forms or his strongest magic have any need of a companion
to guard his back?”


“Alina,” he drew her name out slowly, torn between annoyance
and resigned amusement at being berated so bluntly.


“Lore,” she huffed with enough irritation he would’ve
expected to see smoke had she been a dragoness. “No. Perhaps you consider me
nothing more than a companion, helpful as an assistant to your healing work but
mainly intended to dance or keep your household in order with my sisters. Be
that as it may, as your only companion currently present, my primary task is to
keep you from running off on your own like some foolishly impulsive juvenile.
You expect great sense and intelligent actions from your companions. Allow me
to inform you that we very much expect the same from you. Something you, as the
ever superior dragon and famed golden healer, should be capable of achieving
despite the natural detriments of your pride and stubbornness.”


Draven choked on his ale and ducked his head as his
shoulders shook with barely suppressed laughter. Yvette rolled her eyes at her
mate’s reaction and then dared to cast Lore a knowing smirk. Lore ignored both
of them as he focused on the little bird with such ruffled feathers. Alina’s
heart was racing, but her dark gaze remained steady beneath his inspection.


He held her gaze as he slowly inclined his head. “Very well.
Since you will no doubt haunt every fire I near, if I were to refuse.”


She smiled. “Every candle too.”


“As I suspected,” he murmured. Turning his attention back to
Yvette since Draven was still busy choking on his laughter, Lore stated, “I
cannot shift forms due to the curse. It would be foolishness to attempt
crossing the desert on our own. What do you recommend?”


“You will . . .” Draven trailed off as he coughed to cover a
lingering chuckle. “You will need to join a caravan. A merchant train will be
your safest option. Salt merchants are the most frequent travelers, though I
wouldn’t go near them given their . . . history of being bullied into assisting
the cabal with their secret slave trade out of Belfarad.”


“What about Eelizar’s caravan?”
Yvette interjected. “He should be preparing for his journey into Kush.”


“He leaves in the morning.” Draven set his ale down and then
hopped to his feet. “Come on, healer. If Eelizar
leaves without you in his numbers, he won’t let you join later without someone
in the caravan vouching for you. His route will pass through the oasis, and he
goes deep enough into Kush that he will not return to the north for another
year or so.”


Lore rose more smoothly than the wyvern. He glanced down at
Alina. “I would suggest you contact your sister, if you can. However, I’m
certain you’ve already determined to carry out such a sensible plan.”


Alina’s lips twitched. “How could you expect anything else?”


“It is lamentable that I would ever consider underestimating
you, little bird.” He nodded to Yvette and then followed Draven to the tunnel
leading from the cavern.


 


***


 


“Lassa, your ridiculous argument means only one thing.”


Alina struggled to keep from snickering over the skeptical
wariness she could make out in her twin’s face even when it was formed from
flames. This was such a fun turn in their conversation! The crackling of her
sister’s voice couldn’t disguise her unenthusiastic tone as she asked, ‘What
pray tell is that?’


The smirk she’d been fighting burst to life as she rubbed
her hands together and gleefully shouted, “You have feelings for him!”


Thalassa’s flickering image jerked a little and her mouth
opened and then closed before she stuttered, ‘N-no I do not!’


Oh! She could imagine her twin blushing deeply enough that
her tanned complexion couldn’t fully hide it. “You’re blushing, aren’t you?”
She giggled. This was too good to be true! Clasping her hands together, she
allowed her smile to grow ever wider. “I knew it! I knew you were either going
to fall in love or set his hair on fire!” She leaned a little closer to the
fire as she added, “I’m so glad you chose the former!”


 A hint of desperation marking a thoroughly embarrassed
older sister crept through the crackles of Thalassa’s voice as she said,
‘Alina, you said you had news to share with us.’ Her tone firmed a little to
something more bossy. ‘I will call for Alain and you need to tell us what that
is.’


Thalassa’s image jolted as she gave a muted yelp. Her
attention turned to something Alina couldn’t see, though she had no doubt it
was the blue dragon. Her sister’s image blurred, and she couldn’t hear what she
was saying. Worry tickled at her, but she forced it away in order to focus on
her need to talk to her sister. She still needed to tell her about the new
plan. She’d been distracted by Thalassa’s insistence on attempting to summon a
flame and then the unmistakable signs that her sister had fallen for Alain. 


The image steadied just as her twin’s attention returned to
her. She quickly spoke. “Lore and I are leaving with a caravan in the morning.
They’ll take us from the Cave of Wonders to a desert oasis near Kush.”


The image in front of her wavered, partially collapsing into
normal flames. No! Not yet! She couldn’t allow it! Reaching for the urgency,
she attempted to speak faster. “I can’t hold it. Lassa, keep practicing.” She
could feel the tenuous connection to the fire unravelling despite her need and
exhaustion tugged at her senses. She pushed through to shout, “Yvette said
passionate feelings are the key to fire elementals.”


The image collapsed before she could determine if Thalassa
had heard the last bit. Shaddai willing, she had. She braced a hand against the
ground as her body attempted to crumple.


“I hope your sister realizes that passionate feelings do not
always translate into shouting,” came the dry statement.


She looked up to find Yvette watching her. “My apologies. I
was just . . .”


“Trying to be heard. Clearly.” The dragoness came over and
rested a hand against her shoulder. “Hold still. I need to ease some of this
exhaustion, so my cousin doesn’t complain and then attempt to heal you as soon
as his binding releases.”


As the worst of her exhaustion eased, Alina sat a little
straighter. “Thank you, Yvette, for your help with everything.”


“Just try to keep my cousin from overexerting himself.” The
dragoness paused and then a faint hint of mischief gleamed in her emerald eyes
as she added, “And, don’t give up on him despite his pride and stubbornness.
Dragons can be slow to admit to certain truths, but we are worth the wait.”


“Does Draven agree with this sentiment?”


“Considering his options, he knows better than to disagree.”
Yvette removed her hand and rose from her crouch. “If you’ll excuse me, I must
catch the kittens before they wander out of the cavern. Draven’s gifts are
ridiculous. And, now, prone to escaping.”


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty-Two


 


 


Alina shaded her eyes as she peered out over the golden
waves of sand. The cart rocked beneath her, shaking her side to side and
forcing her to brace a hand against the seat. Priya
clicked her tongue as she steadied the reins, urging the oxen onward. The camel
ahead of them burbled a protest as Priya said,
“There’s not much to see in this stretch of the desert. It was always the
dullest part of the journeys out of the Five Kingdoms. Though since you were
never a part of your mother’s caravan, I suppose you wouldn’t know that yet.”


She glanced over at the woman. “I was attempting to make
certain my betrothed hadn’t gotten into another argument with the camels.”


Priya laughed, the rich sound
carrying over the sound of the creaking wheels and lowing beasts. “That is a
fair point. I’m not certain I’ve seen anyone attract so much attention from the
beasts. I believe they mistake his hair for some of their rarer treats.”


Now, it was Alina who laughed. Lore had been most frustrated
by the fact that nearly every camel in their section of the caravan was
apparently preoccupied with lipping at his hair even when he tied it back in a
tail. Despite his grumbles and apparent resemblance to camel treats, she knew
Lore wouldn’t follow through on his darker threats to eat the camels. Such an
act would be a poor thanks indeed since it was only due to Priya
and, her husband, Seth’s willingness to take them on as additional help that
they’d even been able to join the caravan. Otherwise, Eelizar
would’ve refused them a place even with Draven adding his oath of honor that
they would cause no trouble.


Of course, when Alina had arrived at the caravan, she’d been
unprepared for the news that Priya was a former
Sister of Red. And even more marvelous, she was of Afra
Clan. She wished she could’ve snuck away to contact Thalassa and tell her she’d
finally met one of Mati’s clan for the first time since before their mother
died. Or Imani. Of course, she’d yet been able to reach out to her oldest
sister. Yvette’s theory had been that the distance was too great for her newly
accessed talent, but with more time and practice she would eventually be able
to reach Imani too. How she missed her sisters.


In truth, it was part of the reason she so enjoyed being
part of Priya and Seth’s group within the caravan.
However, she’d been unprepared for the caravan’s tendency to rest during the
day and travel through the night. Eelizar was
apparently more stringent in this regard than some other caravans. Naturally,
that meant she never had a chance to use a fire to contact her twin. She could
only hope and pray that she was all right, and Alain as well.


The cart rocked her a little harder as Priya
chirruped to the oxen, but she didn’t mind. It was better not to dwell on her
worries. She could hardly explain that she was worrying over her sister’s
ability to accept the love of a dragon. As the camels burbled, she caught the
low tones of Lore scolding the creatures. She pressed her lips together, in a
vain attempt to avoid smiling, as she realized he was describing a menu
primarily comprised of various camel delicacies. Then, she heard him distinctly
declare, “You filthy creatures are worse than goats!”


Priya laughed. “He has such a fine
way with animals.”


“It is one of his better talents,” Alina managed to reply
without immediately bursting into laughter. She grinned as Lore leaned around
to glare in their direction. When she waved at him, he scowled only to stumble
and duck as the camel directly behind him managed to yank on his hair. She
snickered. Oh yes, it was such a good thing they joined this caravan in
particular.


Priya’s laughter rang out once
more and then she adjusted the length of pink safri
covering her hair. She switched the reins to her left hand as she patted
Alina’s shoulder. “He is not the warmest of men, but he is good.” She covered a
yawn with a beringed hand, the polished beads adorning the chains linking her
hand flower bracelet to her rings gleaming in the sunlight. “Today will be a
good night for stories, I believe. I have been thinking more about your
questions. Since we are kindred of the same clan, I can tell you more of the
stories your mati was unable to share before her
death.”


“I am grateful for any you might choose to share,” Alina replied
carefully, afraid of scaring the woman into changing her mind if she clapped
for joy. She glanced back at the covered goods piled high in their cart and
then pulled her purple safri closer. The mix of carts
and camels meant Eelizar was able to carry many more
goods on his great caravans, though every family group spent the hottest part
of the day in the shelter of tents carried by their camels. “Will we be
stopping soon?”


“Eelizar will have us travel
further today to reach a more sheltered area of the dunes. This stretch is
known for being swept by sandstorms so any caravan leader of wisdom and
experience knows the longer day will be safer than attempting to camp here.” Priya caught her eye and nodded to the camels in front of
them where Lore was leading the beasts without being chewed on for the moment.
“You will be able to walk with your betrothed if you wish.”


“The last time I tried, he tossed me back up on this cart,”
Alina said drily. “I will not repeat the performance simply for your
entertainment, Priya.”


“I was rather hoping you would kiss him to silence his
protests. It can be quite effective for circumventing whatever nonsensical
argument our men are attempting to have with us.” Priya’s
smile grew when Alina’s cheeks heated and then she cackled, “You have not been
betrothed for very long if you haven’t tried that approach yet, while there are
times when you act as if you’ve been married longer than Seth and me. You will
do well together, I think.”


Alina shook her head, torn between embarrassment and wishes
that the woman’s words were the truth. She had been surprised to learn Lore had
informed the caravan master they were betrothed. She’d half expected him to
claim some hiring relationship instead, which would not have been completely
untrue. Instead, he’d once again claimed to be a couple. A small hopeful voice
whispered in the back of her mind that this was a sign he was more open to the
idea than he’d been in a long time. Experience . . . Unfortunately, experience
disagreed with the idea that Lore would make such a leap.


 


***


 


“Stop nibbling on me, you infernal Shaddai forsaken
creature!”


A hoarse chuckle came from Lore’s left. A chuckle that
quickly dissolved into a wracking wet cough. He ducked around the camels to
frown at Seth as he coughed into a handkerchief. The man had been doing that
more often as the days passed, and the instinct to scold him for his human
tendency toward foolishness whilst assessing the cough’s true impact on his
body grew stronger each time he heard that cough.


Seth lifted a hand as though he didn’t look ashen beneath
his brown skin. Another round of coughs shook him with enough force that his
short, twisted locks of hair trembled. Lore closed the distance and wrapped a
hand around the man’s elbow. “Take shallow breaths until the coughing subsides.
If you try to inhale too deeply, you only aggravate your lungs further.”


He bit back more grumbles about the lack of sense being
employed. Instead, he focused on funneling some of his magic into assessing
Seth. His suspicions that there was fluid building on his lungs were confirmed
almost at once and then Seth pulled away. “I am well, friend. I merely,” he
paused to cough once more before continuing, “inhaled wrongly at your splendid
display of camaraderie with the camels.”


Lore stared down his nose at the man. This was why he
preferred to work with unconscious patients. They at least couldn’t attempt
blatant and ridiculously feeble lies about their true state of health. With his
magic, he didn’t necessarily need a patient to give him details to determine
how to help. “I am a healer, that was not the sound of inhaling wrong.”


Seth waved him off and forced a smile that did a very poor
job of its presumed task at being encouraging. “Don’t bother yourself. I’m as
healthy as a manticore.”


“If it was covered in mange and limping on two legs, it
could almost equal your current appearance,” he countered coldly. Studying the
man more closely, he narrowed his eyes as he stated, “This is what Priya was badgering you about yesterday. She wants you to
see the caravan’s healer.”


“Aye, and risk having Eelizar deem
our goods in need of burning depending on what his healer tells him. I won’t do
it.” Seth coughed again. “The healer doesn’t much care for me after I told him Priya would not dance with the rest of the caravan’s women.
His brother likes the Sisters of Red and will attempt to take advantage of any
woman who reminds him of them. Eelizar punished him
with less desirable guard posts after I reported him. I won’t give his brother
the opportunity to prove his loyalty to kinship whilst extracting his own
revenge.”


Lore stared at him. The politics among humans could
sometimes be as messy as anything between dragons, even without the ability to
use magic against each other. This, however, was beyond the pale. No healer of
any worth would allow an idiot relative to change their care of a person in
need. A frown appeared as he considered dragging the errant healer before Eelizar. The caravan’s leader was responsible for his
healer’s behavior much like any head of household was deemed responsible for
those directly under his or her authority.


“You know you would do better to turn all the consideration
into the courtship of your betrothed.”


He merely looked at the man before Seth rolled his eyes and
nodded to where Alina was assisting Priya with
rolling out the rugs to form the floors of the large tent they were to share.
She looked pretty, the amethysts of her jewelry glinting in the fading sunlight
and complementing her purple safri. Lore forced his
attention away from her as she giggled over something with Priya.
This was not where he needed his focus. Not when there was a need directly in
front of him. He almost reached out to grab Seth’s arm so he could finish his
examination and then heal the foolish human before he caught himself.


One of the camels thrust its face in front of him and gaped
its mouth wide as it burbled. He grimaced as he pushed the beast’s head away.
“You are going to end up tonight’s meal if you don’t stop intruding, foul one.”


Seth smirked as he snagged the camel’s lead rope. “Come on,
Prince. Leave your new friend alone. He’s preoccupied with the matter of
hurrying his betrothal along.”


“One cannot hurry anything along without an officiate,” he
countered and then started to turn away, hoping it would end the conversation.


“Eelizar can officiate weddings.
As long as the caravan is on the road, it’s within his power. He keeps
contracts for such occasions too.”


“You mean he doesn’t have a priest of Shaddai stashed away
in one of his many carts? Will wonders never cease,” he muttered as he
sidestepped another camel’s attempt to nibble on his hair.


“I have a cousin who is a priest if you prefer to wait until
we reach Kush proper,” Seth suggested in far too innocent a tone to be believed.


Lore scowled as he nudged another camel away from him. “We
will not be married in Kush.”


“So, you do want to speak to Eelizar.
I’m certain Priya would be delighted to help Alina be
properly attired as a bride, even more so since they share a clan relation.”
Seth coughed as he led the camel who’d somehow been dubbed Prince toward where
the other groups of the caravan were gathering their animals.


Curiosity mixed with a desire to see his little bird adorned
as a bride rushed through him. He bit back a growl at his own foolishness.
Forcing the feelings behind a wall of icy spears, he muttered, “I do not know
if this betrothal will come to anything. One of her sisters has a suitor whose
brother would be more . . . practical. Younger. They’re friendly enough with
each other. Stepping aside from the betrothal would allow her to form a life
with someone . . . better suited.”


Never mind that he’d wanted to breathe fire at the younger blue
whenever he smiled at Alina. It was foolish . . . selfish . . . as Thalassa had
pointed out. He’d been content to keep Alina near, or so he’d told himself. He
couldn’t court her when she was under a curse he could not break per the rules
binding the art of curses and their breaking. It would have unfairly lessened
the sisters’ chances of breaking their curse. And . . . Dragons who lost their
mates, traditionally, did not marry again.


Seth spun to face him, fast enough that he nearly stumbled.
He coughed and then sputtered, “You know very little about the Sisters of Red
if you think the daughters of Rani can so easily transfer their bonding.”


Lore frowned at the man. “What do you mean by bonding?”


Seth opened his mouth and then paused. He scratched at his
beard before waving a hand as though clearing the question away like smoke. “I
know these things because Priya told me. You need to
talk to Alina. It is her story to tell, after all.”


He started to ask why when the most inappropriately named
Prince turned his head and spat at him, covering his neck and white tunic in
green spit. Lore narrowed his eyes at the camel, which burbled almost as if it
were laughing at him. He tamped down on a desire to roast the beast. “Roast
camel wouldn’t be such a bad addition to the menu,” he grumbled.


Seth coughed as he tugged the beast away from his deserved
fate. Lore watched him through narrowed eyes, that had not been caused by his
illness. He abandoned the camels long enough to grab a rag and wipe the mess
from his neck as well as the worst of it from his tunic, though there was
nothing he could do about the stains. He grimaced at the pungent smell before
returning to work. Seth was in no condition to corral the camels by himself.


By the time they’d finished settling the ungrateful wretched
beasts and raising the tent, the sky was more purple with undertones of deeper
blues than orange and red. It was only then that Seth heeded Priya’s desire to sit with her for a while, freeing Lore
long enough to clean up. Ducking past the richly patterned cloth partition, he
yanked his tunic over his head with a muttered curse at camels in general and
the one undeservedly named Prince in particular. He paused at the sight of a
bowl of water with a cloth resting next to it. Alina.


Scrubbing the smell of camel spit away so that his far more
sensitive sense of smell was satisfied meant he lingered over the task. He
dropped the soiled cloth next to the bowl and then inhaled cautiously. He could
still smell a lingering trace of camel, though no human would be able to . . .
It would have to do.


“Lore?”


He turned at the call just as Alina ducked around the
partition. She arched an eyebrow at his half-dressed state then held out
another white tunic. “Here, I thought you might have forgotten to check the
pack and I was right.”


“Thank you,” he murmured as he plucked the tunic from her
grasp. He could see the darkening of her tanned cheeks with a blush though she
was doing her best to pretend at being unaffected. The temptation to tease her
swept over him before he knocked it back. No. This was all Seth’s foolish
talking. It was making him think about things he’d already determined to set
aside. “Why do you linger, little bird? You aren’t even twittering.”


Alina glanced over her shoulder and then stepped closer to
him as she lowered her voice to a whisper, “You stayed close to Seth. How bad
is it?”


“Bad enough that he should be tended by a healer.”


“Are you going to impose your skills upon him?”


“The last thing those two need is the discovery of what I
am,” he murmured.


Alina tilted her head to the side and then smiled slightly.
“If you are concerned, they will discover there is a good heart beneath that
cold mask you pretend is your true face . . . I fear it is too late for that.”
She raised a finger and shook it ever so gently as she whispered, “The truth of
your heart is very clear despite your masking words.”


Lore exhaled sharply as he stepped back, forcing more space
between them as he tugged the fresh tunic over his head. Smoothing the fabric
down, he found his gaze drawn back to Alina. Dragons were drawn to treasure,
not just the physical treasure men counted but also talents and skills. Alina
and her sisters were skilled dancers, but Alina . . . Every time he watched her
create a new dance, he was reminded of her well earned
place among the treasures of the world he’d encountered. Second only to the
lost treasure of his mate and children.


Dark eyes watched him with no small amount of concern. His
mind went back to Seth’s words. The bonding . . . And to Yvette’s claim that
there was an incomplete mating bond between them, which should not have been
possible. He had always been careful with the daughters of Asha, and Adam Tanzer, to avoid situations where such a bond could be
stirred to life. Even when he’d agreed to train Alina in the art of draconic
healing, he had been careful and Imani or Thalassa or William were typically
within earshot. No words or touches exchanged, certainly no kisses.


“What does it mean when there is a bonding?”


Alina blinked. “You mean the bonding between Sisters of Red
and their chosen mates?”


He offered a curt nod.


She looked over her shoulder and then whispered, “Oh.”
Clearing her throat, she met his gaze once more and blushed though her voice
remained low and calm. “Imani would be able to remember it best because she’s
the eldest and heard the story more than Lassa and me. However, I remember
enough about her story of the bonding between Asha of Afra
Clan and Adam Tanzer the outsider merchant.” Her lips
curved into a smile. “A bonding is an unbreakable link between two people who
are fated to be together. The bond can form between hearts within weeks or even
days of knowing each other . . . if it is the right person, of course. Some
stories claim the bonding only happens once in a Sister’s lifetime. he stronger
the bonding, the less likely she is to ever choose another.”


There was definitely something other than the blood of man
flowing through the veins of the Sisters of Red. Fatings
didn’t happen between pure humans, though sometimes it was close. “You’ve
witnessed it?”


“Of course,” she replied. “As have you. Imani and William
had their bonding connection spark the first time William witnessed our
dancing. Of course, they managed to spend one hundred years denying it.”


Lore frowned slightly as he cast his mind back. The first
time William had come into the audience chamber during the sisters’ nightly
dance . . . Ah yes, he remembered.


Alina was still chattering softly. “Lassa is most definitely
showing signs of bonding to Alain, especially the last time I spoke with her. I
shall be very surprised if they part ways when this is over.”


He couldn’t keep from grimacing. “Should that occur I will
release Thalassa from the companion’s bond. It’s . . . traditional, especially
when a companion chooses another dragon or wyvern for mate.”


Alina covered her mouth to smother a soft laugh. He stared
at her for a moment and then studied her dark eyes. As her hand lowered, she
gave her head a little shake to accompany the unspoken question.


He flexed his fingers and then slipped his hands behind his
back and clasped his left wrist. A coolness slipped into his voice as he
murmured, “Do you believe you have established a bonding?”


She looked away from him, but her heartbeat increased. She
still didn’t speak immediately. Instead, she took a deep breath and then
another before she looked back up at him. “What is it you want from me, Lore?
Are you asking me to deny it? Because I cannot lie to you anymore than I can to
myself.”


He tightened his grip around his wrist, focusing on the
pressure instead of the deep emotions stirring in her scent and in her eyes. It
was the only way to keep his tone cool . . . aloof. “There cannot be a bond between
us. I already had a mate. Dragons do not take another after losing their first,
most especially due to the circumstances of their loss.”


“The war—”


“I left them unprotected,” his cold words cut through the
air between them. Alina flinched, something he needed no matter how it prickled
at him. He kept his voice low as he continued in the same cold tones that
defied the memories and their pain, “I left them unprotected to answer a
summons for a healer. A dragon was wounded by an early skirmish in the northern
dragon wars . . . in Taliesin, not far from the northern mountains. My family
was further up where nothing should’ve been able to reach them even though my
daughters were dancing about in their mortal forms. I was neutral and,
therefore, my family was safe. The wars had not spread yet. We believed matters
would be resolved once the king and his brother caught and punished the foolish
prince who dared enact the first attack of the war. I knew of the cabal because
of Yvonne and her daughter Yvette. What I did not know is that they wanted me
to turn against the king.”


He blew out a breath forcing his rising emotions to freeze
once more. “There was a wounded red dragon. I healed him. As I did so, human
members of the cabal found my home. They attacked my mate and children, only
they did not grant them merciful deaths. They ensured they lived as long as
possible. My mate had a minor gift for healing. She tried to heal our
daughters. She only prolonged their lives long enough for me to arrive. They
each died in my arms because I was too depleted from the task of healing the
red dragon’s grievous wounds, and their injuries were too much for them to
survive. Shaddai knows, I tried even so. It’s not in my power to bring back the
dead.”


“Lore,” came a faint whisper as she reached for him.


He instinctively stepped back. He did not deserve comfort.
He squeezed his wrist harder and forced the rest of the story past barely
moving lips. “The red dragon found me after I’d lit their pyres. And, he dared
to offer revenge on the humans who committed this atrocity. But, their cruelty
meant my mate was able to tell me they were humans who smelled of living
dragons. She’d torn off a piece of one man’s sleeve in her struggles. I had
that piece, and I’d smelled it. It was faint but it was enough. The red dragon
was . . . associated with the men. I knew they were cabal then. I knew they’d
be the ones to ultimately start the war. I tried to catch him, but he escaped
by creating a portal. I followed him through and was tossed into the heart of
the eastern mountains bordering Talhaearn and Taliesin.”


Alina’s eyes widened as she breathed, “Klonodrien.”


Lore inclined his head, jaw working. “I put the memories of
that time far behind me as I became only the golden healer, a dragon with no
name who helped dragon and draven alike to escape the
Five Kingdoms by healing their wounded. Eventually, I crossed paths with
William who had the audacity to warn and protect refugees from a dragon hunt
before almost dying of his wounds, obliging me to take him with me for a proper
healing. Then, Imani trespassed into my cave seeking aid for a wrongly cursed
child, and the three of you came into my keeping. But, I allowed myself to
forget the details of that night until Klonodrien opened the portal.”


 


***


 


She could hardly believe her ears. Her heart twisted with
the pain he must have felt then and even now, though he fought to hide it all
behind aloof iciness. This was so much worse than she’d guessed.


Alina shook her head. “I am so sorry,” she whispered, though
the words were hardly enough to convey the sheer amount of pain and empathy
coursing through her. She threw her arms around him and squeezed, ignoring the
slight dampness of his tunic and the way he remained rigidly still. She
squeezed him again and then slipped her hands up to cradle his face. The
aloofness was still there, turning his grey eyes to silvery ice. Nevertheless,
she knew him too well for him to be able to hide so completely from her that
she couldn’t see the strain in his jaw or feel the way he’d been clinging to
his control as tightly as he clung to his wrist. “You don’t need to keep
punishing yourself. You had no way of knowing they would be in danger.”


She could almost feel the disbelief rolling off of him at
her words. She had to show him somehow. He couldn’t be allowed to believe he
was deserving of punishment and never of love. He couldn’t be allowed to
believe she spoke from pity rather than love. Still cradling his face between
her hands, she rubbed her thumb against his cheek and then rose on her toes and
pressed her lips against his.


For one glorious moment, his arms came up around her to hold
her against his chest as he returned the kiss. Then, his entire body stiffened
and his hands settled on her arms before pushing her away. They stared at each
other, a myriad of emotions flickering across Lore’s face before he pressed his
lips into a thin line and guided her to the far side of the tent. He leaned in
close, and she caught the scent of sulfur as he hissed, “That was not a trick I
will tolerate. I told you there is no bond between us. Give your feelings to
someone who will be able to return them, such as Dale. You seem to like him
well enough.”


“I do not want Dale,” she countered firmly. “I love you,
Lore.”


“You are mistaken. It is only proximity and the familiarity
of our companion bond that makes you mistake fondness for romantic love.”


Alina stared at him. Had he actually tried to tell her she
was imagining things? A scoff burst past her lips. “You do not get to decide
what I feel or don’t feel. It might have begun as a fondness for you, but it
has grown to be so much more.” She poked him in the chest as she hissed, “I
have been a most patient woman. I have been waiting for you to make up your
mind about us for years, no, decades. My sisters mentioned it enough times that
I always wondered if you knew and simply chose not to act due to the curse.”


“I couldn’t free you and your sisters from the curse.”


A bitter smile curved her trembling lips as she pressed her
fingers against her temples. “I knew that. It is not why I lost my heart to
you. I fell in love with you for the same reason you hovered around Seth, why
you did your best to save an entire village when plague swept through Belfarad,
why you helped Alain and Dale’s parents along with the other refugees, and why
you came to Ebura despite the dangers to see if you could save my little
brother. Because you care deeply beneath that icy mask you are so fond of
hiding behind. And, that does not even touch on the little things you’ve always
done to ease our days and nights beneath the curse.” She spread her hands as
she shook her head, tears blurring her vision. “There are so many little
reasons why I fell in love and have remained in love with you. I knew you hid
hurt as well as your true heart beneath the cold, so I have waited. Hoping for
the day you would dare to accept my love.”


“Widowed dragons do not take second mates,” he intoned in an
aloof tone devoid of any hint of emotion.


“There’s nothing in the laws and treatises about dragons
that indicate such a thing.”


“It is tradition,” he replied softly.


“All that means is enough dragons ceased to remarry to make
it the popular thing of the court,” she countered stubbornly. “It doesn’t mean
you must choose that same path. Baba remarried.”


“Humans aren’t known for deep fidelity.”


She scowled at him. “Stop it,” she hissed. “You know better.
He had a bond with Mati and if you can feel even a portion of what is between
us, then you would know better than to speak that way. You are just . . . You
are trying to push me away, hurt me, because you are hurting, and you don’t
want to feel any healing because for some reason you have convinced yourself
that you must do a penance to the end of your days for surviving. Stop
punishing yourself for surviving. Honor them by living.


Lore stared down at her for a long moment. Her hope that she
was finally getting through his thick skull withered as he took a large step
back. “You are foolish, Alina, to imagine I am worth all these wasted years.
And, they have been wasted for I cannot give you what you want.”


As he turned his back on her, she let out a shaky breath and
then stated softly, “What you mean, Lore, is you won’t because you are too
afraid to take the risk of opening your heart to anyone. Friends, family, a new
love. None of us have a chance because you’re too busy hiding yourself away.”


She swallowed hard and then gathered the bowl of dirty water
as well as the soiled tunic and cloth. The temptation to throw it all at him
swept over her. Clenching her teeth, she resolutely turned her back on him and
swept around the curtain partition. She would take care of these items and then
ensure no hint of tears remained before she sought Priya
out. They still needed to make the evening meal, and she very badly needed that
distraction. Almost as much as she wanted to speak to her sisters . . . even
knowing they would both agree with Lore that she was better off accepting a
courtship from Dale than continuing to hope in and wait on the golden healer.
She let out a shaky breath. Yes, keeping busy would be just the distraction
from her thoughts and emotions that she needed.


 


***


 












Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


 


“Lore?”


She cautiously poked her head around the curtain partition
that officially divided their space in the tent. No cold disdainful comments
meant to drive anyone away that he might care about greeted her. He was not
there. However, as she retreated back to her side of the partition, she noticed
a slip of parchment sticking out from beneath her pack. She glanced around to
ensure Priya hadn’t followed her inside before
quickly plucking the parchment free.


As she’d feared, it was a note. She opened it despite
knowing the futility of the attempt and peered at the scratchings.
The letters waved and shifted with a nauseating degree of energy. Dropping to
sit next to her pack, she pulled the edge of her safri
up as she rested the parchment on her knee and used the fabric to block all but
the topmost line. It took up less space than the others as far as width, but
the trick that worked for others still did nothing for her. The letters still
jumbled and made her sense of nausea only grow stronger before she closed her
eyes. A headache was beginning to creep in now.


Lore had written her something. And, she couldn’t ask anyone
to read it for her. Not even Priya could help because
she couldn’t trust that Lore hadn’t mentioned something about dragons since
she’d worked so hard to keep him from knowing she couldn’t read. 


She needed to find Lore. She shoved the parchment deep into
the pack and then quickly left the tent. Priya looked
up from where she knelt in front of the cooking fire. “He’s not in there.”


Alina shook her head. “No.” She paused as she realized who
else wasn’t present. “Where is Seth?”


“He insisted on checking the carts. He’ll return
momentarily.”


Alina nibbled her lower lip and wrapped her safri a little more securely around her shoulders and
torso. “I will go find Lore. After his encounter with Prince, he may be trying
to find some good camel recipes.”


Priya laughed. “All right. Take
care. The caravan is big enough to get lost in when we camp.”


She gave a little wave of acknowledgement as she ventured
toward the rest of the camp. People passed between tents, chattering with each
other as the groups positioned in different parts of the caravan seized the
opportunity to visit. There was no sign of the tall lithe dragon with pale
white blonde hair, however. Even in his Belfarad made clothing, he stuck out in
a crowd. Where was he?


Several of the women passed her, giggling and chattering.
One of the younger ones clad in a rich green safri
called. “Come, join the dance! It will bring whomever you’re looking for to you
much faster than trying to search the watchers.”


She almost said no. Then the desperate ache to lose herself
in the dance, to give herself a balm for her stinging emotions, rolled over
her. She offered a small smile she didn’t feel and nodded. The younger woman
squealed in delight and linked arms with her, dragging her to join a group of
women. Their chatter flowed around her like a breeze as she focused on the
sound of instruments being readied for play. The experimental plucking of
strings and scales on the wind instruments. A few practice beats of the drums.


It called to her, set her feet itching for the dance. The
familiar dances of Belfarad were like stepping into a pair of dancing slippers
that were broken in perfectly for comfort. She whirled, dipped, and clapped in
time with the other women. Then as the dance swept her along, she started
adding a few twists and turns, bouncing her right hip as she turned in a tight
circle moving her bent arms and cupped hands up and down as though she held
bowls of fire. Then, she dropped into a crouch before springing back to her
feet. The other women copied her movements for the length of the song.


The next song they spun into a faster circle, clapping and
whirling into little jumps, then she spied pale blonde hair moving through the
crowd surrounding their performance. Lore. She didn’t even think to hesitate
before she deftly broke from the dancing and skipped into the crowd. Weaving
through the first row of people, she dodged around one burly man in the leather
jerkin of the guards, intent on reaching her dragon.


A meaty hand wrapped around her wrist, crushing her bangles
painfully into her skin and eliciting a yelp as she was spun around. She caught
a glimpse of a stubbled jaw and a leering grin that sent a chill down her spine
and then she was yanked against a leather jerkin as a burly arm landed against
her back to pin her in place with her right arm painfully caught behind her.
The burly guard she’d passed sneered down at her. “I’m so glad you came to
visit me, temptress.”


Alina jerked her head back. The way he’d gripped her wrists
kept her from scratching at him or attempting to burn him no matter how
reckless. She tried to kick him only for him to give a beery laugh. “Release
me,” she demanded.


The crowd of guards were edging away, their gazes resolutely
fixed elsewhere. She didn’t know why, only that it left her more vulnerable.
Pinned as she was, she was fast running out of options. Tilting her head back
further, she screamed. The man jolted at the volume of her scream, but he still
didn’t let go. “You came to me. You can’t leave now.”


She thrashed in his hold, trying to twist her hands around to
scratch or burn him. Then, she screamed again, “Let me go! Lore, help me!”


The guard started to laugh only to sputter when a fist
jabbed him in the side of the neck and then hands wrapped around his neck,
holding him upright even as he choked. An icy voice commanded, “You will
release her. Now.”


The guard’s hold on her slackened enough that she was able
to break free of his hold. Her left wrist throbbed from her bangles digging
into her skin and her right shoulder ached. None of it was enough to distract
her from the cold expression on the dragon’s face or the way he’d yet to
release his grip on the man. None of the guards made a move to help their
comrade as he squirmed, fingers tugging uselessly at the dragon’s hands. Alina
blew out a breath. “Lore. Lore, let him go.”


Grey eyes as hard as stone flicked toward her. For a moment,
she saw a flash of orange before it vanished behind unyielding grey. Then he
released the man, shoving him to the left and away from where she stood. The
man stumbled and then dropped to his knees sputtering curses between gasping
breaths.


The tension that had seized her slowly uncoiled as she took
a step toward Lore who still watched her. She took another step as a man’s
shout filled the air. “What are you waiting for? Arrest him! Or better, kill
him! He attacked one of the caravan guards! “


She glanced over to find a weaselly looking man in a rather
pretentious robe of gold cloth over a velvet tunic shouting at the people
around them. None of whom were making a move toward Lore. The man started to
shout further when a new voice cut him off, “It is not the caravan healer’s
place to order deaths in my camp.”


A shorter man, who looked as though he’d been carved from a
block of sandstone for all the softness he carried, strode through the crowd
parting before him. Three guards in tooled leather jerkins followed in his
wake. His tan robe was simple compared to the caravan healer’s gaudy display,
yet the weight of authority and confidence ensured almost every eye was on him.
Lore’s attention remained on her. Eelizar’s simple
white headcloth contrasted with the blue dyed rope and purple beads securing it
around his head as he tugged on his pointed grey flecked brown beard, observing
the scene before him. His dark gaze hardened when he laid eyes on the guardsman
who was now laboring to climb to his feet, one hand still at his throat. “You,
again. Bothering the women of this caravan is not tolerated.”


“She came to me from the dancing,” the guard wheezed. “Then,
this man attacked me from behind without provocation like a coward.”


“Clearly, he was jealous of my brother’s ability to win over
the attentions of such a beauty,” the healer interjected.


“He won nothing,” Alina corrected. She met Eelizar’s gaze steadily. “We never even spoke. I passed him
in an effort to join Lore, and he grabbed onto me. He refused to let me go,
even when I demanded it and fought to be released.”


Eelizar’s gaze sharpened. “I
believe I gave you a second chance because your brother claimed you would be
able to behave when you weren’t in your cups. I see his faith in you was
overestimated.”


The caravan’s healer puffed out his bony chest. “If you do
not allow my brother the satisfaction of punishment against his dishonorable
attacker, I shall refuse my services to this caravan.”


“The woman your brother assaulted is my betrothed. I am
within my rights to defend her.” The cold grey stare flicked from her to the
men. “Since no one was willing to aid her when this man first laid hands on
her. Not even his fellow guards.”


The healer tucked his chin in mulishly and then snapped, “If
they did not help her, he was in the right.”


“That is not true. They are cowards.” Lore stepped up to her
and then turned his attention on the caravan master. “Since it seems the
betrothal is not good enough to keep this man away or to render my interference
warranted, then I would have you marry the two of us here and now.” His cold
tones gained an extra layer of ice as he added, “Since the majority of the
caravan is gathered as such . . . willing witnesses.”


“She came to me! By rights, she should be mine!”


At the guard’s wheezed demands, Alina grabbed Lore’s hand
and leaned against his arm despite the twinge of discomfort in her shoulder. “I
choose my betrothed as I have always done.”


The guard gave an inarticulate cry of protest or rage. Lore
held out his free hand to the nearest of Eelizar’s
escort. “Might I borrow a blade? It would seem a trial by combat is necessary.”


At the caravan master’s nod, the younger man unsheathed his
sword and passed it to Lore. The single edged blade was long and thin with a
slight curve to its point. Lore released her hand as the gathered crowd backed
away. He stepped away from her and made a show of rotating his wrist, making
the blade flash in the firelight as it twirled with the movement. Lore slashed
downwards at an angle and then reversed the blade’s direction to bring it up
and around to point in the air as he held the blade just in front of his nose.
He then lowered it once more as he turned to face the guard who was nearly
falling in the haste of his retreat. Lore watched his retreat for a moment
before he made a show of turning back toward the caravan master and his escort,
rotating the blade with an extra flair, before he presented the blade hilt
first to its owner. As soon as the man grasped the hilt, Lore released his hold
and returned to her side.


Eelizar gave Lore a curious look
and then asked, “Do you still wish for a wedding?”


“If Alina is willing.”


Both men looked at her, and she pried her tongue from the
roof of her mouth. “I am willing.”


A cheer went up around them while the caravan’s healer
retreated a few feet away and crossed his arms, scowling like a spoiled child.
Lore gently took her hands, his grip light, though he frowned at her left arm.
No doubt they would need to have several discussions after their . . . wedding.
She couldn’t believe she was marrying Lore or that it had been his suggestion
in the first place. Why had he volunteered to do this after having such a
strong reaction to the idea of being anything more than companions?


 


***


 


“Why didn’t you obey my note?” Lore asked in a cool
whisper.


In truth, he’d never imagined Alina falling into such
trouble. This was the sort of mishap that tended to plague her twin. He paced
away from her in the solitude of the tent. Priya and
Seth were still outside, giving the newlyweds privacy for a discussion.
Newlywed. He frowned at the thought. He wasn’t meant to have a mate again.


“I couldn’t read the note,” came the soft barely audible
reply.


He blew out a breath as he clamped his temper down just as
he had been since he saw the man pinning her against his chest when fury
replaced the spear of fear skewering him. “The instructions were clear. You
were to remain with Priya and not do anything to draw
attention to yourself. I went to speak with Eelizar
and his chief scout about the remaining time to the oasis. And you . . .”


“I could not read your note, Lore. I didn’t dare ask Priya to read it to me so I had no idea of either your
warning or your plan. That’s why I went to look for you.”


He started to respond only to stop short as her words and
their meaning sank into him. He spun around to face her. Alina stood tall with
her chin raised and her arms at her side. However, he could smell her . . .
dread. He narrowed his eyes as he asked, “What do you mean by asking Priya to read to you?”


“I am unable to read. The letters move around so much I
can’t make sense of them.”


“That is impossible. I’ve leant you many books and scrolls.
You could only have carried out the conversations we had if you had read them.”


“Imani and Thalassa took turns reading everything to me. I
can remember anything I listen to . . .” she trailed off and shrugged. “It worked.”


“How did I miss the signs? I have not been that inattentive,
have I?”


She blushed. “No. However, I did not want you to know I
couldn’t read. The first time you leant me a book I so desperately wanted to be
able to discuss it with you, as you’d suggested. Imani and Thalassa agreed to
help me. They always have since not being able to read is not the sort of
detriment welcome in a wise merchant’s household.”


“And, you never told me?” He didn’t know whether to be
impressed at the sisters’ ability to deceive him for so long or to be miffed
that she’d kept the secret. He stared at her for a long moment. “Then, I should
offer my apologies for believing you purposely set out to push my hand after
I’d told you no.”


Alina scowled at him. “Entrapment is not love, not true
sincere love. I would not do that to you.”


“I know.” The words slipped free before he could fully
consider them. She looked a little worn now that she was no longer standing
quite as stiffly. The thought occurred to him that he should send her to bed so
she could be better rested in the morning. He needed to think.


A sharp cry came from outside the tent. Lore ran after Alina
as she rushed around the partition just as a group entered the tent. He scowled
to see Eelizar and the imbecilic excuse of a
charlatan healer leading the way as the caravan master’s escort carried an
unconscious Seth by his shoulders and feet. Priya
sobbed even as she directed them toward the correct side of the tent. She
turned to the healer and grasped his sleeve. “Please! You must do something for
him!”


“There’s nothing to be done. Now, release me.”


Lore growled under his breath and seized the pitiful excuse
of a rat by the back of his robe. Yanking him back, he ignored the man’s
squealed protests as he focused on the caravan master. “Eelizar,
you and your caravan would do far better to find a healer who will not allow
his or her kindred’s personal grudges to interfere with the fulfillment of his
or her duties.”


He didn’t wait for the caravan master’s reply before he
twisted around and hooked the healer by the robe and the belt of his tunic,
then he heaved him out of the tent. Eelizar’s men had
placed Seth on his bedding and now arranged themselves behind their master,
faces blank of emotion. The man himself only nodded to Lore before he led the
way out of the tent.


Lore waited only until he was certain no one would return as
Seth’s harsh coughs filled the air before he turned to Alina. “Fetch the
healing supplies. There is still time.”


She didn’t hesitate. Her purple safri
fluttered as she spun around and dashed back around the partition.


“What do you mean?” came the watery question from behind
him. He turned to find Priya kneeling by Seth’s head,
one hand on his brow and the other clasping his left hand against her heart. Her
attention was fixed on him, however, as she asked again, “How can you be so
certain? The caravan’s healer is unworthy of his name, but he’s never been
wrong about the odds . . . Or when it’s too late.”


“I told you. I am a healer, and I am willing to do the work
that pretender is not.”


“I don’t believe you.” Priya moved
her hand from Seth’s brow and then pulled out a dagger. Pointing it at him, she
stated, “I will only ask once more. Why do you say it’s not too late?”


“I am a healer . . . a dragon healer.”


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty-Four


 


 


“You are a dragon,” Priya
stated more than asked. She kept her dagger raised though.


Alina approached from behind, carrying the scent of herbal mixes
with her as she brushed against Lore’s arm. When she spoke, her voice was low
and soothing. “Priya, let him help Seth. I’ve seen
him heal many injuries and illnesses where human healers would’ve failed.”


“I should at least imagine my skills to be better than those
of a human who cannot trouble himself enough to exert any effort,” Lore mused
as he plucked one of the bagged mixes out of Alina’s hand. “Not this one. It’s
the wrong type of cough. Make a tea out of that one.” He pointed to the bag
tucked in the crook of her right elbow and then gestured to the bag in her
right hand. “Prepare a rinse from that one.”


“Lore, Priya hasn’t agreed,” Alina
murmured softly.


“I do not care. He will die if I wait for her to embrace the
fact that I am a dragon and then decide whether to attack me or not.” He tossed
the rejected herbal mix into the middle of the tent where it would be out of
the way. “Leave that alone until the tea and rinse are ready, then tuck it
away.”


Alina gave him an exasperated look that he chose to ignore
as he turned back to Priya. She was still pointing
her dagger at him. He narrowed his eyes before gesturing sharply to Seth
wheezing for breath. “If you stab me while I’m assessing him, I shall be
greatly annoyed with you. He does not have long if you want me to prevent his
early passing.”


“You are a dragon.” Priya’s gaze
flicked to where Alina was hurrying to prepare the tea and rinse. “Her as
well?”


“Believe me when I say Alina is most certainly not a
dragon,” he murmured and then he dropped into a crouch on Seth’s other side,
ignoring the dagger that drifted to remain pointed at him. He rested a hand on
Seth’s chest as he continued, “Humans are so determined to fall into illness.
It’s a wonder your race continues to thrive. Your obstinacy alone should have
led you into extinction. Although, it appears that same obstinacy means you
refuse to die off as one would expect from such mass recklessness. And, Seth is
nearly as annoying as my huntsman . . . collapsing at particularly inconvenient
times so that I must interfere.”


“This is how he heals?” Priya’s
skepticism wove through the air as potently as it flattened her voice.


“No, this is how he distracts everyone so he can focus on
his magic.” Alina’s tone grew wry as she added, “And, he gets to voice his
grievances with actually being forced to use his talent.”


Lore ignored her as he focused on his magic. It was as he’d
feared. Seth’s cough was a sign of deeper injury. Some sort of pneumonia was
creating fluid on his lungs, so he was essentially drowning. He needed to find
the source of his illness.


His magic struggled against being pulled away from his
curse. He ignored the hints of caution and forced his talent into the one who
needed the most help. He could sense the fading of life. Seth was weakened, and
his body no longer had the natural strength to fight off the repercussions of
his illness. He would need to interfere more if he wanted to keep the human on
this side of death’s gates.


Alina murmured to Priya, but he
didn’t pay any attention to her words. His focus sank deeper into his magic and
the task he was struggling to achieve. If he’d been unhampered by the curse, he
would have been able to dig deeper faster. Instead, his abilities eked out with
as much speed as blood from a stone. He muttered a curse in draconic as he
continued forcing his magic to drip into Seth’s body, seeking out the root of
his illness.


Alina prepared the tea before he was satisfied with the hunt
for the cause. And, the rinse was nearly done. Lore leaned back on his heels as
he temporarily released his hold on his magic. “I have removed the infection
that started him down this path.”


“Have him drink the tea to continue restoring his strength,”
Alina murmured. “The rinse will calm him, so he doesn’t grow too agitated and
struggle to breathe again. Lore will continue to monitor him, but he won’t be
able to use his magic again until tomorrow.”


Lore scowled at Seth’s slackened features. If he left him as
he was now, it would take even longer for him to recover. Long enough that they
would reach the oasis and Seth would likely fall into the hands of incompetents
who would undo all of his work. An unacceptable notion, indeed.


She hissed his name when he placed his hands back on Seth’s
chest. He ignored her as he reached once more for his magic, forcibly pulling
it to the task it should’ve flowed to on its own. This time he focused on the
aggravated lungs. Tears and swelling. His annoyance flared as he noticed two
cracked ribs from some other injury now worsened by the force of the coughing.
Seth was most fortunate his fall hadn’t broken them and sent them splintering
into his lungs.


When he attempted to heal them as well, however, his magic
snapped back painfully. It was too much for his current abilities. He hid a
grimace as he settled back on his heels and met Priya’s
gaze. “He cannot be moved for at least two days. I will speak to Eelizar.”


“Will he live?” came the breathless question.


He forced himself to rise smoothly before he answered, “So
long as he manages to avoid undoing my work, I believe so.”


 


***


 


Alina couldn’t help hovering as Lore knelt by Seth’s
side. The man looked far better than he had when he’d collapsed four nights
ago. He seemed fascinated by the sight of the faint glow beneath Lore’s hand.
The hitch to his breathing grew a little smoother and then Lore pulled his hand
back, faint lines appearing around his mouth though he did his best to hide it.


Seth nodded slowly, gasping, “Better.”


He broke off into coughs, and Lore reached out once more.
Alina bent to grab his wrist. “Stop. You can’t do it again tonight. It is too
much for you.”


Grey eyes studied her. “Impertinent.”


“Your efforts will be wasted if he cannot receive your care
anymore due to your own collapse,” she countered. “And, you hate wasted
effort.”


Lore stared at her for the span of two breaths before he
pulled his arm from her grasp and eased into sitting instead of kneeling.
Another sign he was straining too hard against his current limitations. Alina
resisted the urge to fuss over him, knowing the dragon would only balk and
likely hurt himself in an effort to prove he was perfectly fine. Healers were
by far the worst of patients. 


She turned back to Seth as Priya
helped him sit up against her. “You’re improving. You will be able to get on
without . . . special attention soon enough.”


“Is it true you are not like him?” Priya
asked.


She nodded. “I am as human as you are, Priya.
Certainly, no dragon blood flows through my veins.”


“You are not only newly entering your second decade, are
you?”


She met the other woman’s dark gaze and smiled slightly. “I
am one hundred and nineteen years of age. Human companions share the lifespan
of dragons.”


Priya blinked while Seth gave a
little cough that might have been intended as a laugh. He spoke in a hoarse
whisper. “Should’ve known at least one of you was a dragon. The guardians were
the ones who vouched for you.”


She glanced between the pair and then asked softly, “What
will you do now that you know?”


“Keep Prince from spitting on him again,” Seth said with a
wry smile twisting his lips.


Priya traced her husband’s brow as
she murmured, “You needn’t fear from us. We . . . I owe you both everything.
Even a Sister who no longer wears the red takes such a debt seriously. My life
debt is paid in keeping your secrets to the day I pass from this world.”


Alina held her gaze as she dipped her head in
acknowledgement of the vow. “You have my thanks.”


“And humans call dragons dramatic,” came a low grumble.


Shaking out her skirts as she straightened, Alina turned to
face the dragon sitting on the rug by her feet. He was not looking at her.
Instead, his head was bent and he seemed fixated on the rug pattern woven of
reds and blues and purples. She touched his arm. “Come. You need to rest.”


He climbed to his feet slowly, as if every joint in his body
pained him despite the stoic façade he kept firmly in place over his
expressions. Alina didn’t reach for him. She knew he’d only resist if she tried
to assist him in front of his own patient. Stubborn dragon.


They only made it halfway across the common area before his
steps faltered. Alina darted under his left arm, settling it across her
shoulders, as her right arm wrapped around his waist. He grunted but didn’t protest
as they staggered the rest of the way to their sleeping area. She didn’t try to
get him all the way to his own pallet. Instead, she guided him to hers.


Lore was too exhausted to grumble at her. He merely
collapsed to his knees. She planted her hands against his chest to keep him
from falling on his face. His head sank against her shoulder, breath tickling
her skin, as his arms came up around her for a brief moment.


Easing him down onto his back, Alina suppressed a sigh to
see his eyes were closed. Brushing strands of pale hair out of his face, she
smoothed the backs of her fingers against his brow and cheek. “This is why
William has never liked leaving you unsupervised when healing. You always
exhaust yourself in your attempts to fix everything.” She hesitated a moment
and then pressed a kiss against his cheekbone. “It is also why I love you.”


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty-Five


 


 


Lore watched Seth slowly moving around the cart before climbing
up to join Priya. A touch to his arm brought his
attention back to Alina. She offered a slight smile. “They’ll be fine. We will
reach the oasis tomorrow, and they’ve agreed not to continue on with the
caravan this year.”


“It seems a great assumption on your part to think the man
who almost walked through death’s door will now be a picture of patience and
moderation,” he stated coolly. “I have no such confidence.”


“Because staying with his kinsman the priest who is married
to a healer offends you?” she teased.


Lore harrumphed. “How could her skills compare to mine?”


“You really like them, don’t you?”


“Do not be ridiculous.” He grabbed the rope for the lead
camel, the ill named Prince, and ignored the beast’s protesting groan. “I do
not like most people. Nor am I overly fond of anyone.”


“Not even your wife? How disappointing,” she replied drily.
“Well, I shall leave you to the camels. I’d best get to the cart before Seth
realizes I’m not there and tries to drive it himself.”


“A moment, please.” When she turned to look back at him, he
almost stumbled over his words. “I have been considering the problem of written
communication. It is a dangerous void to have under our current circumstances.”


Alina’s expression went blank and he caught a whiff of
dread. He frowned at her reaction. Reaching out to catch her hand, he rubbed
his thumb across the chains of her handflower
bracelet. “Alina. There is a code language used by my people. It depends on
pictographs, symbols, rather than words. I would like to see if you might be
able to follow such a system instead.”


“I’ve never attempted it. Perhaps, it could make some
difference.”


“We can practice tonight.”


The thrill of hope at her murmured agreement was enough that
he didn’t immediately growl at Prince when the beast attempted to nibble on his
hair. Lore nudged the camel away. This would be worth corralling the fussing
beasts on his own for another long day.


 The day lasted longer than planned as Eelizar pushed the caravan through the midday heat and into
the night until they reached the edge of the oasis. A boisterous man with a
plethora of thin dark braids twisted into an elaborate half-braid eagerly
approached Seth and Priya’s cart. “Cousin! There you
are. Shaddai be merciful, you look as though you’ve been trampled by an olifant. What happened?”


“Just a cold,” Seth said with a lingering cough as Lore drug
the protesting camel up to the cart.


“He’s had a serious illness,” Lore interjected. “He nearly
died a sennight ago. He requires the constant attention of a competent healer
to see my work isn’t completely undone.” He cut the stranger a sharp glance and
then thrust the camel’s lead rope into his hand. “Here. Have your healer
monitor his breathing. I will leave the supplies I used for him with Priya. It will be best to continue using them until his
cough has been gone for at least a month. Do not allow him to overexert himself
attempting to sell his goods.”


The stranger blinked at him and then chuckled. “Oh, so, I
have you to thank for my cousin’s continued presence on this side of life? Well
then!” The man’s smile flashed white against his dark skin as he lurched
forward and threw his arms around Lore before he could retreat. Then, the man’s
chortle filled the air as he lifted Lore off his feet. “Shaddai shower His
blessings upon you for saving one of my favorite cousins, friend!”


He offered a curt nod. “You are welcome. Put me down.”


The man gave him another squeeze and finally set him down.
He clapped him on the back hard enough to make him sway despite bracing for it.
“You are a good man, friend! May your quest end in success.”


Lore brushed at the wrinkles now pervading his tunic. He
chose to ignore the man in favor of fixing Seth with a stern glare. “Do not
undo my work by failing to listen to a proper healer.”


Seth raised a hand in acknowledgement, grinning. “Do not
worry, Lore. I’ll behave. Priya will stab me if I
don’t.”


“She should,” he muttered. Ignoring the laughter ringing out
in response, he quickly made his way to the second cart. Catching Alina by the
waist, he lifted her down easily. “It is past time we leave.”


She grabbed their pack from beneath the driver’s bench and
he took it from her, slinging it over his shoulder. An act that earned him a
questioning look, though she chose not to argue. She surprised him by grasping
his free hand. “Seth’s cousin seems very . . . exuberant.”


“I had not noticed,” he intoned drily. Still, a smirk played
across his lips when she giggled.


“Where will we camp tonight? We’ll need to find someplace to
stay unless you want to sleep in the open.”


“I accepted a smaller tent from Seth. Part of the goods he
meant to sell along the way. It was his offering in exchange for my healing
efforts.” Lore led her around to the rear of the cart and unearthed a roll of
dark brown fabric wrapped around its lines and pegs. Slipping it under his left
arm, he claimed Alina’s hand once more. “Once we’ve set up the tent, we may
begin our first practice.”


Alina didn’t respond, though he noted the way she tensed
whenever they passed groups of strangers. Lore adjusted his intended path. He’d
meant to take them into the heart of the oasis where it would be easier to
track rumors of the cabal. Now, however, he wove through the more crowded areas
to the less popular camping grounds. It was a risk to leave the crowd, but
Alina needed space. For now, at least.


They found a grove of palms, their broad fan-like fronds
waving in the night wind. There was a smaller grove well nestled a bit further
in toward the center of the oasis, but the tents were smaller and spread out in
this particular area. He glanced at Alina who no longer appeared quite so
apprehensive and then claimed a spot closest to the palms with a low
outcropping of stone edging it. “We’ll put our tent here.”


It was less of a struggle to put up the small tent after so
many days of raising the larger tent with Seth and Priya,
even though he didn’t follow Yvette’s example of using his magic to set up the
tent in a flashy display. Not that doing so would’ve been the wise thing to do
when he was certain there were cabal members crawling throughout this oasis. He
followed Alina into the tent as she started setting out two separate piles of
bedding. “Just combine them.”


Alina raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were pretending
nothing has changed.”


“I was busy healing a foolish human as best I could manage
at that moment,” he stated simply. “While there is some concern with the
curse’s key being linked with a true mate’s fire, I—”


“A ridiculous argument from a curse breaker who should know
better,” a new voice grumbled as a tawny haired man intruded into their tent.
Two-toned blue and brown eyes flashed with a hint of fire as he glared at Lore.
“You have no cause to tell her she doesn’t fit because she is your mate in
everything but name and acknowledgement.”


Lore raised an eyebrow as he coolly greeted the intruder.
“Dale.”


“Healer,” the blue dragon responded tersely. His nostrils
flared as he stepped closer and hissed, “She has a mate bond with you that is
far more than that of a companion. It’s been obvious from the night she spat
fire on Klonodrien to protect you. She was even prepared to fight me when I
first approached. Wouldn’t even let me try to heal you until after I promised I
wouldn’t harm her mate. Yet, two years later you still do not acknowledge her
or the bond you partially forged with her.”


Lore observed him for a long moment before intoning, “Young
dragons are impulsive.”


“And, the older ones are too stubborn for their own good,”
Dale interjected.


“Not to mention they can yap like puppies without waiting to
hear the whole of it,” he continued as if the blue hadn’t said a word. He
clasped his hands behind his back as he added, “Although, if you’ve believed
there was a bond between us for so long, I suppose it would be reasonable to
take offense over the fact that you spent a great deal of time at the start of
this quest flirting with Alina.”


Dale snorted, a hint of smoke escaping, as he folded his
arms over his chest. “I flirted with her to try and shake you out of your cold
denial. At least enough that you would actually admit to feeling things for
her. She’s pretty but not for me. She’s never still long enough and dances too
much.”


Lore glared at him. “I like her dancing.”


“Then, you admit she is practically your mate.”


“No.”


The hint of smug triumph vanished from Dale’s expression as
he gaped at him instead. “What? What do you mean by that?”


Lore started to respond when Alina snapped her fingers at
them. “Stop it. Don’t drag this out just because you didn’t like being hugged.”


“It was from a strange man I didn’t even know. Of course, I
did not like it.”


“Dale,” Alina ignored him in favor of addressing the blue,
“he’s saying no because we were married by the caravan master a sennight ago. I
am his mate.”


They both cast him accusatory looks to which he responded
with an unapologetic shrug, “I merely needed to be certain I wouldn’t need to
break him for attempting to flirt with my mate. He may find some other female
to be interested in since he is so concerned with our personal lives.”


Dale stared at him for a moment and then raised his hands in
mock surrender. “I was merely concerned for Alina and that she wasn’t being led
on by an oblivious dragon who can’t see past the end of his own snout. I have
no desire to settle down just yet. There’s too much work left to do, including
catching Klonodrien.”


“You have news.”


Dale nodded. “There’ve been sightings of a red dragon. One
in the southern mountains of Belfarad and one here, in this oasis. Alain and
Thalassa went after the mountain sighting. I came here to find you two.” He
gave them a look of feigned disapproval as he added, “You weren’t here when I
arrived three days ago. However, I can tell you more over a nice meal. I’ll go
fetch my supplies and set up my tent.”


“Is it far?” Alina asked, though he had no idea why she was
concerned.


“Not very,” Dale replied simply. “I’ve been camping on the
other side of this rock beneath a shelf that’s kept me nicely out of sight. Now
you two are here, I can put some of my other plans into action. If Klonodrien
is here, we will flush him out of whatever hole he’s hiding in before too
long.”


 


***


 












Chapter Twenty-Six


 


 


Alina tried to hold perfectly still as she stared up at
the brown fabric. Lore had wrapped his arm around her waist, keeping her close
as his slow breaths fanned her cheek. As much as the dragon claimed to prefer
his space, he was very adept at invading her space when he slept. The heat
radiating from his body made his arm hot against her bare stomach, which had
been strange at first but now was more comforting.


She wriggled her toes as she fought to still her thoughts
enough to sleep. But, they kept racing. It had been three days since they
arrived in the oasis, and there was no true hint of the cabal. Dale used his
magic to disguise all three of them each day before they ventured into the
crowds in search of anything that could lead them to their prey. Thus far, the
only rumor of note they’d traced involved a man called the Wolf of Kush. He’d
long fought and destroyed the slave trade caravans. To the point that he now
had a contract taken out on his life as well as his chief warrior, a woman of
fearsome reputation. Of course, as Lore had pointed out only a few hours ago,
none of that helped them find the red dragon.


“You are worrying,” came a sleep roughened whisper in her
ear. “Why?”


“What if this is another trap?” she whispered to the
ceiling. “What if he finds out you’re here and takes advantage of your
inability to shift? He could try to provoke you into madness or simply kill
you.”


His hold around her tightened, pulling her more firmly
against his chest. “I can stop him.”


“How?” She sat up impatiently and then quickly turned on her
side, facing him, as she hissed, “Your talent for healing and for curse
breaking are strongest in your natural dragon form, and he almost killed you
the last time you fought.”


“He will not be able to catch me off-guard this time. And, I
know his tricks for adding poison to his claws.”


“None of that will even matter if you can’t shift in order
to defend yourself,” she protested, her voice breaking slightly under a wave of
intense emotions. “He will kill you if he has time to plan.”


“Now is no time for tears, my little bird,” he murmured as
he cupped her cheek with his palm, wiping away a stray tear with his thumb.
“Don’t cry, Alina. I will stop Klonodrien this time. I know his tricks, and I
am more prepared. I will not allow you to come to harm.”


She gave a little huff, torn between offense and amusement,
even as she tried to ignore the thrill his touch sent careening down her spine.
“I am not worried about myself. I worry for you. I can’t summon a fire of my
own, and I lack the alcohol needed to spit fire at Klonodrien again.”


Lore gently bumped his forehead against hers, noses brushing
together and his breath tickling her lips as he whispered, “I am not worried.
Tomorrow, after we finish our next search and our faces are our own again, you
should try to contact your sister. Perhaps you will be able to reach her this
time.”


“I’ve failed every night since arriving here,” she grumbled
even as the desperate wish to see her sister swept over her. “I don’t know why.
It could be distance. We are nearly as far from Belfarad as Belfarad is from
the northern kingdoms.”


She jumped a little when Lore’s fingers traced up her back,
bumping into the lower edge of her sleeveless white celi.
Before she could say anything, his lips were on hers. Not demanding or taking.
It was a gentle almost hesitant kiss. He drew back, and she hooked her hand
against the back of his neck to keep him from moving too far. Staring into his
grey eyes, she couldn’t quite believe him. “You said you couldn’t love again.”


“And, you said I was being a coward.” He paused and then
nodded. “I was. I tried to be cold and to keep everyone, including you, at a
distance. I was never as successful as I wanted to be and then you . . . You
simply refused to accept the face I presented as the truth. I love. I love you,
Alina, my little bird. I love your heart and your dance. You are the brightest
most precious jewel of any treasure, and I thank Shaddai you have chosen to be
my treasure.”


She laughed softly. “All right, that was almost worth
waiting decades for you to come to your senses and realize you loved me back.”
She kissed him before he could object to her phrasing. If nothing else came of
this trip, she could be content with this.


 


***


 


Alina swayed, slowly moving first one arm out from the
center of her stomach to the side and then the other. She brought her arms back
together, bangles clicking as she crossed her wrists, and turned her sway into
a rolling step forward with one foot and then the other as she snapped her
fingers. Humming along with the tune being played by some nearby musicians, she
rotated in a slow circle as she swung her arms open one by one and then held
them out at her sides as she snapped her fingers again.


She could feel Lore’s eyes on her, though she was the only
one wearing her true face in the oasis today. Peeking through her lowered
lashes, she still searched for her mate. He’d been disguised as a slightly
shorter man with dark brown hair brushing against the top of his shoulders and
a short dark beard framing his mouth. The illusion’s appearance of a leather
jerkin and rougher linen tunic with dark trousers made him look like the guards
that accompanied many of the caravans passing through the oasis. Dale had
shifted his own illusion to that of a Kushite merchant, allowing him to better
search for the rumored slave docks among the merchant ranks. Neither man was
readily apparent as she finished her circle and then swung her arms forward and
across, bangles brushing against each other as her wrists crossed.


Lore hated the plan. Hated to use her as bait to lure
Klonodrien out of his hole. However, she’d been glad for the reason to dance
again. And, she had confidence in her husband’s ability to protect her.


She raised her arms up in the air, flicking her wrists as
she snapped her fingers rhythmically, rotating in a faster circle. Then she
stepped forward, bringing her hands together at her shoulder so her fingernails
barely touched and then lowered her hands toward her hip as she swayed into
another step. Swaying back and forth, she swung her right arm and then her left
arm out to the side. Holding both arms out to the side, she danced the final
steps, skipping forward and then to the side. Drawing her arms against her
body, she spun in a circle and then stopped as she threw her arms wide and
angled to the air. The crowd clapped and cheered. A few coins were tossed into
the wooden bowl she’d set out, though not as many as when she’d danced in the
Cave of Wonders.


She smiled her thanks to the crowd and then quickly gathered
her bowl and hurried down one of the alleys formed between the lines of tents.
This was the other part of the plan. In case no one approached her while she
danced, she was to take varying routes until Lore or Dale were able to join her
in hopes of both luring in a cabal spy and in preventing a successful
abduction.


She slowed for a train of camels to pass in front of her
when a hand wrapped around her right arm. A second hand covered her mouth as
she was pulled back into the shadow of a large tent. She could hear the sound
of laughter and many voices talking before her captor whispered in her ear,
“You should not have come so far from your cave. If you want to survive, take
your dragon and leave before Klonodrien’s spies tell him you are here.”


He released her mouth and she spun around, confirming her
suspicions. The man in leathers, the one who had cursed Lore and Alain, let go
of her arm. “Aren’t you one of them?” she questioned.


She couldn’t make out his expression or anything else
beneath the shadow of his deep hood. Yet, she could hear a faint tone of
sardonic humor as he responded, “Not always.”


“Break his curse.”


“I can’t,” he stated simply. “Run, while you still can.”


Then, he stepped around her and rejoined the crowds. She
stared after him in a mix of confusion and annoyance. He’d cast the curse, and
he should have been able to help at least a little bit. Why hadn’t he tried to
take her?


“Alina,” came the hoarse voice of Lore’s illusion. He
brushed his fingers across her shoulder as she turned to look up at him. “Did
he harm you?”


“No. He warned me.” She looked once more at the crowd, but
the man in leathers was nowhere to be found.


“Come. We will return to camp where we may discuss this . .
. warning.”


She followed him down another twisting path through the
oasis. Her mind, however, kept racing with the possible implications of the man
in leathers and what he’d said. If he was not truly Klonodrien’s ally, what did
that make him to their quest? And, how could she get him to adjust the curse so
Lore would be able to defend himself?


 


***


 












Chapter
Twenty-Seven


 


 


“I do not see why you will not simply cooperate,” Lore
muttered as he circled Alina.


“I won’t go along with a plan that will only end in
disaster,” his mate countered calmly as she allowed him to nudge her arms so
that she held them out at shoulder height.


Despite there being no obvious sign of a curse on her, he
couldn’t rely on his senses enough to reassure himself. He rested his hands on
her exposed lower ribs just below the edge of her white celi
and then traced down her sides to the top of her white underskirt, once more
sending his magic flickering through in search of any hurt. “Sending you back
to the Cave of Wonders is not a disaster. Yvette and Draven can protect you
until I return.”


“If you return,” she corrected. “Considering Dale would need
to be the one to fly me to the Cave of Wonders and then return here to try and
help you, is it really any wonder I’m objecting to the plan as you’ve so
generously named it?”


“No more generous than those things Dale called plans when
you happily played the bait.” He frowned as his magic caught on something.
Moving his right hand to cover her stomach, he bent down to rest his nose
against the crook of her neck. She shivered in response, which was almost
enough to distract him from his purpose. He inhaled deeply. She didn’t smell
injured, and the sensation that tugged at his magic had disappeared again. No,
not disappeared, merely faded beyond being noticeable. Not a curse, but
something else. The spark of her fire talent, perhaps.


“Lore, you need me to stay with you. We need to find a way
to break the curse. My fire talent could work.”


He kissed her neck and then raised his head as she turned to
face him, determination lighting her dark eyes. He settled his hands on her
waist and tugged her closer. “I know you are frustrated with the lack of being
able to hold the flame once you’ve managed to summon it. However, I do not want
you to stay. You’ve already burned away the ice around my heart, little bird. I
cannot allow you to confront Klonodrien. He ignored you the first time because
his focus was on Alain and me. As my mate, he will not be so generous again.”


“Lore.”


He gave her a gentle squeeze as he stated, “Alina, no.
Klonodrien played a very large role in killing my mate once. I will not allow
him to have an opportunity to do it again. I won’t allow you to stay.”


Alina rested a hand over his heart and the determination in
her gaze didn’t lessen as she countered, “I am not asking your permission. I am
informing you. I will not leave your side. We are mates, partners. Whatever
comes, I choose to face it with you.”


“You are entirely too stubborn for your own good, little
bird.”


“I fell in love with a dragon. Being stubborn is a
necessity,” she countered with a soft smile. “Tomorrow morning, we’re going to speak
with Dale and come up with a better plan. I will also get up early enough to
try contacting Thalassa again. Maybe they’ll know something that could help
us.”


“Tomorrow.” He kissed her brow. “We will beat him this
time.”


“Together.”


 


***


 


Alina jerked her head off of Lore’s chest as a rush of
cold air crashed over them. She looked up to see the night sky as a dragon in
his between form soared above them, tossing the tattered remains of their tent
against the sandstone outcropping. Lore was already moving, tossing the blanket
back as he lunged for the sword he’d acquired. “Alina, run!”


Shouts came from the other side of the clearing as men
charged them, weapons drawn. Dale . . . His tent had been shredded and
flattened but there was no sign of the blue dragon. He must not have returned
from his night scout of the oasis.


Two men with two-toned eyes charged them. Lore jumped in
front of her, sword already swinging. He cut down the first man with ease and
crippled the other man’s fighting arm with a well placed
cut. “Alina! Go!”


“Don’t send your mate away, Lore,” came Klonodrien’s
taunting call as he swooped back toward the camp. “The dragoness was a
challenge but this little human . . . I am curious why she is the one who lured
you in. Perhaps, the dancing? I do admire her skill even though she flits about
like a squirrel who can’t remember where she hid her food cache.” He folded his
wings in close and dove to land in the midst of his men. His nostrils flared,
releasing a stream of smoke. “Of course, humans are fun to play with, but they
break so easily compared to us.”


Lore held his bloodied sword at the ready. “This time the
fight will remain between us, Klonodrien.”


“No, I think that is too boring. You see, I have so many
faithful followers who would love to bring down the golden healer who dared to
refuse the cabal’s righteous rebellion against the cowardly tyrant who calls
himself king.” He paused deliberately, fangs bared in a mockery of a smile as
he shrugged, and then continued, “What sort of leader would I be if I did not
allow them their own chance of glory?”


No, no, no! This was exactly what she’d feared would happen.
Klonodrien was going to overwhelm Lore because he couldn’t shift. Her palms
burned at the thought of watching her husband die because he couldn’t fight
fairly. No. she wasn’t going to lose him.


She was running before she’d even thought of a plan. The
burning was building in her palms. It was probably only a flicker of fire
again. However, even that could be used. She raised her hand intent on singeing
the closest cabal member only to gape as a fireball crashed into the man. He
screamed and fell to the sand, rolling about in an attempt to smother the
flames now licking his clothes.


She threw another fireball at Klonodrien who snarled when it
wrapped around his scaly arm. Not enough to harm him. But he was angry. “So,
you’ve learned a few tricks. Too bad your mate hasn’t.”


He pounced toward Lore. She screamed as two other cabal men
attacked her dragon, keeping him from being able to defend against Klonodrien’s
charge. Running forward, she threw another fireball at the dragon’s triangular
head. It caught the base of his horns and nearly hit his left eye, that made
him slow enough for her to charge between him and Lore.


“Alina!”


She ignored his call as she summoned more fire, creating
dancing flames in her palms. Then, she slammed her hands against Klonodrien’s
half unfurled wing. He roared and caught her around the throat. She kicked her
feet but wasn’t close enough to connect with him. The pounding of her heart
filled her ears as she gasped. Bringing her hands against his scaly wrist, she
summoned a little fire . . . but it wasn’t enough.


His grip tightened around her throat as he pulled her close
enough that his pointed snout almost touched her face. His lips curled in a
snarl, exposing a mouthful of curved fangs. His sulfuric breath stank as it
heated her skin. Then, he threw her to the side.


She slid across the sand, coughing and gasping as she rolled
onto her side. Her dark hair fell around her, obscuring her view and making her
wish she’d remembered to braid it before sleeping. Thrusting her hair out of
her eyes, her breath left her lungs in a rush. Klonodrien’s men had backed away
giving the dragon room to shift into his proper form. His blood red scales were
gleaming beneath the moonlight. He snorted a smoke ring as he focused on her.
She could see the ruby scales begin to glow with the light of his inner fire.
He was going to kill her and then Lore.


Lore let loose a roar that echoed far more resonantly than
it should have in his mortal form. Alina shoved herself up onto her knees. “No!
Lore, don’t!”


It was too late. He’d already completed the transformation,
shaking his horns and flapping his wings as he assumed his proper form.


“No!” She refused to lose him.


Klonodrien hissed a command, and his men exchanged their
weapons for ones dripping with tarry poisons. Lore swung around to face the
closest attackers. Klonodrien half-turned. She could see the red dragon’s
stance change. He was going to attack Lore from behind. No. No! She wouldn’t
let that happen.


Shoving up to her feet, she ran toward the red dragon. The
heat in her palms started to crawl up her arms with every step she took. She
didn’t care. She needed to protect Lore. She needed to save him!


The dragon ignored her, but she caught a glimpse of some of
the other men gaping at her. Then one man shouted, “The witch is on fire!”


Klonodrien snapped his head around and actually drew back as
he stared at her. The sensation of heat burst through her, and she screamed in
protective fury. He was not going to kill Lore. She refused to allow it! She
would burn him first!


The red dragon opened his narrow jaws wide and flames
erupted from his mouth. Alina threw up her arms. They were completely coated in
flames. No. That wasn’t right. They were formed of flames!


The dragon fire rolled over her, and she didn’t feel it. She
looked down to see her body wreathed in or formed by flames. She couldn’t tell
which. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was stopping Klonodrien.


She ran through the dragon’s stream of fire. It ended, and
she clapped her hands against his lowered nose. He yanked his head back,
roaring in pain. She ran closer to him. She would make this red monster fear
fire as no dragon ever had before. She would save Lore.


 


***


 












Chapter
Twenty-Eight


 


 


Lore swept his tail through the attackers and then swung
his head around at the sound of Klonodrien’s pained roar. He stared at the
sight of a woman formed of fire charging at the red’s legs. Alina.


An arrow glanced off his shoulder, just avoiding a strike
that would have sent the poisoned tip into his blood. Another roar echoed
through the night as Dale flew into the fight. The blue dragon landed heavily
among the cabal warriors, blood staining the sapphire scales at his left
shoulder. It didn’t seem to slow him as he knocked more men off their feet.


Lore turned his focus back on Klonodrien who was awkwardly
shuffling in his attempt to avoid Alina as she continued burning the scales of
his legs, fighting to wound him enough to make a difference. His little bird
had turned into a firebird . . . and she’d apparently not realized what he’d
meant when he told her the curse no longer needed to be broken. He shook off
one attacker and then crashed into Klonodrien’s side before the red could
succeed in attempting to crush Alina beneath him.


Her heat sank into his own scales as his feet almost brushed
against her. He snarled at Klonodrien as the red shook him off and then
attempted to sink his claws into him. He backed away, folding his wings in
close to keep them from being torn. He would not allow poison to tip the scales
this time. Then heat brushed past him again, and Alina sent a pillar of flame
wrapping around the red’s claws.


Klonodrien roared in agony. One of his claws cracked beneath
the sheer heat and fell to the sand that was turning glassy beneath their feet.
Then, a roar came from above. Lore glanced up to see another sapphire blue
dragon drop from the sky. A woman clung to his neck, the end of her teal safri flapping like a pennant. Thalassa and Alain.


Lore shouted, “Encircle him! Klonodrien, you are done.”


The red dragon roared in defiance. “I will kill her!”


He started to slash at Alina. But she charged him. He
flinched back. Lore roared another command for surrender.


Then, two red dragons appeared. One blew flames at Alain who
twisted and soared up to keep them from threatening Thalassa. The other
barreled into Lore. He recognized the scent of the one who’d cast the curse.
The dragon didn’t attempt to claw or bite as they tumbled through the sand. He
extracted himself from the tangle and immediately flew at Klonodrien. “Do it,
now!”


Klonodrien’s magic filled the air, making it ripple before a
large portal appeared. He flew through first and then the other two immediately
followed on his tail though they weren’t touching. 


Lore ignored the portal as it hovered for a moment later
then collapsed. He roared, “The cabal has abandoned this oasis. Flee or
surrender!”


There was a scrambling among the fighters, but he didn’t
care. His focus shifted to Alina who was still completely formed of flames. Her
magic tasted like a bonfire. The edges of her form rippled and flickered like
dancing flames. The sand melted beneath her feet with every step she took.


“Alina! Alina, you have to stop,” Thalassa called. “Let go
of the fire!”


‘I can’t!’ came the crackling reply.


Lore approached her carefully. “Alina, look at me.”


‘Your madness . . .’


“It could not claim me. You made certain of it.” He kept his
tone calm as he lowered his head to her level despite the uncomfortable amount
of heat radiating from her flames. This was likely the dousing of dragon’s fire
at work, feeding her elemental heritage. “You must let go.”


‘I can’t. It won’t go away!’


“Yes, it will. You must calm your emotions, my little firebird.
Calm will allow you to bank the flames.”


He nosed closer to her, and she stepped back. ‘No! I’ll hurt
you!’


“Then, it is a good thing you married a healer,” he replied
calmly. The heat was growing more uncomfortable, but he persisted in nosing ever
closer. He needed to calm her. “Close your eyes, Alina, and think about your
proper form. Reach for it. Feel it beneath the fire and the heat. It is still
there. It will come when you call to it. But you must be calm to achieve a
shift.”


“Do elementals shift?” Alain muttered from behind him.


“Close enough,” Dale replied.


“Quiet, she needs to focus on him,” Thalassa snapped.


“Alina, are you thinking of your form?”


‘Yes.’


“Good. Now, reach for it because I am about to touch you.”


The flickering outline of her form suddenly solidified. Then
as he pushed his nose closer, the immediate heat and brightness faded. He
nudged Alina’s dark hair. She opened her eyes long enough for him to see the
relief now flooding her scent reflected in her dark eyes. Then, she crumpled.


He caught her in his forefoot before she landed on the
melted sand. Cradling her close, he carried her over to the pile of bedding
they’d abandoned and then gently set her down. Covering her with the blanket,
he finally let out a sigh of relief.


He nodded. “All right, Thalassa. You may approach.”


She ran up to them and dropped to her knees beside her
sister. “Thank Shaddai. Is she going to be all right?”


“Yes.”


 


***


 


She sat up with a gasp. “Lore!”


“Alina, he’s fine.” The words were accompanied by a touch to
her shoulder and she flinched away, expecting to burn. “It’s all right, the
fire is gone.”


“Lassa?” she mumbled, hardly believing her eyes. Her sister
smiled and nodded. “Lassa!” She lunged forward to wrap her sister in a hug.
“I’ve missed you so! What happened? Where is Alain? Where’s Lore?”


“Alain is fine. He’s grumbling at his brother for not
catching more of the cabal’s rats, but he’s fine.”


“Lore,” she breathed. She pushed away from her sister long
enough to hurriedly look around. They were in a larger tent of ornately woven
gold and blue fabric. And, there was a painted fabric screen forming a curtain
around her bedding. “Where is he? I saw him shift. The curse didn’t do anything
to him? Is he . . .?” She couldn’t force the words past her lips as she
trembled with dread. Had she even remembered correctly? Everything was a bit of
a strange fire tinted haze after she charged Klonodrien to keep him from
attacking Lore from behind.


“I am here, and I am perfectly well,” came the blessedly
familiar cool rich tones. Lore ducked through the opening of the curtain. His
silver damask robe made him look far more . . . kingly as he approached, a
wooden cup in one hand and a vial in the other. “I did not manage to unlock a
generations old dormant talent and nearly lose myself to it.”


Thalassa squeezed Alina’s hand and then rose to her feet. “I
should check on Alain. We can talk tonight.”


“Not for long,” Lore warned. “She still needs to recover
from her ridiculous feat.” He turned his back on Thalassa who waved before
slipping out from the partition. Grey eyes observed her for a long moment and
then he held out the vial. “Drink this first. You managed to dehydrate yourself
with that . . . change.”


She took the vial, grimacing at the faintly sour taste. She
swallowed the last of it and then gagged a little. Lore merely handed her the
rounded cup, which was filled with mercifully sweetened water. She drained half
of it before she asked, “You make those medicines foul tasting as a deterrent
and punishment, don’t you?”


“I would never seek to punish my mate,” he retorted.
“However, deterring you from another incident would be an acceptable side
effect to taking your medicine.” He nudged the cup back to her lips and then
brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “When we return home, I will be
consulting more of my library. And, possibly, borrowing Alastair’s. We don’t
know much about the elementals. However, I am not certain that was a normal
reaction.”


“How did you not succumb to your curse?” she mumbled around
the edge of her cup.


“You had already broken it.”


She almost dropped the cup in her surprise. Lore caught it,
not even flinching when she exclaimed, “What!”


“Dragon magic is very fickle. Something I’ve explained to
you and your sisters before. The wording used in our curse detailed our truest
enemy being defeated by our true mates’ fires. Alain was burned by Thalassa’s
fire when in the thralls of madness. You . . .” His gaze softened as he traced
her jaw from her ear to her chin. “You hold all the passion and fire of any
dragoness, which thawed my cold heart. My greatest enemy was not Klonodrien. It
was my actions to stifle any feeling. I attempted to tell you, but it seems I
was too . . . poetic.”


She stared at him. “You knew you weren’t going to go mad
when you shifted,” she stated flatly.


“I suspected. My magic was sluggish because of the
overextension I committed during the journey, so I wasn’t certain. I did tell
you.”


“In as vague a manner as possible.” She shook her head with
a laugh. “You are so fortunate that I love you, and you’d better not lock
yourself away from me ever again.”


“Impossible, my little firebird.” He set the cup aside and
pulled her into an embrace. “You burn much too brightly to allow such a thing
to occur again.”


“Remember that or I will singe your scales,” she warned
through her laughter.


He nodded and captured her lips with his, sending a
thrilling heat through her. It was so much more enjoyable than catching on
fire.


 


***


 












Epilogue


 


 


Alina hugged her sister tightly. “Be careful and take
care of Alain.”


Thalassa laughed even though she was hugging her with just
as much bruising force. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep him from falling into too much
trouble. Your friend Seth was kind enough to give us a map of Kush and identify
the various oases. We will keep practicing until we can communicate no matter
how much land is between us.”


“We will,” she promised. “Although, I don’t recommend
turning into a human torch to jumpstart that ability.”


Thalassa laughed as she stepped back. Her eyes shone faintly
with tears, but she still smiled mischievously. “I don’t know, it was pretty
funny to watch Imani scream like that when you found her campfire.”


Alina snickered. “I can’t achieve the big transformation
anymore, but that was a worthwhile trade.” Of course, she was secretly relieved
when she’d failed to do more than summon a palm sized flame when Lore finally
deemed her recovered enough to cautiously experiment with duplicating what had
happened a fortnight earlier. It wasn’t an experience she particularly wanted
to repeat. 


She smiled at her sister. “At least, I can keep in touch
with both of you now.”


Thalassa nodded. “If we find any sign of Klonodrien, we’ll
let you know.” She squeezed Alina’s shoulders. “It’s good that you get to go
home. Lore’s right that you need it.”


“We still don’t have the third location for the portal,” she
murmured.


“It doesn’t matter,” Alain interjected, lowering his head to
eye the pair of them. “Dale has gone after the red dragon who may be along the
seaports. He’ll enjoy the chance to play sea pirate for a while. Thalassa and I
are for Kush since we’re already here. Without the third location, there’s no
sense in you and Lore trying to join the hunt. Send word to the dragon king via
Yvette and Draven, and take your rest.”


Alina nodded. “We will make sure the dragon king is told
what’s happened. I’m sorry we couldn’t question Klonodrien.”


“We’ll find answers. When we catch him again,” Alain stated
firmly. He crouched down. “And, we will catch him again. He won’t be able to
recover quickly from the damage you dealt him. That gives us time to hunt. Are
you ready, my Lassa?”


Thalassa hugged her once more and then climbed onto Alain’s
back, settling at the base of his neck. She waved. “We’ll build a fire
tonight.”


Alina waved, smiling despite the tears that escaped. “I will
find it!”


“Why is everyone in this family so overly emotional,” Lore
grumbled behind her as Alain rose into the air.


She spun to give the golden dragon an arch look. “As though
you will not miss them as well. You were sad to break the companion bond with
Thalassa.”


“I shall never admit to such a thing. I’m glad Alain will be
able to keep up with her enough to keep her from falling into too much
trouble.” Lore blew a smoke ring at her. “Are you ready to go home, little
firebird?”


“I am.” As she settled at the base of his neck, her purple safri spilling over his golden scales, Alina looked up to
find him watching her. She smiled. “How fast can you reach the Cave of
Wonders?”


“Two days and nights without stopping.”


“So, plan on four days.” She rested her hand against his
golden scales. “This will be fun.”


The dragon tilted his head and then bared his teeth in a
fierce smile. “Yes.” He spread his wings wide as he faced forward once more and
called, “Hold on, my firebird.”


She shrieked with laughter as he lunged up into the sky.


 


***


 












Note from the Author


 


 


This story has been one of my most challenging to date. Not
only is it the start of spinoff series to my original Love’s Enchanted Tales, but it is the first time I had two love
stories to write in the framework of the overarching quest. Of course, neither
Thalassa and Alain nor Alina and Lore were willing to be background characters
this time around. I dearly hope you enjoyed following each of their journeys.


One of the things I loved about this story was being able to
give my own spin to one of the lesser known fairytales, Snow White and Rose Red. The original fairytale was focused on
family and the sisterly bond, something I enjoyed incorporating into my own
version. Although I replaced the prince trapped as a bear with a pair of
dragons. Of course, splitting the sisters up meant I need a new way to maintain
some of their interactions even though each had her own individual adventure to
face. I loved exploring a little more of the elementals who will be showing up
in future series set in the southern continent.


Dragon’s Fire,
like the rest of the series, can stand on its own when reading yet it is also a
spinoff to my first series of retellings. If you would like to read more about
certain characters in their previous appearances, you can find them in Love’s Enchanted Tales. Lore and the
sisters first appeared in Dancer.
Alain and Dale have been around since Cat’s
Gambit. Yvette and Draven’s story unfolds in Dragon’s Bane. As for the rumors about the kingmaker earl and the
mysterious maiden in the tower, the real story will be unearthed in next book
in series, Obelisk Maid.


Love’s Further
Enchanted Tales features retellings of classic fairytales and myths in an
interconnected series of stand-alone books, which is why you will see cameos by
other characters. You can expect to see more familiar faces in this series
since the dragon king and the Sisters of Red are also up for their own stories.
Oh, and don’t worry about Dale. He will be back to star in his own story in
2021.


We will also explore the continent of Hellada with the Unseelie of Sonera trilogy, whose first
book Unseelie Uncollared is out now.


My heartfelt thanks to everyone who has helped and
encouraged me. I would not have been able to complete this story without you.
Special thanks goes out to you, the readers, who have taken the time to join
Thalassa & Alain and Alina & Lore on this adventure into the world of
Sonera. I hope you have enjoyed it!


My favorite author-related meme on Facebook would have to be
the one that says, “Feed an author! Write a review!” Reviews can be an author’s
lifeline. I love hearing what readers think about my stories, my characters,
and anything else you care to mention. It doesn’t have to be a long, detailed
review. Just a few lines about the book will do. If you enjoyed Dragon’s Fire, please consider taking
the time to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.


If you would like to connect with me and be the first to
learn about book updates, sales, and behind the scenes peeks, sign up for my newsletter and/or join my readers group on
Facebook, Readers
of Kimberly A. Rogers!


 


Thank you!


 


Until our next meeting,


 


Kimberly A. Rogers












Love’s Enchanted
Tales


 


 


Romantic
fantasy retellings of classic fairytales.


 


Selkie’s Song


 


A selkie’s song can enchant a man and tame the sea . . .


Naia’s unusual love for human things led her to become the
sole artisan in her clan. But when this passion leads to her abduction, she
loses more than contact with the sea when her pelt is taken. Unable to shift
forms or return to the sea without it, she knows she will die if she cannot
recover the pelt soon. Cut off from her family, Naia must appease the human
king while persuading his lovesick son to honor past arrangements.


Malik has loved and lost before, an experience leading him
to shy away from love. When Naia is stranded, however, he risks everything to
find her. Together they uncover a plot that would sweep up humans and selkies
alike in a war that would destroy the Five Kingdoms and possibly all of Sonera.


When the enemy acts, can they save sea and land . . . and
each other?


 


A fantasy
retelling of the classic fairytale, The Little Mermaid


 


Available Now
















 


 


 


Dancer


 


 


A desperate attempt to save a child demands sacrifice.


Imani Tanzer is the closest her
young brother has to a mother. When he falls ill due to a vengeful dragoness,
it seems almost impossible to save him. Yet when she hears rumors of a dragon
healer, Imani risks seeking him out. The dragon gives her a sliver of hope—the
curse can be transferred but she and her sisters must leave their family
forever.


William left behind his painful past when he agreed to be
the huntsman and companion to the golden dragon. When his master binds three
sisters in service to him, the last thing William expected was to grow to care
for the eldest, Imani. Yet as the years pass and the sisters perform their
nightly dances, he finds himself loving from afar.


When the curse turns dark, will love be strong enough to
save them all?


 


A fantasy
retelling of the classic fairytale, The Twelve Dancing Princesses


 


Available Now












You May Also Like…


 


 


Can’t get enough fairytale romances? Need more dragons?
Adventure?


Check out some of my favorite fairytale and fantasy
romances!


 


Fairy
Tale Adventures series by A.G. Marshall
— A fairytale romance series with humor, magic, and unique twists that opens
with one of my favorite retellings of The Princess and the Pea, Princess of Shadows. 


 


Fairytales of Folkshore series by Lucy
Tempest — This fairytale romance series of interconnected tales
breathes fresh life into old favorites beginning with a gender-swapped Aladdin
that is perfect for fans of the new live action movie and one of the best
retellings I’ve read, Thief of Cahraman.


 












Also by Kimberly A.
Rogers


 


The World of Sonera Universe


 


Love’s Enchanted Tales


Selkie’s Song


The Storyteller’s
Dragon


Masquerade


Cat’s Gambit


Spindle


Panther’s Bride


Gryphon’s Sister


Dancer


Dragon’s Maid


Dragon’s Bane


 


Love’s Enchanted Tales
Collection


Vol.1 – Books 1-2


Vol. 2 – Books 3-6


Vol. 3 – Books
7-10 (Coming 2021)


 


Love’s Further Enchanted
Tales


Dragon’s Fire


Obelisk Maid
(Coming February 2021)


Dragon’s Riddle
(Coming April 2021)


The Hidden
Princess (Coming Summer 2021)


 


Unseelie of Sonera
trilogy


Unseelie
Uncollared


Unseelie Chained
(Coming January 2021)


Unseelie Freed
(Coming March 2021)


 


The Rogue Spotter Universe


 


The Therian Way Novellas
Series


Tiger’s Shadow


Tiger’s Paw


 


The Therian Way Series


Book One –
Leopard’s Heart


Book Two – Wolf’s
Path


Book Three –
Tiger’s Strength


Book Four –
Leopard’s Test


Book Five –
Panther’s Trap


Book Six – Tiger’s
Betrayal


 


Rogue Spotter Series


Threats by Numbers


Flight by Numbers


Trials by Numbers


Hunt by Numbers


Quests by Numbers


Fight by Numbers


 


Rogue Spotter
Collection


 


Fae Billionaires Series


Her Fae
Billionaire


The Dragon’s
Billionaire Rival


His Banshee
Billionaire (Coming 2021)


The Doctor’s Fae Billionaire
(Coming 2021)


Her Dragon
Billionaire (Coming 2021)


The Dragon’s
Billionaire Boss (Coming 2021)


 


Science Fiction


Remember Typhon –
A Short Story


 


Historical Romance


Christmas Aria — A
Christmas Regency Novella
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