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The sifu watched his charges with a patient expression, correcting them every so often as they practiced their forms. He had been a teacher for many, many years, more years than showed on his face. His family had never believed in his training or choice of techniques, claiming that they would see him dead before a year was out. He was the only one of his family left alive and didn’t even carry their name as a legacy.


It’s funny how life works, he mused. They thought I would die a nobody and got rid of me because of it but now I am a sifu without the need for a name. In fact, Sifu Sun Bolin couldn’t remember the last time someone had even thought to ask for his name. Granted, most people in these western lands believe that ‘Sifu’ is my name, not my title. That the title had gotten out of hand was only to be expected, considering his usual students were members of the Emperor’s family.


Still, despite the aplomb of training the Emperor’s children, the sifu found the girls in front of him to be his favorite pupils, if for very different reasons. Then again, there was very little about the sisters that united them.


Pearl, the oldest at seventeen, was fiery and passionate. Her anger still got the best of her periodically, although it had improved quite a bit, and she was known to act recklessly. That tendency had caused more than a few problems for herself or her family. It wasn’t as often now that she had an outlet, but still more than most young women of her age. He had been so surprised by her when her father introduced them. She was such a slight thing but only a fool would underestimate her strength and stubbornness. He’d been instructing her for two years and she’d accomplished more than any other student he’d ever had, including the Emperor’s sons.


And she will do more in the coming years. They have their paths before them but Pearl creates her own.


Sifu’s gaze shifted to Pearl’s younger sister, Beryl. At fifteen-years-old, she was a bit of a conundrum and quite inconsistent with her training. She was not much for fighting, preferring to heal rather than harm. Not that Sifu blamed her, but it had taken some effort to make her realize that there was more to training than discovering ways to break bones. It wasn’t until she saw a fevered man attack and nearly kill a healer that she realized it was about more than hurting people. She had been faithfully training and growing stronger ever since. It was always reassuring for him when one of his students recognized that martial arts could be used to defend one’s self and their loved ones just as easily as it could be used against them.


The teacher’s gaze roamed to Belle, who was sitting by herself, reading a treatise on trade. She was another odd one. If Sifu hadn’t been so practiced at observation, he never would have seen the jealous glances she cast on her siblings. She wanted to be something other than what she was and that would cause her trouble one day. He’d offered her lessons but she hadn’t been interested, even if she did secretly practice when no one was looking. But he could not teach those who did not wish to learn. Belle rarely wished for more than to know. The process was never as important as the end result to the fourteen-year-old.


Finally, there was little Lana. At least, that was what her older brother called her. She was the baby of the group at only ten. Nolana was different from the rest. She was not driven to excel, nor did she feel the need to master anything and everything that might connect to her art, nor was she concerned with the end of her journey. She was a slow-moving river, tranquil on the surface but powerful. She had become the balance for her family and Sifu was excited to see where that would lead her. She didn’t seem the type to be happy sitting around or being left behind, though she would not force her presence on others. Early on in their time together, he’d begun her training in balance and some slower moving forms. It had helped her, moving at her own pace instead of rushing to keep up with her sisters.


She needed to learn to move to her own beat and will be learning that for many years to come, I expect.


Sifu clapped his hands together, bringing an end to their practice for the day.


“Very good, girls. We will work on this again tomorrow.”


Three of the girls bowed from the waist and said, “Thank you, Sifu” in near unison while Belle watched in silence. Then, Beryl ran off to get ready to help the local healers, Belle disappeared into the library, and Lana moved off to go through her solo exercises. She wasn’t as passionate about them as Pearl but she was much more methodical and seemed to enjoy the process just a bit more.


“Sifu?” Pearl ventured, looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable. She was usually very self-assured so her demure tone and stance had him a bit amused. Not that she didn’t have every reason to act that way. She wasn’t just from a wealthy family who loved her, she was also talented and stunningly beautiful. From an outsider’s perspective, she had no reason to ever feel inadequate but Sifu knew better and he had a feeling he knew what she was concerned about.


“Yes, Pearl?”


“Can you teach me what Lana is doing? She’s tried to show me the forms but they don’t seem to come out right when I try them.” Frustration laced her voice and tightened the muscles of her shoulders.


Ah, so I was right. She is finally starting to look beyond her own abilities and see what she lacks.


Sifu chuckled slightly, making her turn a wrathful gaze his way. “You will not find them easy.” He paused and looked over to where Lana had continued to practice, her arms moving gracefully as she grasped at the bird’s tail, her expression calm and relaxed. “Follow your sister’s movements and tell me what you see.”


Pearl sighed quietly but did as he said. “She’s moving slowly from one move to another. If they were sped up, they could do some serious damage… and she’s so smooth, almost like she’s dancing. I always seem to jerk everywhere when I try, even though I don’t have that problem with the other forms.”


“Look closer. Why is she moving smoothly?” he directed. This was something she could only learn by letting go of her anger and truly seeing what her sister was doing, who she was.


The young woman quieted, every inch of her concentrating on Lana’s gentle moves and carefully placed feet. He could practically feel when Pearl reached understanding, though she didn’t make a sound. In fact, she was silent for a while before she spoke again, this time softer and less critically. “She’s enjoying it. I don’t think she even realizes we’re here. She’s just enjoying the feel of the moves and taking her time. She never rushes them.”


“Good. You and your sisters easily represent the four elements. Beryl is earth, strong and loving. Changing but constant. Belle is air, flitting from thing to thing and never settling when there is more for her to take in. She can create devastation by whipping up a storm one moment and gently bring much-needed respite on a hot day the next. Nolana… Nolana is water, patiently capable of carving her way through any terrain and always moving, although it may take a while. She is generally gentle but can turn in an instant and overwhelm the unwary.”


Pearl snickered but nodded. She’d seen her sister do that before, as Sifu well knew. Suddenly, his student sobered and turned to him.


“Does that mean I’m fire? Destructive and burning out quickly?”


Sifu smiled softly. “You are fire. Passionate and energetic. You can move quickly and erratically, outmaneuvering your opponent. But, yes, you are destructive and will burn out quickly if you do not learn control. Not all fire burns out quickly, though.” He paused and considered his next words before speaking again. “You must find balance, Pearl, and that is not an easy task. Learn from your sisters and find the best qualities that they have. Emulate them until they are second nature. If you are to be my apprentice, you must constantly be learning from those around you at all times, seeing what they have to bring to the world that you cannot quite yet.”


Pearl’s blue eyes grew wide as she recognized the gift he had given her. “Me? Your apprentice? Thank you, Sifu!”


Her teacher smiled and pulled a necklace out of his pocket. “This is for you,” he said, handing her the beaded necklace and letting her look at the large, jade pendant.


“What is it?” she asked, tracing the carved figures with her fingers, the same way he had many times since receiving it.


“It is a symbol of balance in my land. The Dragon is on one side. Our Dragons are not like the ones you have heard about. They are not great beasts with wings like a bat but more like snakes.” He smirked. “Truthfully, they are lazy things that control the weather and have just as much fur as they do scales.”


She hummed but was still petting the other figure, not paying much attention to the Dragon. Sifu smiled as she asked her next question. “What is this though? The bird.”


“Ah, that is a phoenix. A firebird. They control flames and they compliment the traits of the Dragon, each filling a space where the other falls short. There are many types of phoenixes, just as there are many types of Dragons.”


She frowned. “Belle told us about them once. They die and are reborn in flames, right?”


He was glad that she didn’t see the sad smile on his face, knowing she would ask too many questions if she did. “Yes. They are born in flames and die in flames.”


When she finally looked up, she said, “Thank you, Sifu.” Then, she put the necklace over her head and moved toward her sister to try the slow forms once again.


“You’re welcome, little bird. You’re welcome.” 










CHAPTER 1: JUST GOING FOR A WALK...
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Pearl


Once upon a time, there was a girl named Belle who fell in love with a beast. At least, that’s what everyone says. This led to her sister being kidnapped and falling in love with a real beast…


I snorted at the direction of my thoughts as I watched my youngest sister, Nolana, make calf eyes at a man who had literally turned into a minotaur not long ago. I would know since I got the chance to fight him while he was in that form. It was a blast but would lead to a strange family dynamic, I was sure.


Not that she’s thinking about that right now, I noted as Lana stared at King Tiertanal of the Fey. She’d disappeared late the night before and it had sent Tier into a tizzy, searching for her. When they came back, though, it looked like they’d finally admitted their feelings for one another. I understood her hesitance. It was a bit creepy to fall in love with a guy who was trapped in the body of an animal, or several hundred, as the case may be. I was glad that she was happy and absolutely thrilled that she was going to take their relationship slowly since that was her normal speed.


But it did put me in a bit of a predicament.


I’d been using the excuse of checking on Lana to hide my secondary purpose in the Fey Forest. My no longer being needed was going to cause quite a few problems and I wasn’t quite sure how to fix them.


“They’re cute together,” my brother, Eric, said as he sidled up beside me. “She’ll be good for the Fey, don’t you think? Shake things up a bit. Make them less stuffy.”


I snorted. “As if she hasn’t started already? I mean, I know she’s part-Fey, but not nearly as pure a bloodline as they would have us believe. Probably just enough to be helpful and slow her aging and give her a bit of odd magic.” Considering them for a moment, I continued by saying, “Still, I’m glad that they stopped being ridiculous and talked. Really talked, not just discussed training schedules and how to make the Fey stronger.”


He chuckled. “True. I was worried that they were going to dance around each other forever. So, if you’re as happy for them as you say, why are you sulking over here?”


I blinked and glared at him, hating that he’d figured it out so quickly. That was the problem with brothers, they could read you too easily. Still, I had to try and deny it. “What gave you that idea? I’m not sulking.”


It was his turn to snort. “Please! I’ve known you your entire life, little sister. I know how to tell when you’re unhappy about something. You always look relaxed, unnaturally so, and you play with your necklace and your sword.”


I loosened the hand I had on my sword but refused to let go of my pendant. Sifu’s gift still gave me comfort when I was the most adrift and it had become even more necessary since I’d begun to change. It was the only anchor I felt like I had. I didn’t want to worry my family though. They’d been through enough recently, what with Lana’s kidnapping and all the other crazy problems the Fey had brought with them. A disease, a coup, and a war in less than six months? No need to cause any more problems, if I can help it.


“I’m fine, Eric. I swear. I’ve never felt better.”


Which was actually true. I wasn’t sick or feeling weak, either mentally or physically. On the contrary, I felt stronger than ever. That was the problem, though. I was strong for my size, I always had been. Having a petite form and lean muscles allowed me to be underestimated very easily. There was no reason, though, that I should have been able to lift an entire barrel of wine over my head without help, no matter how fast I had to put it back down. I didn’t have the right height or center of gravity, let alone the right muscles. But I’d done it. Then there were the other… symptoms.


It had been more and more difficult to deal with my anger, all my emotions, really. I didn’t have as wide a range of them as, say, Beryl, but I did technically have them. I’d always had a problem with my temper, one that I could usually keep under control, but I didn’t usually end up feeling giddy. Ever. It just wasn’t a part of who I am. At first, I thought that the intense moods were due to Lana’s kidnapping. I didn’t do well when people I loved were taken from me, whether by disease or by mechanizations. But, it didn’t ease when we found her. It just sort of stayed. Also, I wasn’t feeling a lot of sadness; nothing that was slowing me down. Everything was making me feel… energetic.


I could overlook that stuff. Okay, I pretended to ignore that stuff but things just got stranger. Somehow, and I wasn’t sure exactly how, but somehow it seemed to relate to a few sudden flareups in fires. I’d get annoyed with someone acting stupid or ridiculously happy that my family was together or really energetic about something and the cooking fire would suddenly find a large pocket of resin and snap up really big for a moment. At least, that was what I reasoned the first few times it happened. Unfortunately, you can only ignore the truth for so long. It didn’t take long until I realized it was me that was causing the problems, slight as they may have been.


And then it got worse.


Just the day before, I’d been nearly run over by a Fey nobleman attempting to steal a cart and escape from the war front. Tier had forced them to come and made them become part of the work rotation, despite being basically useless. Unfortunately, this noble had not only underestimated the response times of seasoned soldiers but had also never learned how to drive the cart. When several people moved to get control of the wagon, he jerked the reigns too hard and nearly killed me in the process.


It was pure luck that I jumped out of the way and fell into a fire. But, I hadn’t been burned. My sleeve had, turning a lovely shade of black before flaking off, but I hadn’t. I should have been incapacitated by the pain. Naturally, I played it off for the Fey soldiers and the distinct lack of burns convinced them I was fine and they’d seen things wrong but they hadn’t. I tested with my finger over a candle that night. Fire didn’t burn me.


Eric spoke again, interrupting my turbulent thoughts. “You need to get better at lying, little sister. When you decide to tell me what’s wrong, I’ll be waiting.”


I nodded absently and watched him walk away, heading toward the Wraith contingent. They weren’t looking very comfortable, surrounded by their former enemies, and Eric would be wanting to remedy that. And gather information. He was talented at both. Actually, the first was the very reason he was so good at the second.


The point was that it left me to my own devices again, so I decided to wander and see if anyone could give me any clues about what was happening to me. After all, if there was one thing that I’d learned, it was to never underestimate the value of camp gossip.


Particularly not when there are such high-quality people to collect gossip from, I mused as I found a place to settle in and listened to a few of our more important guests…


“Should we stop in and visit Mallie while we’re in the area?” one of the Alenians asked her companion. She was a pretty thing, with a larger build than most that made her stand out and was drawing quite a bit of male attention, even if she was unaware. The Fey, for all of their claims about being better than humans, had a definite preference for women who were curvier than average. Oh, sure, most Fey ladies were painfully thin looking, but there was a good reason why there were so many half-bloods and it had less to do with their love of power than most would think.


“Maybe. We’ll have to see how the others feel about it,” the man replied while glaring at a few of the more obvious gawkers. I vaguely remembered someone calling him ‘Reese’ and he seemed to appreciate the woman’s obliviousness. Then again, she seemed highly aware of his presence while still being comfortable with it. If they weren’t a couple already, they would be soon. “Cindy and Chris might need us to go with them. And I’m sure that Grandfather would prefer that we visit with the Fey King first. We can stop by Maleficent’s on the way back to Alenia.”


She nodded and then turned when she heard someone call, “Joy!” The woman, Joy, waved and then the two of them walked toward the royal tent, leaving me alone to consider what they’d said.


Maleficent was an Unseelie Fey sorceress who was rumored to have cursed a child, although I doubted that it had actually happened that way. There was more than a little bad blood between the Fey courts and it wouldn’t surprise me if someone had taken advantage of that.


She might know more than the soldiers, or at least have a way to find out what’s wrong with me. Maybe I should stop by and visit, I mused as I headed for the small group of Unseelie soldiers on the outskirts of the camp. It was time to see if I could charm my way into an escort.


It had been a while since I practiced the more subtle arts of war, after all, and Eric would be sorely disappointed if I forgot how to play spy.
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Sneaking out of camp was much easier than it should have been. Not quite as easy as finagling my way into an escort to Maleficent’s castle, though. The group I’d joined up with had been told that they were being sent on patrol that day but still. We walked out in broad daylight and not a single person questioned why I was leaving with a group of five Unseelie Fey instead of with the King and my family. Not even the camp guards cared enough to ask questions. I would have worried more about my sister’s safety if I didn’t know that Tier was going to clean things up as soon as he found out what happened.


‘Prejudice is no excuse for not doing your job, it is just an excuse to be lazy and selfish,’ my sifu had told me many years ago. He’d been talking about people’s tendency to underestimate women, but it was equally true in this instance.


I deeply regretted that I would miss the king blowing his top. From what I’d seen, he rarely lost control when he was in his right mind. Actually, he reminded me of a well-sharpened blade the one time I’d seen him really angry. He was smooth and deadly and a perfect match for Lana. She always reminded me more of a quarterstaff, underestimated and usually mistaken for a simple walking staff but capable of both offense and defense. It could be used for anything from light correction to a brutal beating. People would assume she was the softer of the two but she was by far the most vicious when she got going.


Anyway, the men I was with seemed oddly resigned to the poor discipline of the camp.


“Is that normal?” I asked Lieutenant Glesskin. He was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and pale-skinned, just like the rest of the Unseelie, which was actually a nice break. Since most of the Fey looked like they were made out of gold, I’d begun to feel a bit self-conscious about my coloring. Not that I didn’t normally, but it was nice to be around people with skin as fair as my own. There was a reason my mother had named me ‘Pearl’ and it wasn’t because she loved jewelry. My skin was about the same color as a pearl, as was my hair. My father used to tell me that I had a faint lustre to me when I was born, making the comparison even more obvious. Oddly enough, I had sandy brown eyebrows and dark lashes. Because of that, we used to think my hair at least would darken as I got older but it never did and I’ve never been able to get a tan.


“Unfortunately,” he responded. “Most of the Seelie feel like we’re inferior to them, somehow. They seem to forget that we tend to have fewer children because we have more magic.”


I blinked. “Really? Is that why?”


He shrugged but another of the soldiers spoke up before the lieutenant could. I couldn’t pronounce his name but his nickname was ’Squeak’.


“Mostly. It doesn’t help that they like to have as many romantic entanglements as they can and we prefer to pair bond and share a life span. Because of our magic, we have a ceremony that links our lifetime to that of our mate’s. It also makes it so that we have no interest in anyone else. On the rare occasion that someone survives the death of their spouse, they rarely find another. The Seelie could do the same but they choose not to. They consider our stance on relationships to be antiquated and a sign of their intellectual superiority. We consider their inability to commit to anything that doesn’t make them feel good to be a glaring weakness.”


I hummed as I thought it over. It was a similar argument that my country had with our neighbor. Mindep was a country that was run mostly by the military and was more than a little obsessed with the concept of honor. We liked the way that rules created a feeling of safety. Our neighbor, Crechel, was a country of hedonists, at least those in the cities. If it didn’t make them feel good, it wasn’t worth their time. It didn’t matter if it helped others, or even themselves. If it involved sacrificing what they wanted, what made them happy, they didn’t want any part of it.


“So,” I began, “They treat you like you are infected with self-control and they don’t want to catch it?”


The soldiers looked at each other and started laughing so hard that they had to lean against the trees and each other to stay standing.


“Oh! That’s a good one! I’ll have to remember that,” the Lieutenant replied. “And yes. When we aren’t involved, they seem to follow orders well and are mostly disciplined. As soon as we come near, they turn into unruly boys. It is a ridiculous situation but we’ve grown used to it.”


Ridiculous was a good word for it. Still, it helped me sneak out so I had to be grateful for their lax behavior, even if I would have reamed out anyone in my militia who acted that way.


The rest of the walk was spent discussing their war with the Wraiths and what they were going to do now that it was over. They apparently hadn’t been on the Northern Front for very long, That was another difference that made the Seelie hate them. All Unseelie Fey rotated their time on the border. The Seelie had been left there to rot, more or less. Their people hadn’t really cared what happened to them and it showed. They would do nearly anything to get recalled and patrol the cities instead.


It was a rarely acknowledged fact, but people who felt like they don’t matter to their superiors tend to be angry. They also tend to take that anger out on people who are treated well. With a few exceptions, angry people aren’t very logical, myself included.


Unlike their cousins, the Unseelie were in charge of patrolling the Forest and keeping the monster populations down. Because they had a smaller population, all men and women over a certain age were required to participate in some way. A few were too weak, old, or sick to be active, so they donated their time cooking, cleaning, or supplying their brothers and sisters-in-arms. It was a remarkable system that I highly approved of. Apparently, they were one of the few units to be all men and they really regretted it.


Jack, in particular, was missing a more feminine touch.


“Our women tend to be better cooks, medics, and magic users, as well as excellent archers and sneaks,” he growled as we tromped through the trees. “They are uncannily quiet while reconnoitering an area. My sister said that they were so quiet because of all the dance lessons they were required to take.”


I giggled at that, remembering how I felt when I realized Sifu was right about my dance lessons helping my footwork. “Why not put them in the front lines?” I asked, genuinely curious, not suggesting that they should be. Unlike some women I’d met, I didn’t believe that I was as capable as a man in every aspect of my life. I was an excellent fighter but they would always be better suited to certain roles, just as I would be with others. All were important, just requiring different skills, strengths, and body types.


One of the younger men, Spider, laughed. “Oh, they are probably much better than us at direct fights. The problem is that monsters tend to try and eat you. That means that we wear heavier armor that makes us much wider and louder. We have our sneaks wear lighter armor and stick to the shadows to keep us from getting killed.”


I eyed him carefully and noted that his armor was indeed much lighter and narrower than the rest. We spent the rest of our talk discussing battle strategies for war and for monster hunting and the differences between them. It was quite enlightening and kept me occupied in something other than needlessly worrying about what I was becoming.
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It didn’t take more than a day to arrive at Maleficent’s… home? Briar of thorns? How will I describe this to the others when I get back?


“It’s a castle,” a husky voice drawled as our group stared at the thick vines. Naturally, all of us jumped and turned, ready for attack.


There was a woman standing behind us, her brow raised sardonically and a smirk on her full lips.


“Lady Maleficent,” the soldiers murmured one after another.


She scoffed and shook her head. “None of that nonsense, please. I don’t have time for it. I just got Briar off on her apprenticeship and I’m far too tired to deal with genuflection. Now, who are you?” she asked, staring straight at me.


I blinked and then grinned. “Pearl Mercer, at your service. A pleasure to meet you.”


She hummed and then started walking toward the briars, gesturing for us to follow her as she walked through them.


Well, you don’t see that every day, I thought as I tentatively stepped through the thorns and into a massive entry. I felt my brows rise as I stared at the ceiling.


“Nice castle,” I thought aloud. Judging by the looks I got, the soldiers found my comment both funny and atrocious. I mentally shrugged. I was known for many things but tact was rarely one of them.


“Thank you. I like it but most of my guests seem more terrified than awed and they rarely compliment me with any kind of sincerity. My reputation rather puts them off, from what I understand.”


“I can’t imagine why.”


The boys were looking rather green by this point.


“What are you doing?” Lieutenant Glesskin asked in a furtive whisper. I just blinked at him innocently.


“What? I’m just engaging in some polite conversation with the woman.”


“With the most powerful sorceress in the world?” He sounded rather pained when he said it.


“Hey, she was the one who asked for us to be informal. I’m just doing as she asked; I didn’t come up with the idea on my own.”


Maleficent nodded at me and gestured for the soldiers to come over to her. “You gentlemen can head upstairs and find rooms for yourselves. Us ladies have a few things to discuss and I need to get started on dinner. No! Don’t worry about helping,” she said, interrupting a stuttering Private. “I like cooking for guests and you’ve earned a good meal after spending so much time on the Northern Front.”


The men nodded and headed up the stairs, casting a few glances at me as they went. As soon as they were half-way up, Maleficent gestured for me to follow her again and headed for a door that was opposite the one we’d entered by.


As soon as I walked into her kitchen, I realized that it was probably the sorceress’s favorite room in her home. It was massive, which I expected, but it was also very well-organized, dust-free, and showed signs of wear. I’d been in kitchens in grand homes before. If there wasn’t a full-time cook, it tended to lack at least one of those three traits.


If the kitchen was chaotic, it showed a cook who didn’t care about their workspace. An organized kitchen at least showed you cared, even if only a little. Unfortunately, if they only cared about appearance, there would either be dust on the hanging pots or everything would be pristine and brand new looking. It is impossible to keep a butcher block counter unmarred if you are using it every day. Even magic can’t accomplish something like that, otherwise, I was sure that Maleficent’s counters would have been in perfect condition.


Ignoring my study of her kitchen, our hostess immediately set to preparing a stew that would serve all of us, giving me time to examine her a bit more closely. She was not what one would expect, not based on her reputation, at least. She was not excessively attractive or horrible looking. In fact, her face was more what Belle’s books would describe as handsome than it was pretty, considering how angular it was. She was also dressed more plainly than I’d expected after seeing so many Fey nobles. Her charcoal grey dress was modest and easy to move in, although it was made from the finest wool I’d ever seen. That was quite an accomplishment, considering my father was a merchant. Its only other claim to luxury was the delicate embroidery along the hem and around her neck.


“Now,” Maleficent began, pointing at a pile of potatoes she wanted cut while she fried some onions. “What seems to be the problem? People never seek me out unless there’s a problem. Or Spinner sends them my way, but he only does that when they have a problem, so I stand by my earlier statement.”


I smirked and started cubing the potatoes. “Well, I do want something, but it is only information and possibly some reassurance.” I paused, my smile dying. “Something strange is going on with me.”


“Mmmm? Well, you aren’t cursed, I can tell you that right off the bat.”


I blinked. “Um… that’s a relief, or it would be if I’d ever considered that. I seem to be getting, well, powers I suppose you could call them.”


Maleficent paused. “What do you mean by powers?”


“I’m strong. Abnormally so. I shouldn’t be capable of lifting what I do on a regular basis. I stood up to the full strength of your king when he was stuck in the form of a minotaur. That shouldn’t be possible for someone of my build. And I seem to have a strange affinity for fire.”


It was her turn to blink. “Really? How odd. I would expect you to have traces of elemental magic, but you don’t. Well, not in any form I’ve ever seen. You most definitely aren’t a mage. Even if you were, though, that wouldn’t explain the strength.”


I let her stare at me for a minute or two before I finally got up the courage to ask, “What are you seeing?” Judging by the slight widening of her eyes and then the subtle lowering of her brows, it wasn’t normal.


Maleficent’s eyes locked with mine for a moment before she went back to preparing the stew, searing bits of meat in the bottom of the pot that she’d just cooked the onions in.


“Magic users can all see magic, to some extent. Mages see the power that flows through their given element. Witches see the power in words and brews. Enchanters see the magic locked within base materials or the capability to hold magic in an object. Sorcerers see all that and more. We see magic itself and all its possibilities. Well, quite a few of them, at least. It is like seeing the world in two different ways at the same time. It takes us a while to understand it but we see it that way most of our lives.


“You, my dear girl, are a conundrum of the highest order, one that I’ve never seen before. You’re not a magic-user, at least not any of the four that I just named. It’s possible that this is a new form of magic, but… that seems wrong somehow.”


She paused and eyed me carefully before continuing. “You look like a normal human. The only difference is that you have a bright orb of flame at your center, the place where most magicians find the seat of their power, although it isn’t usually confined like that. I almost didn’t see it at first, to be truthful. It is quite well hidden. That orb has begun to crack, like an egg beginning to hatch, and it is sending out energy all over. I’m betting that is the reason for your symptoms. I have no idea what will happen when it completely breaks open but I have no doubt that you will be magnificent. Now, cut up those carrots so we can get this food going. I don’t want them dying of hunger.”










CHAPTER 2: FREAKING FEY FOREST
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Pearl


Unsurprisingly, there was no further mention of my unusual abilities after that. Maleficent had clearly finished telling me what she knew and saw no reason to continue to walk the same path over and over until we found something new. I didn’t blame her, even if I was left even more confused than when I started.


It did help clarify one point, though: I couldn’t go home until I knew what was happening to me. It was simply too dangerous. Magic was a volatile thing that could spiral out of control in very short order. Most magic was inherited, though, so you were trained by your parents. The few who didn’t receive training… well, there was a reason that there were so many quirky places on the continent, like a mountain range that ran horizontally instead of vertically. The point was, I was a powder keg with a lit fuse and I didn’t know when I’d blow.


So, since retreat was not an option, I did what any self-respecting militia commander would do!


“What do you mean, you’re coming with us?” Lieutenant Glesskin asked me incredulously. “Why would you do that?”


I blinked at him as innocently as possible, knowing that he’d be amused if nothing else. “Why, boredom, of course!” One of the soldiers started snickering and covered it as soon as the lieutenant turned his way. I did my best to help the soldier out by continuing. “Besides, what else am I going to do? I’d be useless at the palace. I’ve already trained Craftis on how to get the most out of his guards. The military is being reorganized right now since the war is over. Plus, if I go home, my prince is going to try and get me to train more militia groups. I’ve already handled most of the ones in the northern part of my country. I don’t want to have to wander the length and breadth of Mindep for the next ten years, teaching farmers how to deal with bandits.”


He frowned. “Is that what you do? Train militias?”


I shrugged. “Sometimes. Mostly, I teach them how to think like soldiers so that they can work together when creatures leave your Forest. All of the vulnerable villages and towns are trained now, though. All that’s left is the ones in the center and southern part of the country, the ones that are least likely to be attacked. I’d rather go with you and find out more about the Fey Forest. Maybe pick up some new fighting techniques.”


The lieutenant sighed heavily. “I know I’m going to regret this, but alright. We’ll take you with us. We’ve gotten word that there is some sort of creature living in a swamp near the coast that is killing livestock. We’re headed that direction and will be dealing with whatever else comes along. You follow my orders, though. Understood? I won’t have you risking our lives with foolish decisions.”


“Understood, sir.”


Glesskin nodded at me, clearly pleased with my attitude. Then again, I was used to dealing with soldiers. They’re generally an easy group to get along with. Since they’re used to working with and for people they don’t get along with, they respected respect more than anything else. It was a trait that I could get behind whole-heartedly.
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By the end of two weeks, I had quite the camaraderie with the patrol. That happens when you save each other’s necks a few times. The creatures that hid in the Fey Forest were nothing to scoff at. Even with as cautious as we were being, we found ourselves in a few tricky situations. It started when we stumbled into a chimera nest. Then there was an injured bear creature that had a duckbill and a beaver’s tail that we had to distract and treat at the same time. The oddest was when we had to save a hippogriff that had somehow gotten lost and wandered too far into the trees before realizing that it couldn’t find a clearing large enough to fly out of.


“Is this normal?” I finally asked after we got the hippogriff in the sky again.


Marshall snorted. He was the youngest man there as well as the largest. Actually, he looked like he might have been related to the bear creature, he was so big.


“This forest has no normal. It never has. The Fey have calmed it quite a bit since we moved here but it’s still a wild and unpredictable place. Always has been and always will be.”


I frowned. I’d always known that the Fey used to live among and even rule the humans. They used to inhabit our lands before they decided the forest was more to their liking. Still, it was odd to think that the place existed before the Fey chose to move in. It didn’t even have a name of its own that didn’t include the Fey.


The lieutenant chose to speak just then, interrupting my thoughts. “It is a bit more exciting this time than usual. I’m just glad that you were able to hold that bear’s leg long enough for us to finish the healing spell. We’re all glad that you came along, even if we don’t know how you did it.”


“Is it really a paw if it is webbed? I mean, no one calls it a duck paw,” I pointed out, trying to draw attention away from my freakish strength. They didn’t need to know that the bear-thing was much stronger than they thought. I doubted I’d have been able to handle it even a month before.


“I’d say yes,” Spider replied. ‘Spider’ was, of course, his nickname. There was a reason that he was the one in charge of reconnaissance. The man could climb anything with those long thin limbs of his and he seemed to have more than just two eyes. He leaned into the reference rather heavily by dipping his arrows and darts in poison. “And don’t forget about her realizing that there were babies present when we found those chimeras, Lieutenant. We’d be meeting the Creator if she hadn’t figured that out.”


Marshall grunted. “I’m just glad we aren’t being followed by that psychotic bird anymore. It’s hard to sleep with a hippogriff stalking you and leaving dead things by your bedroll every morning.”


I snorted softly, remembering how startled he was when he stepped on a dead rabbit the first two times. Apparently, the hippogriff was smart enough to know it needed help but wasn’t sure how to approach us. The featherbrained creature decided that the best course of action was to follow us and leave food for them as a goodwill gesture. Unfortunately, there were a number of less savory creatures in the forest who used the same tactics to scare their victims before feasting on their fear. Marshall had encountered them once or twice and was a bit paranoid because of it.


None of us blamed him for it, of course. It was just hard to reconcile a massive Unseelie Fey warrior squealing like a little girl as he stepped on a dead rabbit.


“Well, we can rest at my family’s hunting lodge for the night before we head out again tomorrow. The spells make it safe enough that we don’t need a guard rotation and I should be able to get some more information about the creature killing all the livestock,” the lieutenant told us.


Everyone sighed in relief. A night of solid rest was a luxury we hadn’t had in weeks and some solid intel would be more than welcome. We were quiet for the rest of the march to the hunting lodge and as soon as it was in sight, I could feel the tension melt off of us.


The Lieutenant checked all spells on the property before declaring it safe and letting us enter. As soon as the door shut, we all seemed to lose our energy.


That’s the part I hate about patrolling. I’m fine until I get somewhere secure and then I feel like I haven’t slept in a year.


“There are some hot springs in the basement and any bedroom that isn’t locked is available,” he told us. “Leave your dirty clothes in the wardrobe tonight and they should be cleaned and repaired by tomorrow morning. The same goes for the rest of your gear. Just remember to take any and all food out beforehand or you’ll have an interesting experience when you open the door tomorrow.”


With that, he left, heading toward a set of double doors at the end of the hall.


Spider snickered when Squeak asked him what happened to food left in the wardrobes overnight.


“The spell tries to return things to their best state. What would the best state be of, oh say, jerky?”


I laughed. “A cow? That would be interesting.”


Spider shook his head. “Try a calf, bawling for its mother in the middle of the night. And grains are worse. They tend to take root and damage the spell. Bottom line, no food or living objects in those wardrobes. We’re just lucky that it doesn’t happen with the cloth itself. Can you imagine what would happen with a silk shirt?”


We all chuckled and headed toward our rooms, being sure to check our clothes for anything in the pockets. I was pretty sure that they were messing with us, considering the amount of plant material that had lodged itself in my shirt. Still, some things you don’t need to learn by experience.
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We left about midmorning and made our way further west, heading for the area that was having livestock issues. Whatever the mysterious creature was, it was causing problems for the local Fey and it needed to go.


Despite the initial reports, it turned out that our quarry wasn’t in a swamp, it was in a stagnant pond about two weeks’ journey from the lodge. Apparently, the lodge was also a way station for quite a few patrols in the area and they had some method of leaving reports for people to read through. According to the reports, the creature looked like a small Dragon and was killing the livestock with nothing but its breath.


I was surrounded by men, in the middle of nowhere, and we were headed to fight an animal that’s dental hygiene was so bad it was deadly.


There were so, so many bad jokes. So many. Really, I couldn’t blame the boys, it was a pretty ridiculous situation. Still, by the end of the two weeks journey, I wasn’t laughing with them. I’d somehow been appointed the nickname ‘Princess’ and they were jokingly referring to me as a sacrifice and the bride of the Dragon. I was all for being a part of the group but I hated being called a princess. It brought back bad memories.


Despite a bit of worry early on, finding the pond in question was relatively simple. That isn’t normally the case in the Fey Forest but the scent alone would have made it obvious, even if the trees were too thick to see it clearly.


Spider went scouting by himself first but returned quickly to inform us that it was relatively safe. “As long as you don’t breathe too deeply. Or at all,” he wryly informed us.


It didn’t take long to understand what he meant. The place reeked like nothing else I’d ever experienced. And I’d been in some rather unfortunate situations before. It reminded me of a compost heap mixed with sulfur and then a not-so-subtle aftertaste of rotting corpses in high summer.


Yummy.


Despite the smell, there was little to no trace of the supposed Dragon, or any other animal, for that matter.


By the time we returned to camp, every single one of us wanted to snort vinegar to get rid of the lingering taste.


“That is vile,” I complained as we settled down and started a fire. That was one of my main tasks since I could manage it on the first try every time.


The Lieutenant grunted. “Yep. And, unfortunately, we need to go back and lure the Dragon out. Although, whatever animals are stupid enough to wander near that place are probably sick and need to be put down anyway.”


The rest of us nodded. Even a sheep should have been able to figure out that it wasn’t a nice place, and they were probably one of the stupidest animals in existence.


“So what’s the plan?” Spider asked, calmly eating. I could see him strain to do it, but he did. I sighed and joined him. As much as I didn’t want to, it made sense. We had a mission to accomplish and there was no way we were eating the next day if we had to get closer to that pond. It was best to gather our energy while we could.


“I vote we pick straws to decide who’s going to be bait this time,” Marshall said, breaking my concentration. “It doesn’t seem fair to do it any other way.”


The others all agreed and the Lieutenant set about gathering some long pine needles and breaking them at different heights. As always, the person who drew the short straw–or needle, in this case–lost and had to draw the Dragon’s attention.


Finally, it was my turn to pull a needle. I kept repeating, Please not me, please not me, in my head as I grabbed one of the pieces and walked back to my seat before looking at it.


“Seriously‽”
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The guys were really, very sweet when they realized that I was the one stuck with the short straw. They tried to convince me that I could just give it to one of them but finally let it go when I used logic. Ish. It was less pure logic and more logic-ish.


Okay, I may have threatened them with physical harm if they didn’t uphold the agreements we’d already gone over. Special treatment was definitely not allowed. Oddly enough, that was what got them to finally stop. Unseelie Fey are very honorable and they avoid breaking promises at all costs. The best part was they didn’t want me to go because they didn’t want to have to tell the king if I got hurt because they screwed up. There was never a doubt that I would do my job and they never thought I was less capable than them. It had to do with them not wanting me to pay for their mess-ups.


Talk about refreshing!


So, first thing the next morning, I started my hike toward the stinky–stagnant, Pearl, the correct word is stagnant–pond with the boys trailing alongside. We figured that they would split off once we got closer and then jump in when they had a clear shot. I mean, there was a lot more to it, but they typically used technical terms that were in their ancient language and I could barely understand the words, let alone repeat them, and they certainly didn’t know the terms I was used to. We decided pretty early on to just state things as simply as possible in order to avoid confusion.


A twig snapping brought us all rapidly to attention while we pretended not to notice. Within a moment, Spider had soundlessly slipped into the darkness between trees and was gone. Not that he’d been all that visible before, but still. The man could easily have been called ‘Ghost’ or ‘Shade’ with how quickly he disappeared.


It didn’t take long for him to reappear, though, this time with a companion. Naturally, the intruder was being held with a knife at his throat and another at his kidney.


“Who are you and what are you doing in this area?” the Lieutenant barked.


The golden-haired man blinked and took a quick moment to examine us, his face rather blank despite the charming smile he had aimed our direction. That was a hard expression to learn and, in my experience, only appeared on the faces of the truly simple or the very well-practiced. “Um, my name is George and I was just looking around. Why? Am I not supposed to be here?”


My eyes narrowed slightly as I looked him over. At first glance, he looked almost like a Seelie Fey or a half-Fey. His hair and skin were both golden colored, his eyes were blue, and what I could see of his ears showed that they tapered at the ends. Still, I had a feeling that he wasn’t Fey. Something was just… off. Maybe it was the lack of snootiness. Even the most open-minded Seelie tended to be a bit biased against the Unseelie.


And no Fey would ever sound uncertain about whether they belonged in their forest or not.


The others seemed to have picked up on it too. They’d gone from attack mode to just straight suspicion.


Nevertheless, the Lieutenant answered him. “There’s a dangerous creature in the area.” We could all hear him practically shout, and every other area of this country, but he chose not to say it. Instead, he continued by saying, “We are heading out to subdue it.”


George nodded carefully, trying to avoid losing an artery to the blade at his neck. Our lieutenant sighed and shook his head at Spider, who relaxed and stepped away from his captive, taking the knives with him.


“Thank you. What creature is it you’re hunting?” George asked.


“A Dragon.”


Our guest jerked slightly before speaking calmly. Too calmly. What is he up to? “Really? And you bring a female with you?”


Marshall and I snorted at the same time. Then he said, “Oh, the princess here is our gift to him. You know how the saying goes, ‘A bride for today and a wedding gift of death.’”


I winced, remembering the origin of the saying. Apparently, there was a Seelie woman who was sent to marry an Unseelie warrior, to unify their families. She went and married him but killed herself the next day in such a way that it looked like he’d done it. Only chance and the fact that a magical creature who couldn’t lie had seen the whole thing saved the poor groom. Ever since then, it had been a saying that indicated the duplicity of the Seelie court. The shock in George’s face was quite different than the derision and defensiveness that usually accompanied the quote.


“Then let me slay the Dragon. It is unconscionable to allow such a vile creature to marry such a beautiful young lady, let alone kill her afterward,” he said while shooting me what should have been a devastating smile.


Definitely not Fey, then. They love drama but would never stoop to playing hero so they could impress a lowly human.


“No. I would recommend you head back the way you came, sir,” the Lieutenant said decisively. He was carefully guarding his expression but I had a feeling we were all thinking the same thing: who was this guy and what was he doing in the Fey Forest?
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Less than an hour later, I was standing by myself in front of the pond, trying desperately not to throw up. My nerves may have been completely steady but my stomach wasn’t thanks to the increased stench. Most of the time, your body will adjust and you’ll stop noticing it as much. Such was not the case with this particular group of scents. Instead, it simply became easier to identify each individual smell. None of them were pleasant.


Why did I agree to this again? I griped silently.


I was being very careful about what I said since I knew that George was still watching. He had left us shortly after the awkward conversation about what we were up to. There were no more broken twigs to tip us off, but the feeling of being followed was definitely present. That was something one didn’t ignore in the Fey Forest, not with so many creatures willing to eat you if given half a chance. Within a few minutes of George leaving, Spider had disappeared as well.


No one mentioned it. There was no need.


We also didn’t deviate from our plan. We could deal with George when he made a move. Until that point, he was free to follow us. In spite–or perhaps because–of that, the boys left me at the pond and went back the way they came a bit faster than we originally talked about. I knew that within minutes of leaving my side, they would have made certain that they were safe before melting into the forest and moving to flank me. Meanwhile, I was still standing there, feeling ridiculous as I tryied not to gag.


I had a part to play, though, and I was not going to fail at being bait. The boys would never stop laughing if I did.


Then again, maybe that means it will be them playing bait next time, I griped before getting on with it. I’d given them enough time to get into position and it was time to have a bit of fun.


“Oh, great Dragon! I come before you as an offering. Please accept my sacrifice and look upon the people of this land with kindness. And stop eating their idiotic sheep.”


I could swear that I heard a muffled snort from the trees to my left but chose to ignore it. It wouldn’t be seemly to start gagging while giggling.


It was a good thing that I didn’t let myself get distracted because my ‘maidenly plight’–Marshall’s words, not mine–seemed to have gotten the Dragon’s attention.


From the middle of the pond came a ripple and then a few cresting waves as something moved quickly toward shore. Then, a set of teal eyes and a pair of slightly curled horns rose above the water along with the gentle curve of a scaly head. It blinked at me and froze before moving closer.


I frowned. It looks like a kitten learning how to hunt, I mused as it disappeared underwater and reappeared in a slightly different location, its tail leaving a slight trail in the water for a moment before it popped under and moved somewhere else. Finally, it made its way to the edge of the water and crawled very slowly onto the shore.


It was longer than I expected and had a cat-like body and triangular head. The ‘Dragon’ was wingless and looked a bit like a bobcat, if a bobcat had iridescent green scales that shone like emeralds and a cream-colored belly. Its tail was at least twice again as long as the rest of it and tipped with a crest of black fur, the same fur that seemed to grow in a mask around its eyes and hid the spines on its back.


Oh, and it stunk worse than the pond did!


I coughed, making it flinch before hissing at me. “Sorry, buddy, but you really need to brush your teeth! Skies!”


It chirped at me and crouched back on its hind legs, wiggling its bottom, before springing at me. Only to fall back as a spear hit its arm.


I jumped and turned to look as George came charging out of the forest, sword drawn.


“Fear not, fair lady! I will help you dispose of this vile beas– ach! What is that smell!”


I sighed and shook my head. The poor creature was trying to go back into the water but couldn’t because of the spear’s weight. Not that I wanted it to. Whatever had died in that pond was going to give the poor thing an infection!


Instead of letting it escape, I left George gagging on the shore and approached the little beastie. It hissed at me and let out a pained cry when it tried to shift. I bit my lip and considered what to do. A moment later, I removed the bolo that I had wrapped around my waist as a belt and I tossed it lightly at the Dragon. Sure enough, it wrapped around the injured creature’s neck and continued on until it had tied the Dragon’s mouth closed as well.


I sighed in relief and slowly moved closer, not wanting to scare the poor thing any further and potentially get torn up with those claws. It wasn’t only the Dragon who was susceptible to infections. When I got close enough for it to smell my hand, I watched it relax as a rumbling purr started in its chest.


“There you go,” I murmured as my companions started coming out of hiding. “You’re safe now. I’ll get that spear out in no time. Promise.”


As soon as it calmed down some more, I did as I’d said and pulled the spear out. The little Dragon started to squirm and whimper but I just hummed softly and pulled some honey, herbs, and bandages out of my pack. Once the injury was properly wrapped, I picked it up and turned to look at the still vomiting George.


What an idiot.


“Are you completely crazy? What did you think you were doing?” I demanded.


“Saving you from the dr… er, beast,” he replied weakly while holding his stomach.


I blinked and looked down at the scaled and furred critter in my arms as it started playing with the pendant around my neck. I had no idea when or how it popped out from inside my shirt, but I wasn’t too concerned. Despite the age of the piece and the fact that I wore it pretty much all the time, I’d never seen any damage on it and never had to have it restrung. I’d almost been choked to death by it when it caught on a tree limb while I was riding, but there wasn’t a mark on any of the beads. It could definitely withstand the little Dragon pawing at it.


George’s shifting brought me back to the present and reminded me of my annoyance. “Seriously? It isn’t that big and we clearly had a plan. Why insert yourself in the situation?”


When he didn’t answer, I frowned. I didn’t like being ignored. Then, I noticed how pale his face had gotten. At first, I thought that the scent had actually made him sick, then I realized it was something else. I followed his line of sight and realized that he was staring at my necklace.


“Where did you get that?” he asked quietly.


I didn’t get to answer, though. The Lieutenant interrupted and said that we should head back to camp. I nodded and followed the others, still humming to the sleepy creature in my arms. Well, part of it was still in my arms. Mostly it’s tail. The rest was curled around my shoulders and busy getting comfortable for a nap.


Good thing Lana was always bringing pets home or I’d be completely at a loss, I thought with a dry chuckle.


That was my last thought before George grabbed me and pulled me into him.


Then, there was darkness.










CHAPTER 3: I HATE POLITICIANS
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Pearl


I felt the world shift around me, heard a slight crack, and waited until it had righted itself before opening my eyes. Who knew being caught mid-blink could be a good thing?


It was the screams that clued me in to the fact that whatever was happening had stopped. It also made me realize that I wasn’t where I had been before, not unless Squeak and Jack had suddenly lost the ability to have children and had their voices raised a few octaves.


“What–?” I asked inarticulately as I jerked away from George and looked around.


We weren’t in the Fey Forest anymore, that was for sure. I didn’t know the topography well but I’m pretty sure that they hadn’t managed to hide an entire desert in there. Judging by the position of the sun, however, I’d either been rendered unconscious for at least three hours or we’d traveled quite a ways east. We were surrounded by shimmering sand, as far as the eye could see, painted almost red by the setting sun. Behind me I heard the murmur of people, most sounding more than a little upset. When I turned that direction, there was a startled gasp from the crowd and I had to hold back an exclamation.


There was a massive outcropping of rock in the shape of a canyon! All it was missing was a river, though the road made a good stand-in. The people that were standing nearby all had carts full of goods, making them easily recognizable as merchants, but beyond that, they were also the strangest collection of people I’d ever seen. There was no consistency in features, height, or skin tone. Nothing that would make them look like they were from a single country. Not even their way of standing or the build of their carts. It was as if people were randomly plucked from their homes and dropped into this place. 


On second thought, they do all have tattoos of some sort, but even those are all in different styles. Honestly, I was at a loss.


Then part of it finally clicked in my head. There was only one desert that was far enough east for the sun to be so low in the sky. I blinked and turned on my kidnapper.


“Why am I in the Great Desert? No, better yet, how am I in the Great Desert? I thought the place was completely devoid of magic.”


He cleared his throat and rolled up his sleeves, revealing white, swirling tattoos that curled around his forearms and down around the back of his hands. They were really only visible because they shimmered in the sunlight, which explained why I hadn’t seen them in the gloom of the Forest.


Without a thought, George directed another of his brilliant smiles at me, and also to the crowd that had formed when we appeared. It was as if he decided it was time to turn on the charm once again. I’m sure that it usually worked. Unfortunately, I was not the type to be impressed by an attractive smile, a flirty remark, or a practiced compliment. I’d met too many men who used them to seduce and ruin unwary women. I’d certainly had too many try that tactic on me for it to work. It also probably helped that I wasn’t interested in falling in love with anyone, let alone the man who kidnapped me.


“Welcome, fair maiden, to the home of the Dragons. The true Dragons, not that sickly little drake you are holding. In fact,” he said, pulling his sword again, “I can easily dispatch him and free you from the vile creature’s stench.”


A swell of angry remarks grew from the merchants, although I wasn’t sure if they were pointed at George, me, or the poor thing I’d rescued from George not even an hour before.


I felt my eyes narrow as I pushed the drake, as he’d called it, further behind my back. Then, I waited for him to make his move. George didn’t disappoint.


The man was strong, I could give him that. He carried a heavy broadsword like it was only a hand-and-a-half, something I’d only vaguely noticed when he pulled by the pond. It didn’t matter though; strength rarely does. He may have been strong, and he was even fairly fast, but he what he wasn’t was expecting any sort of counterattack.


That made it infinitely easier to dart inside his reach and hit him in several nerve clusters before using my forehead to break his nose. I’m not going to lie, that was possibly the most satisfying part. Particularly when he dropped his sword and started crying involuntarily. The whining was all on him, though.


He deserves all that and more! I can’t believe he just tried to kill my pet Dragon, er, drake, I thought indignantly as he tried to stem the blood that was flowing down his face. I’d seen enough blood over the years, both mine and others, to be inured to it.


“Take me back, George,” I demanded.


“Why?” he asked, his voice sounding a bit off, although not as much as I expected. It appeared that whatever he was gave him either slightly accelerated healing or stronger cartilage because he was looking much better than most men I’d used that tactic on.


“Because you kidnapped me and just tried to kill my new pet?” I made it sound like a question but the only thing I was confused about what his intelligence. He took me from the Fey Forest, from the company of a group of soldiers. There would be massive repercussions that he should have considered from the very start.


“We need you here.”


“Take me back!”


“No!”


My voice dropped to a controlled growl. “Take me back, George, or you will regret it.” Few people outside my family realized that I got quiet when I got really angry. It never boded well for my enemy but most people seemed to recognize the danger they were by instinct.


George, fortunately, was one of them. Instead of continuing to argue with me, he sighed. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.”


I froze. So did my voice. “And what exactly does that mean?”


My kidnapper gulped and avoided looking me directly in the eye. “We-ell… you see, we are pretty limited on transportation charms and the gate I used was kinda far away from where I activated it and, um… you see, it wasn’t built to pull people through at a distance or to have multiple people using one charm and then there is the drake to account for–“


“George,” I interrupted. “Spit it out.”


The charming man cleared his throat awkwardly and grimaced. “I think we broke it.”


“Broke what, George?”


“The transport gate? Or maybe the charm? I’m not sure which but I definitely heard something break when we came through.”


It took about ten more minutes to get the information out of him in any sort of coherent fashion, but when I did, I wasn’t pleased.


Apparently, George had been trying out a transportation charm that was found in a recently uncovered cavern in Blood Canyon, the capital city. It had been named after the unusually vibrant rocks that made up the canyon, not because of a massacre or torture, as the name would suggest. According to George, the charm worked in conjunction with the gate to transport you to another connected gate. The Dragons had been trapped in the Great Desert for so long that they were willing to try anything to get free, including letting one of their own use ancient–and possibly damaged–spells. Considering the place had no magic, he was lucky it worked well enough that he’d shown up in the Fey Forest. He was also lucky that it had only taken a day to find my group. He probably would have been dead otherwise.


“Okay, so what now?” I asked, scratching the drake behind his ears like he was a cat. Judging by the purring, he liked it. Well, it could be considered purring if you crossed a purr with the popping of bubbles and then lowered the pitch to that of a waterfall crashing on the rocks. The result was a deep, bubbling sound that made me feel like I was being tickled as it gently vibrated my bones.


“Now, I take you to the Council. They’ll decide what to do from there. Hopefully, a bath is involved,” he muttered with a grimace as he sniffed his shirt. Considering he’d gotten sick not long ago, I wasn’t surprised that it smelled. Without another word, he gestured toward the canyon and, what I assumed, was the passage to some sort of city. It didn’t take me long to realize that the city wasn’t on the other side of the canyon, it was actually built into it.
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George had mostly healed by the time we reached the Council. He’d also taken a moment to wash the blood off his face and bemoan the loss of a “perfectly good tunic! It’ll never be the same again.”


By the end of the walk, I’d confirmed that George was a whiner. A very pretty one who normally was very charming, but he was still very much a whiner. For some odd reason, none of the ladies in the city seemed to mind. They flirted and cooed over his injuries and generally catered to his enormous ego. And then he’d forget himself and try the same tactics with me, only to get brought back down to earth!


Someone’s got to do it, I thought with a slight smile as he sighed heavily after a particularly cutting remark from me. He reminds me of Eric’s friends before he joined the military. They were all too wealthy and too full of themselves to see reality. He will improve as he matures; well, if he matures, I corrected. There was never a guarantee that someone would mature, only the hope that they’d live long enough and well enough to reach that state.


“We’re here,” he said, sounding much colder than before, his face pulled into a stoic expression that I’d hadn’t seen on him so far. “Try to stay quiet. The Council isn’t always the easiest group to deal with.”


I eyed him carefully as we walked out of the waning heat of the day and into the shadowy building that had been carved into the wall of the canyon. That was something I’d enjoyed looking at while George was distracted with all the ladies trying to get his attention. Instead of being a built-up, this city was built in. All buildings were carved into the canyon walls. Granted, I highly doubted there was much in the way of wood out here to build with, so it made a lot of sense to use what you had available. Judging by the drop in temperature as soon as we stepped inside, the stone was a great protection from the sun and its effects.


What made them even more fascinating was the decorations. Where some people might have made the entries look just like natural cave formations, the Dragons had decided to make them artistic.


Granted, there isn’t much tactical reason to hide their homes, if they really are Dragons, I thought to myself as a set of guards escorted us through the elegant foyer and antechamber. I still haven’t seen a single person in Dragon form and until I do, it’s going to be hard to trust that they actually are Dragons. I mean, no one has seen a Dragon in centuries.


The guards left us at a massive set of doors and went to let the Council know we were waiting. Meanwhile, I did what I could to get rid of my nervousness. Meeting politicians always made me uncomfortable.


George’s expression was not making it any easier.


“What’s going on? I haven’t known you long but you aren’t acting like, well, you.”


He grimaced. “Sorry. I don’t get along with certain Council members.” He eyed me carefully and sighed. “They aren’t going to be happy to see you. I mean, they should be. If you are who I think you are, then they definitely should be, but they probably won’t. Just… be careful of what you say and don’t be surprised if you don’t receive a warm welcome.”


With those incredibly comforting words echoing in my mind, I turned to face the creaking doors as they opened to admit us to the Council chamber.


George led the way in, his steps confident, if heavy, and a flirtatious smile on his face for the first time since leaving the street. I followed close behind, one hand gently caressing my sword hilt and the other making sure my drake was still in place. He seemed a bit restless suddenly, which was surprising because he wasn’t actually moving. I could feel the tightening of his muscles around my neck but he was generally acting like he was unconscious.


It’s never a good sign when an animal chooses to play dead.


As we reached the center of the room, I made sure to survey the room as carefully as I could while just appearing interested in the people. In addition to the four exits and six guards, there were about ten Councilors who were armed. That was actually much higher than I would have guessed and it made me respect them a bit more, especially because the ones who were armed also looked completely comfortable in the room. That meant it was a habit for them to be armed, not a change in the area.


It was also interesting to see that the mix of skin tones and hair colors that I’d seen in the main city was also present here. I wasn’t certain how they chose their Councilors but I had a feeling that it was a different process from what I was used to.


“George, why are you here? I thought you’d left already. Was there a problem with the charm? And what is that stench?” asked a short woman with nearly black hair, skin the color of toffee, and flame tattoos fanning away from her dark brown eyes. I’d never seen anyone with quite her features before and I was wondering where she might be from. She was certainly exotic looking!


“Greetings, Mixcóatl of the Fire Clan! I have returned early because I believe I found what we were looking for!”


A snort came from a man beside her. One glance and I knew that he was George’s father. He looked about middle-aged but was still attractive, although he gave me a bad feeling. He reminded me of an old associate of my father’s. The man was slimy as the day was long and my father had cut off all contact with him relatively quickly. Not two years later, it was discovered that he was actively selling slaves to the Lunzif Empire. This man left me with the same impression.


No wonder George didn’t want to be here. I’m betting the only good thing that man gave him was the knowledge that he’d still be attractive once he hit middle-age.


“I hardly think this… human woman is the one we’ve been looking for,” he sneered. “You were supposed to identify if we could use the charms to escape this place. Let me guess, it didn’t work and you decided to bring someone in to hide that fact.” 


George carefully maintained his relaxed demeanor but he definitely wasn’t happy.


“She bears the mark of the phoenix.” His voice was pleasant but a bit too bland considering the effect his words had on the room. The assortment of men and women, twenty-five Councilors in all, seemed to perk up and began to whisper fervently amongst themselves. George turned to me and said, “Show them your necklace.”


At my blank expression, he sighed.


“Please.”


I rolled my eyes but did as he requested, my drake’s tail wrapped around my wrist like a vine. As soon as the pendant came out, all sound ceased. At least for a moment.


After that, there was a lot of shouting and expletives being tossed around. What there wasn’t was an explanation for the insanity but one word kept echoing through my mind.


Phoenix.
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We were sent outside to cool our heels while the Council came to a decision on what to do. A decision that apparently didn’t involve asking me anything.


Whoever said that you should be the master of your own fate has never dealt with politicians before.


As soon as the doors closed, I turned to George and glared at him.


“Was there something you forgot to tell me, George?”


He blinked and gave me his most… well, not innocent, but definitely his most guileless smile. I wasn’t impressed.


“What do you mean?”


“You know what I mean.”


He sighed and ran a hand through his chin-length hair, tousling it a way that had sent countless women into a swoon, I was sure. “Yes, he is my father. No, I don’t want to talk about it.”


I blinked and stared at him for a long moment before busting up. “Y-you th-thought I c-c-cared about that?”


It was his turn to blink at me. “You don’t?”


I giggled and shook my head. “Please! It was obvious you didn’t want to be associated with him. And you may hate his personality, but at least you know you’ll age well.”


He smirked. “Good point. But, wait. If that wasn’t what you meant then what…”


Laughter finally deserted me as I realized he was genuinely clueless. “What I was asking about was that stuff about my necklace and calling me a phoenix. What was that all about?”


George swallowed so hard that it was audible. “Nothing important.”


“Mmhmm. Right. Okay, so why did we get sent out right after then? Why would they need to discuss something so unimportant?” He didn’t respond, so I pushed the matter a bit harder. “And if it wasn’t important, why were you looking for it in the first place? I’m not stupid, George. I distinctly heard you say that you came back early because you ‘found what you were looking for.’ And then you told them it was me. What is so important about my necklace?”


He looked a bit clammy, despite the coolness of the room. Then, he glanced at the door to the Council’s chambers and his expression firmed up.


“Do you know what happened to us? Anything about our curse?”


I shook my head. “All I know is that Dragons disappeared centuries ago and nobody has seen one since.”


He sighed and ran a hand through his hair again. At the rate he was going, I was worried that he’d be bald soon. “About three hundred years ago, we lived all over the world. We lived apart from other races and generally kept to ourselves. Then, one day something happened. We don’t know what or who caused it, but every Dragon to the west of the Great Desert was dragged out of their homes and flung here. From the Northern Waste to the Southern Peninsula, everyone was pulled here. And no one could leave. We’ve tried for centuries to escape this place but no one could get out.


“Not long after being pulled in, someone was exploring and happened to run into a range of mountains that we call the Eastern Barrier. On the other side was a Dragon, but one completely different from the ones who were here. He said that they’d felt the curse hit their defensive barrier and come to see what was going on. Apparently, around the time that the desert was first turned into a desert, they had raised a barrier to protect their lands against the rogue magicians that were causing so much trouble. It stayed up and protected them from the curse.”


George looked at me and continued. “They told us that the only way to break our curse was to be brought back into balance. That we needed to find a phoenix, a woman who would be able to burn away our chains and set us free. Then, they showed us a seal with the same design as the necklace you are wearing.”


I looked down at my pendant and thought back to Sifu’s words when he gave it to me. He’d been comparing me to fire at the time, so I thought that the necklace was just to remind me to find my balance.


What if it wasn’t? a small voice whispered in my mind. I ignored it though, because that would lead to too many questions that I couldn’t and didn’t want to contemplate.


“So, you think I’m some mystical firebird that will save you from your imprisonment? Are you sure you don’t just need the phoenix bird? I’m pretty sure there are still a few flying around somewhere, although they have been hunted pretty heavily over the years.”


Before he could answer, however, the doors reopened and the guard beckoned me back in. When George tried to follow, he was told to leave.


My thumb moved along on my sword hilt and I moved my other hand to tap an irritated rhythm. And if it just so happened to be over a dagger that was hidden at my hip, that was purely coincidence.


“Well, girl,” Mixcóatl began, “it appears that we are split on our decision of what to do with you. Unfortunately, it is impossible to send you back anytime soon, so we will arrange a place for you to shelter until a decision can be reached.”


At this point, I interrupted her. “What decision? Judging by your words, I’m guessing that it isn’t between sending me home via gateway or sending me home via caravan.”


She blinked and her empty gaze grew cold. “No. And it doesn’t concern you.”


I grinned as my blood began to boil. A quick breath helped me settle a bit before I continued. “Except that it does. It is about me. The woman that was kidnapped by one of your people. The person who was traveling with a group of Unseelie soldiers at the time. Soldiers who are even now traveling to tell the king, my future brother-in-law, all about my disappearance. As the Fey are no longer at war with the Wraiths, I imagine that they have quite a lot of time on their hands to hunt me down. Now, please, tell me again how it doesn’t matter what I think.”


The room went eerily still again and more than one Council member seemed ready to bolt. If my history lessons were correct–and considering Belle’s obsession with reading, they better be–then the Fey were one of the few creatures to regularly fight Dragons and defeat them.


And only one person in the entire room seemed pleased with my revelation.


“She can stay with the Celestial Clan,” called out a man with laughing eyes and colorful swirls tattooed on his arms and visible on his chest above the vest he had on.


The woman who had been acting as the leader of the group glared at him. “That isn’t necessary. She can stay in the Council guest rooms.”


He snorted. “Please. Those things are little better than jail cells unless you give her the ambassador’s quarters. No, she’ll stay as a guest at my home. Now, what was your name, miss?”


I sighed. “Pearl Mercer of Mindep.”


My life is going to be decided by a group of Dragons who didn’t even bother to learn my name. This just keeps getting better and better.










CHAPTER 4: IRRITATING
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Pearl


I followed the Councilman out into the street without a word, ignoring the squawks of protest from a few of the others. They’d shown me where they stood and it wasn’t in my corner. They didn’t care one whit about what had happened except for how it affected them. In fact, they’d had more questions about how the charm had worked than over the fact that I’d been brought back like a souvenir. Just before I’d left the Council Chambers, a report had come that the travel gate had broken when George stepped through it the first time. That was the reason we’d appeared so far out and there was no way to fix it.


After that, there had been complete anarchy and the Celestial Clan Representative had grabbed my hand and pulled me out before they could turn against me. Considering the number of people wondering if it had really been the return journey with the ‘rotting human’ that had broken the gate, our exit couldn’t come a moment too soon. Quite frankly, it seemed like the only one who cared about anything other than himself and his agenda was the man who was leading me further into the canyon. Although, it did make me wonder why. Every other Dragon I’d seen was only out for themselves and their own comfort.


I expect it of the wealthy and politicians. The more you have the worse you are about guarding it from everyone. Still, even the merchants did nothing when they saw me appear suddenly and then attack a man who pulled a sword on me. They just stood there and watched. That is not normal behavior for a group that trades on favors as much as they do goods, at least not in Mindep. Who knows, maybe it’s different here.


I knew that I wasn’t extremely well-traveled but the only society I’d ever heard of who acted this way was Crechel, and they were known for their unparalleled selfishness and extreme hedonism. Not a great neighbor for a country that was all about self-discipline and community, the way Mindep was. Even then, their merchants knew that they should be seen as helpful and pleasant. They might not be worth as much as a dead cat when people weren’t looking, but even they would have done something, if only to be seen as a hero when they came to my ‘rescue.’


Shaking the thoughts from my head, I concentrated instead on admiring the city around me and keeping up with my host.


Regardless of how they acted, no one could fault the Dragon’s sense of style. Their architecture was exquisite. Well, maybe architecture was the wrong word. Sculptures seemed more apropos. I’m sure that there was structural engineering involved in the interiors of the buildings that was stunning, as I’d seen in the Council Hall, but the exteriors were in a class all their own. Because they weren’t necessary for actually keeping the roof up, the details were incredible and it definitely qualified as artwork. It was also interesting to see how the carved reliefs mimicked a variety of building styles. Some reminded me of the Mindep Royal Palace. Others vaguely reminded me of the Fey’s homes in Valeoss as well as countless others that I had no name for.


And it wasn’t just one level! The first row of buildings rose about two floors and then created a walkway where smaller and less ornate entries were. It continued like that all the way to the top of the canyon walls. I had no doubt that if I went to the top of the plateaus there would be more caverns dug into the stone and, judging by the way that the carvings changed as they rose, that would be where the poorest citizens lived. It was an odd affectation, considering that in most places the darker, lower positions in a city were typically for the most impoverished, but it also made sense. Those who could afford it were given the cooler places and the others were left to roast under the impossibly hot sun.


I followed my host nearly to the other side of the canyon before he stopped beside a surprisingly innocuous opening in the wall. Instead of the opulence that most of the surrounding homes boasted, it was relatively unadorned, sporting only two columns with constellations carved into their faces and a few round windows.


“Welcome to the Celestial Clan’s territory. Well, in the capital, at least. We have a compound up north, sorta sandwiched between the Western Barrier and the Northern Sea, but this is where we stay when we’re in town. Which is far too much, in my opinion.” The last part was thrown over his shoulder as he opened the door and let us into the home.


Unlike the Council building, which had been lit by reflected sunlight, this home utilized some glowing rocks in a variety of colors. It was a surprise, but quite beautiful. The rocks had been placed in sconces along the walls but a soft glimmering made me look up. My breath caught as I saw smaller deposits of the rock embedded in the ceiling, creating a fresco of the night sky.


“Bioluminescent microorganisms that live in the rocks and live off the latent humidity in these caves,” he explained as I examined the swirls of blue, purple, and green. “Now, I just realized that I forgot to give you my name. I’m Cledwyn, head of the Celestial Clan. Mostly because no one else wants the job.” He sighed and scratched his salt-and-pepper hair before continuing.


“Sorry for all that craziness at the Council. I got in late or I would have done a better job at heading it off at the pass… okay, probably not but I at least would have tried. Now, were you serious about the Wraith-Fey war being over?”


I blinked. “Yes. Why?”


He grinned at me, looking like I’d just told him he’d never have to pay taxes again. “I’m married to a Wraith and she’s been out of a job ever since that little twit started ruling. Who’s in charge now that Aiyana’s gone? She is gone, right?”


I laughed. “Yes. Her cousin took care of the problem. King Tiertanal lured her out and Queen Gerda took advantage of the opportunity. Before I left, she was working on a treaty with both the Fey and Alenia.”


It was like a weight was lifted from his shoulders. “Thank goodness. My wife was the ambassador between our two peoples for 250 years before Aiyana messed it all up. I’ll have to send her a letter about this, although she’ll probably send our son instead of going herself. If there really is a new queen, she’ll need someone she can trust, someone who has no ties to the old regime.” He trailed off, muttering about things he needed to get done.


I let it go for a few minutes before clearing my throat. “Sorry, but is there somewhere I could clean up and rest? It’s been a bit of a day and this guy is not going to smell any better if we continue to wait,” I said, gesturing to the creature that was still wrapped around my neck.


He blinked, as if seeing the drake for the first time. “Of course. Just follow me. The pools are down here. That poor thing must have been trying to clean up a nasty waterway to smell like that.”


I blinked. “Clean up? The reports said he was killing livestock with his breath.”


“Nope, not that guy. I mean, he probably could make their hair stand on end right now but he couldn’t kill them. I think I remember there being a beast that liked to foul up waters but I can’t remember what it was called. Anyway, water drakes, like the one you have, are very protective of waterways. They will make sure that they are clean and often travel to ones that are stagnant to fix them. They are protective creatures and generally good-natured. They are also semi-sentient and considered a distant cousin of Dragons.” He glanced at the preening creature around my neck and smiled.


“He is in good health, despite the smell, and seems to like you. You will have a friend for life with that one. And he should be about full grown. The last decade of their adolescence involves their horns and tail getting longer, but he looks about done with that.”


I bit my lip. “If he’s a water drake, does that mean he needs to stay in water to survive?”


“Thankfully, no. It’s just the element that he’s most attuned to. He’s probably the best dowsing rod you could hope for and would keep you alive if you got lost in the sands.” Cledwyn showed me where to find a towel and left me to my privacy but before he left, he asked me what I was going to name my drake.


“I was thinking ‘Wuzzy’,” I told him as I carefully removed the bolo that was still wrapped around his muzzle and neck.


“Wuzzy? Why would you name a male water drake ‘Wuzzy’?”


I just snickered and lowered my new pet into the hot springs. Jokes weren’t nearly as funny if you had to explain them.
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Faron


I groaned as I heard Cledwyn come in, talking to someone. Whoever it was kept their voice quiet, making it easier to ignore. Not Cledwyn, though. No. His voice always seemed to carry, no matter what he did. And it always carried straight to my room when I was trying to have a nice day off.


The voice quieted and moved lower in the house, making me sigh in relief.


I didn’t get many days off of Council business. I didn’t really want them. It was too easy to become complacent when you lived for the days that you did nothing. Still, a man needs to have a day to relax once in a while.


But this is the day four, I reminded myself. I’ve had enough time off. If I don’t get moving soon, chances are that I won’t at all. Even as these thoughts circled, trying to find a purchase, I pushed them away and rolled over. I could worry about it tomorrow. Or maybe the day after.


I was nearly back asleep when Cledwyn’s voice started again, this time calling my name. I groaned and rolled over, pulling my pillow over my head.


Don’t wanna, I griped silently.


“Faron! Wake up!” the Clan leader demanded while pounding on my door.


“Go away!” I replied, the words muffled by the pillow. It was a wonderful pillow and I liked it very much.


“Get up! You’ve slept the day away and I have a job for you.”


I grumbled but obeyed this time. I had a couple reasons and his loud voice was doing a great job at reminding me what they were. For one, he was probably right about the day being gone. I had to be careful about that. Living in the caves meant that you didn’t always realize how much time had passed. It was much easier when I was traveling. Everything was easier when I wasn’t stuck in a city or compound.


And hotter, I reminded myself, grimacing at the memory of the late-season heatwave we’d had just a few weeks before. It felt like someone was trying to set me on fire. Generally, Dragons like the heat and they like sunlight, but only in Dragon form. In our two-legged form, it was just as damaging and draining as it would be for the average human.


Not that most Dragons would ever admit to it. Whoever it was that started the Dragon superiority movement needs to be staked out in the desert for a few years and then forgotten about, I griped as I moved toward the water pitcher and splashed my face. Like most people from the Celestial Clan’s compound, I was a bit touchy about xenophobes and racists. It happens when you grow up in a population where Dragons and Wraiths work hand-in-hand to survive. A few of the border compounds are the same, but with Dwarves instead of Wraiths. No one wants to talk about how we all would have died without the Wraiths and Dwarves. That would mean we aren’t perfect.


I let the mental complaints subside as I made sure that I was dressed before stumbling over to open the door for Cledwyn. It wouldn’t be the first time I forgot to check and ended up embarrassing myself. Luckily, I’d fallen asleep with pants on this time, even if they weren’t my sleep pants, so I felt decently covered.


“Wh-ah-aht?” I asked, yawning as I spoke. I could have stopped myself but I wanted to prove a point, petty as it was.


“There is a small but urgent matter that just came up. You’re the only one that I trust to take care of it; so, sorry but I’m cutting your vacation short.”


I blinked at him and shook my head, moving to sit on my bed. If I was the only one he trusted then that meant that the Council was up to no good again. Well, probably just a few. I was one of the only agents they had who couldn’t be bribed to ‘do the right thing the wrong way.’ It used to be better but… well, it had been a difficult past few decades.


Once I’d settled, leaning back on my hands, I stared at Cledwyn to let him know I was listening. The man had a lot more words than I did, and it was usually best to just let him talk himself out, but he never started until he knew that I was actually listening.


“Your cousin brought a girl to the Council chambers this afternoon.”


I frowned. “George brought a woman to meet his dad?” I was trying hard to imagine it but I just couldn’t. George wasn’t the type to settle down quickly or easily. I should have heard at least a few rumblings before this.


Cledwyn snickered. “Not quite. Do you remember me mentioning the transportation charms and gates that were found? The ones near the new farms? Well, since you were out on assignment, George was asked to go in your stead. We figured that he could disappear for a longer time without any impact.”


That was a fairly accurate assessment. The Council liked to use me to check up on the various Clans, meaning that it would be obvious if I stopped showing up places or communicating with my information network. As an added bonus, I only came back through the capital at most every two months, making it harder for them to set up last minute missions. It was something I counted on after the last time they gave me a sudden mission. I shuddered just thinking of it.


George was almost my opposite. He would hang around for long periods of time before everyone got tired of him and he had to leave. In fact, he had disappeared from the capital for years. No one knew what he was up to and no one worried or fussed over him when he returned. He was also much better at making friends than I was. That would be an asset when arriving in a completely new territory. Or a very old one. Still, I wasn’t sure how this connected to the girl.


“So, he wanted to introduce a mate before he left?” The idea of George mating was odd but it could happen. Wilder Dragons had been tamed by the right woman.


Cledwyn snorted. “No. You’re usually much quicker than this but you might still be asleep, so I’ll spell it out for you. He left yesterday to try the gate and showed up this afternoon with a girl in tow. A human girl. One that was apparently carrying a necklace with the Balance carved into it.”


The Balance was a well-known image showing a phoenix and an eastern Dragon circling each other. It was also what we were given to identify the phoenix with, although no one was certain that such a being existed at all. All we knew was that some half-dead seer had once foretold that the Dragons would die out if they never achieved balance and that the phoenix would lead us there. I wasn’t sure I believed it but a lot of people did.


“And? What do you want me to do about her?” I asked, not sure what he was after.


“I need you to act as her bodyguard while she’s here. The Council is split on what to do with her and it worries me, quite frankly.”


I frowned. “What, they don’t know if they should send her home or not?” It seemed like a pretty cut and dry situation to me. If the girl wanted to leave, she should be sent home. Freedom wouldn’t mean much if you enslaved someone to achieve it.


“No,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “I just barely stopped them from deciding whether to burn her alive to activate her powers or marry her off to someone so that she can bring balance.”


Freezing, I stared at him with an incredulous look. “What?”


Cledwyn nodded and looked over his shoulder at the open door. He closed it gently before turning back to face me. “Things are getting worse. Can’t you feel it?”


I grunted. He was right. There were more and more problems cropping up that I needed to fix but couldn’t. Not really. It was like every selfish emotion we had was being amplified to the point that people no longer cared who it hurt, even if it was themselves. We hadn’t recognized it as a problem at first because it was just building on what already existed. It was why I was so cautious when it came to resting. I had always been a fairly lazy person and I’d had to fight against that part of myself for years but it had gotten much harder to get going once I lost momentum.


The point was, ever since we lost the Wraith’s aid, about fifty years back, everything had gotten worse. If Cledwyn was right about the Council, then it didn’t matter who or what the girl was. She needed protection.


“Fine. I’ll be her bodyguard.”


Even if I have a feeling I’m going to regret it. Skies, I hate bodyguard duty!


“Good. And, who knows, maybe you’ll finally have a mate and I won’t have to see you as often.”


I glared at my uncle. He knew better than anyone why that wasn’t going to happen. I’d gone into service with the Council to protect my family but just because I wasn’t around much didn’t mean I didn’t see what was going on. All of my siblings had found mates and I was happy for them. Mostly. The problem was that they had to split their time between the family home and their in-laws, not to mention they were considered little better than criminals by most people. No, I refused to marry someone who made me hate myself and I refused to drag someone into that miserable existence. Cledwyn was just going to have to get over it and stop trying to play matchmaker.


Besides, why would I be interested in some helpless female who managed to get kidnapped by a flirt like George?
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Pearl


After cleaning Wuzzy up, and myself for that matter, I’d gone back upstairs and been directed to a bedroom by Cledwyn. He brought up some food for me as well, which was good because I hadn’t eaten anything that morning in preparation for dealing with the scent of that pond and it was well past dinner time. Well, probably just about dinner time where I’d been. The time difference was more than a little confusing. The point was, I was pretty sure I could feel my stomach scraping my backbone and was grateful when it stopped.


Anyway, by the time my new pet and I finished eating, we were completely done in and collapsed on the bed before sleeping the whole night through.


Unfortunately, the next morning didn’t go nearly as smoothly.


“I’ve never met a more excitable princess in my life,” my new bodyguard drawled as he leaned against the wall.


“Lazy Dragon,” I growled back, feeling more than a little fired up.


It had been like that ever since I walked down to breakfast. Upon arriving on the ground floor, Cledwyn had called me into the dining room and introduced me to his nephew, Faron of the Storm Clan.


They were nothing alike.


Where Cledwyn was gentility, good-humor, and kindness, Faron reminded me of a bear that was just out of hibernation, grumpy and tired. He was rather lazy in everything from his dress to his demeanor to his grooming. His brown hair stuck up in odd places and his beard was bushy and unkempt. Also, he seemed to hold me personally responsible for ruining his life. I wasn’t certain how or what but apparently it was all my fault.


Almost as soon as we met, we started sniping at each other. I couldn’t even remember who started it but, within moments of meeting, we’d reached an agreement that we mutually disliked each other. The last time I’d been this frustrated with someone was when I had to train a disgraced nobleman’s son how to be a part of the militia. They had come from Alenia originally and the boy had thought that he not only deserved special treatment but also had the right to accost me ‘without repercussions’. His words, not mine. He then had to heal from a broken arm in the village jail while the word was explained to him in greater detail.


And that brat didn’t manage to annoy me as much, even if he was more stuck up, I thought grumpily. But, I swear that if Faron calls me ‘Princess’ one more time, I’m going to shave half his beard and then break his smallest toes. Those heal fast enough but it will be a pain while he waits.


“Settle down, you two,” Cledwyn sighed and spooned another helping of mushrooms into his bowl. That was just another thing that would take some getting used to.


Apparently, the Great Desert was pretty much devoid of life unless you dug deep enough. The ancient caverns were a treasure trove of fungus and there was even some good soil if you went to the lowest caverns. They’d begun farming grains and cold weather vegetables in the depths of the various canyons, using mirrors to bring sunlight in and hand pollinating everything. In addition to the lack of native plants–which included cacti, strangely enough–there were also very few, if any, animals. The ones that were present were pests that had come in with various food shipments. How the Dragons had survived before discovering the fungus was anyone’s guess, but it had most of the nutrients that they needed as well as the proteins the required to stay healthy.


Not that it seems to be working for Faron, if his attitude is anything to go by. Still, people rarely act out without a reason.


“Why are you so sleety?” I asked, beyond frustrated. I didn’t even know how we’d started arguing and it was wearing me out.


Both men blinked at me and asked, “What?”


“Sleety? It means bitter and cold. It’s pretty much confined to Northern Mindep. We get some crazy weather patterns, being so close to the Fey Forest.”


Cledwyn let out a soft, “Huh. Maybe it’s because he’s Storm Clan.”


I frowned at the older man as he tried to stop himself from laughing at the bad joke. Faron, on the other hand, looked like he was going to bust a vein. The odd tattoo on the side of his face seemed to darken from silver to slate grey as his face grew red. The design was rather fascinating, reminding me of the evergreen garlands we used to decorate our house every midwinter. Somehow, I didn’t think that’s what it was though.


All the rest of the Dragons seemed to have tattoos that connected to their Clans in some way. George was from the Wind Clan, so his markings were nearly invisible and looked like swirling white lines. Mixcóatl was from the Fire Clan and had flames. Even Cledwyn made sense, in a way. He was Celestial and I’d heard about a magical spyglass that could see colorful clouds in the stars, just like the Clan leader’s markings. They were apparently called ‘nebula’ and were said to be absolutely beautiful. I couldn’t see how evergreens were connected to storms though.


“What are you staring at, Princess?” he grumbled.


For some reason, the nickname that I’d grudgingly accepted and begun to laugh at when it was given to me by the Fey soldiers was back to irksome when this man used it.


“Your markings. I’m trying to figure out what they represent.”


Cledwyn snorted. “Have you ever seen someone who was struck by lightning and survived? It leaves a pattern that’s inscribed on their skin. What you’re looking at is the path that lightning takes once it hits.”


I blinked and turned to look at Faron again. “Huh. Well, that explains the color but why is such a lazy guy marked by something known to be pure energy?”


I am ashamed to say that even though I grew up working around sailors and soldiers, I’d never heard even half of the curses Faron used. That mix of words and phrases was truly spectacular and made me wish I’d brought my notebook out when I went to breakfast. I sort of collected curses, writing them down and sending them to some of my brother’s old military instructors. It was always fun when they sent thank you back for the new options. They liked variety and I certainly wasn’t going to use them. Well, not in front of my family, at least.


Faron’s collection was so astounding that it even shocked my host into silence! Or maybe he’s just mortified at Faron’s outburst. When he finally wound down, I started clapping.


“That was astounding. I'm definitely going to write some of those down. They’ll be fun to use when I get home.”


The men stared at me in consternation before Faron rose and left the table, letting us know that he was going for a long walk.


Cledwyn sighed. “I wish you hadn’t pushed his buttons like that. Then again, he seemed to be doing the same or worse with you, so I suppose it’s only fair.”


I frowned. “I was being serious about the curses. I’ll definitely use them when I’m back home. It should shock some of my recruits enough to push them past their limits.”


“Recruits?”


I smiled. “Yep! I train the militias back home. Most of the towns in Northern Mindep have sent their men to work with me.” His incredulous expression made me laugh. “I know. I look weak and vulnerable. I’m short, I’m petite, am generally considered pretty, and I’m a woman. But I was also raised by a man who believed in helping his children achieve their dreams. He saw my interest in strategy and battle and got me the teachers I needed. He figured that I would fight either way but if I had the best training he could supply, at least I would be safer.”


He frowned. “That makes sense. In a way. I don’t know that I’d do the same if I had a daughter, though.” Cledwyn paused and seemed to think something over before speaking up again. “You still need to have Faron as a bodyguard. The most important reason being that he knows the area and the dangers while you don’t.”


I nodded, accepting this easily. Why fight the obvious?


“And,” Cledwyn continued, “I think it would be smart to hide just how capable you are. Whether you can defend yourself against a Dragon or not, you should keep it quiet. There’s a lot going on right now that you don’t understand, that you can’t understand until you see it firsthand. You may very well be the phoenix that we’ve been waiting for but you’ll be no good to anyone if you’re dead. Until we can get you home, I want you near either Faron or myself at all times. Everyone else is to be considered suspect.”


“But, everyone saw me walking around with a sword on. Won’t they assume I know how to use it?”


He shook his head. “Like you said, you don’t look impressive. Even with the smell, you were pretty enough to draw attention so I’m betting that most people either didn’t notice or thought you were carrying it for show.”


It made sense but didn’t at the same time. I mean, the part about people ignoring the sword made a lot of sense. It was the first part. Very few people would tell you to distrust their entire species. Something was going on, beyond the bits and pieces that George had shared. Cledwyn was correct, however. Until I knew the lay of the land and could reassess, being underestimated was going to be my best offense and defense.


I nodded at the Clan leader.


“Understood, sir. I’ll do my best to play the captured maiden.”


Hopefully, we’re being paranoid, but better cautious than dead.










CHAPTER 5: ...THIS IS DIFFERENT
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Pearl


The next few days were spent hiding out in Cledwyn’s house. As much as I would have loved to wander around and explore, I also knew that I should avoid it at all costs. Based on what I knew, if it got out that people thought I was a phoenix I would most likely be mobbed.


No, I couldn’t go out until I could reasonably appear to be a Dragon. It was the only safe way. I had to infiltrate their society and the best way to do that was with research.


So, I hunkered down in Cledwyn’s library and started studying. Anytime I had a question that couldn’t be answered, I wrote it down so I could ask my host later. The problem was that I didn’t know what I didn’t know. So, I studied until I knew what to ask.


The first thing I looked into were the tattoos I’d seen on everyone. Apparently, everyone had a tattoo that identified their Clan somewhere on their body and it had to be easily seen at all times. That meant that clothing styles varied depending on where you had your markings. If it was only visible on your back, then you probably wore clothes that exposed at least part if not your entire back. And, it wasn’t technically a tattoo. It was a marking that appeared when they were born and hinted at the type of magic they might have. So, Faron most likely had the ability to use lightning and anyone in the Wind Clan could make it breezy.


Some Clans didn’t have powers associated with them, like the Celestial Clan. If they had powers, they seemed to be light-based only. So, Cledwyn could create colorful clouds? Hmmm… It generally followed family lines, though, so I was betting that they tended to be tribalistic by nature. After all, the only way to have the strongest power with fire was to come from a family line that was pure Fire Clan. I wasn’t sure yet what happened when you mixed the bloodlines but I had a feeling that it wasn’t encouraged. It also seemed like Clan was everything.


Each Clan had a leader, known as the Clan Head, that was in charge of the various family members or families that made up the Clan. Sometimes the Clans were a mix of Dragons from different areas of the world but rarely did the markings overlap that way. Fire was the only one with multiple Fire Clans combined into one, according to the texts.


Interestingly enough, they weren’t the only Dragons who could breathe fire! Even in human form, all dragons were capable of producing fire but few did, as it served little purpose and wasn’t easy to do. Naturally, the Fire Clan had an easier time than most with this ability. It was one reason that they were so big, because fire was probably a Dragon’s most common element to control.


The larger or more powerful Clans would send their Clan Head to the Council to represent them in national matters. Well, what would be national matters if they were actually a nation. Apparently, a lot of what the Council did was limit infighting, try to find a way out of the desert, and deal with resource management. That was the biggest problem the Dragons faced. Food and water were both in short supply. Apparently, they got help with food from both their eastern cousins and the Dwarves to their west. Unfortunately, once the war started, the Wraiths had cut off all aid and put the Dragons in a bit of a pickle.


It wasn’t until five years before that they’d managed to find a way to farm anything other than mushrooms. They’d discovered good soil buried deep underground and decided to take a chance and try and grow something instead of shipping in all their food. According to Cledwyn, it had taken some of the strain off.


Wuzzy growled playfully and started attacking my foot as I tapped it in frustration, forcing a smile out of me. He was quite entertaining and apparently rare, according to the book I’d found. Drakes were slow to age and slow to reproduce but their young could be left alone as soon as three days after hatching. They were semi-sentient, as Cledwyn had mentioned, but they also had a tendency to pair bond with both each other and sentients. When they mated, it was for life. When they chose a sentient companion, it was also for life. I hadn’t just gained a pet, I’d gotten a new family member.


That was something I had plenty of experience with, even if I didn’t always know what to do with him.


I put my book down and looked at the scaly little guy as he tapped the toe of my boot with his webbed hands and snickered. “Lana is going to love you, Wuzzy. I doubt she’s going to let you come home with me when you two meet.”


“You actually named your drake ‘Wuzzy’?” asked a deep voice from the doorway.


“Of course!” I responded as peppily as I could while refusing to look at him. It wouldn’t do to let Faron know he’d gotten under my skin and I definitely didn’t want to jump and prove I hadn’t known he was there.


“Why?”


I smirked and turned back to one of the journals I’d been inspecting. “It’s an inside joke.”


He frowned. At least, it sounded like he’d frowned. “Can you really have an inside joke without anyone else on the inside?”


Shrugging, I pulled the enthusiastic drake off my boot and let him curl around my shoulders again. He let out his bubbling purr and nuzzled against my head before grabbing my braided hair and petting it.


“When I get home, there will plenty of people who understand the joke. You’re just upset because you don’t.”


He growled like a bear–or a Dragon, I suppose–and stomped back out of the room, muttering about impossible women.


I just grinned and turned back to the books in front of me.


The only problem was, I didn’t realize that Wuzzy had scooted a book too close to the edge, so when I moved, my hand knocked it off the table and directly into the fireplace.


I gasped and automatically lunged to grab it, only to realize a second too late that I was reaching into a fire. When I pulled my hand back, holding the book, flames were dancing along my arm, though not a single twinge of pain had occurred. I quickly set the slightly singed book down and looked at the tongues of fire as they crawled around my forearm and hand.


Well, that’s never happened before. It was one thing to be unburned, it was another to have literal flames crawling over my arm like caterpillars. And then there was the fact that my shirt wasn’t even singed.


It was only when I heard footsteps outside the door that I realized I was just staring at them. I blinked and then shook my arm over the fire, the flames falling back to where they came from while looking more like feathers than flame. Within moments, my arm was back to normal and just as pale as ever.


“Everything alright in here?” Cledwyn asked as he walked in.


“Yep. Just doing a bit of light research.”


He hummed and looked at the book that had just fallen into the fire. “What happened to this one?”


“Sorry. It was too close to the edge and got a bit singed.” It was the best excuse I could think of and I wasn’t even lying. I didn’t like obfuscating the truth, though.


I can’t tell anyone about this, I reasoned. It would be all the proof they needed that I was a phoenix! Back home, that might not be a problem. Here, though? I hid a shudder at the thought.


“Um, do you have an area for me to train where no one will see me? Maybe near the hot springs?” I asked, tentatively.


He nodded, looking me over carefully. He could tell something was wrong but not what it was. He reminded me a lot of my brother, that way. Eric had always been good at figuring that stuff out and it drove all of us crazy. “If you look under the stairwell, you’ll see a door to a training area. I think it’s empty right now.”


I smiled and thanked him, moving at a moderate pace to the training room, hoping that it would have what I needed.


If my power over flames had increased, my strength would have as well. I needed to get it under control before I accidentally hurt someone. Sifu had always told me that you needed to know your strength when outside of combat so you weren’t surprised by it when the time to fight came. I needed to cling to that discipline right then to keep from spiraling. My life had gone from relatively simple to incredibly complicated and I wasn’t enjoying it.


Not. One. Bit.
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It took nearly a week before the Council deigned to speak to me again. Apparently, they’d reached a decision. Cledwyn warned me that it wouldn’t be one that made me happy, but it was much better than most of the options that had been presented. Granted, he wouldn’t tell me what those options were, but I trusted him on this. He knew what was going on and wasn’t going to lead me astray.


He just wasn’t going to tell me something that would piss me off.


Not that I blamed him. He’d had ample time to see what my anger looked like when acting as the referee between Faron and me. We rubbed each other the wrong way and it resulted in some… less than appropriate shouting matches. Which was odd. I rarely yelled at someone when I was upset. If I knew them, I would get very quiet before explaining how they’d messed up. If I didn’t, I would flirt with them in order to make them underestimate me more before I utterly destroyed them in front of witnesses. Usually, in an actual fight. Luckily for my reputation, those instances were few and far between. Eric usually got to them before I did.


He always was a spoilsport.


I sighed and swung my legs back and forth as I sat in an oversized chair in the Council’s antechamber. It had been planned during the hottest part of the day so everyone was inside their homes and I didn’t have to parade around with my obviously foreign clothing. Not that they wanted me to feel like a dirty secret or anything… And even after they called me in to tell me their verdict, they made me wait. I wasn’t getting a good feeling about these people. Generally, that is a tactic used by those wishing to assert their power over others. You don’t need to do that if you feel secure.


Granted, this wouldn’t be the only political system run by power-hungry people, I admitted to myself. Still, it doesn’t bode well for me. They’ve already proven that what little pull I might have doesn’t matter to them, otherwise they would actually care bout what the Fey are going to do when they find me. I can respect the idea of your people coming first, but that doesn’t seem to be what’s going on…


The door creaked, distracting me, and the same guard I’d seen on my first day gestured for me to enter.


Because I wasn’t in shock, exhausted, and constantly inhaling the stench of a dirty drake, I was able to appreciate the beauty of the Council chamber this time. The stone had all been polished smooth and carved so that the natural striations in the rock were exposed for all to see. The decorations were plentiful but simple, not nearly as ostentatious as the rest of the building, and the curvature of the ceiling seemed to allow everyone to hear without creating an echo chamber.


I was also able to examine the Council itself. The number of different cultures represented was still astounding, showcasing people with the palest of skin tones to the darkest; every color seemed to be present, as well as all manner of body types. In general, Dragons appeared to be larger than their human counterparts, but that seemed to depend on their home region as well. Those who looked like they were from the far south were significantly shorter than the ones who had probably come from the Northern Continent.


The woman George had called Mixcóatl was still acting as the voice of the Council and a perfect example of this trend.


“Welcome back, Miss Mercer. We’ve invited you here to let you know our decision on what to do with you,” she said, looking even shorter as she sat next to George’s father.


I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t respond and saw Cledwyn roll his eyes at the overly officious nature of this announcement. She sounded like she was trying to impress someone but no one present seemed in the mood to be impressed.


“It has been decided that you will remain in Council custody for the time being.”


As opposed to all the other options? I thought sarcastically. What I said aloud was, “What will this custody entail and why can’t I be sent home?”


That seemed to annoy the Councilwoman. “You will be remanded into protective custody until we can ascertain whether you are, in fact, the phoenix or not.”


“A.”


She blinked. “What?”


“A phoenix, not the phoenix. There are as many different types of phoenixes as there are Dragons. At least, that’s what my sister’s books tell us.”


“Wait! So you’re telling me, that this girl might not even be the right type of bird, or whatever it is?” asked a Councilwoman with curly hair the color of river sand. I glanced down and spotted a nameplate that proclaimed her ‘Stephanie of the Hill Clan.’ She tisked and leaned back, crossing her arms over her ample chest before muttering, “I don’t know why we’re even here if she ain’t even useful.”


A few others joined in the muttering, both about me and about Stephanie’s interruption.


Mixcóatl tried to regain control. “That isn’t the point. We need to be sure that you aren’t the one who will free us.”


That got a few more mutters along the lines of, ‘she better be useful for something.’ Mixcóatl merely cleared her throat before continuing.


“Now, tell us about yourself.” I stayed quiet. “Maybe where you got that pretty pendant from? Did someone give it to you or did you buy it for yourself?” she tried, although she couldn’t quite pull off the coaxing tone she was going for.


I kept my mouth shut tight.


The woman wanted to use me for something. It may have been to help free the Dragons or it may have been to maintain power, but she didn’t care one whit about me or upholding justice. Heck, it didn’t seem like she cared about her own people. Everything I’d seen showed that she wanted power and not much else. George’s dad–Bleiz, according to the nameplate–was no better. When the Fire Clan leader got tired of asking questions that I wouldn’t answer, he decided to try.


Only his were much more telling about who he really was than the straightforward ones that I’d ignored at first.


“You are such a pretty thing. I’m sure that you must have a lover back home. Don’t you want to help us get free so we can fly you back to him?”


I frowned at him, feeling a bit gross now that I know he’d been looking at me that way. I mean, yes, that was a pretty typical response. I’d dealt with it before, but this was also the man who made his stance on humans very clear, so his sudden interest jumped to all-new levels of disturbing.


“And don’t you want to know if you’re the phoenix?” he continued. “I mean, imagine the power and acclaim that will come with being one. I bet that you’ll grow even more beautiful once you have your first transformation. That’s the way it works for us Dragons, and you are supposed to balance us. And if you aren’t betrothed back home, I’m sure that you could find a Dragon that would satisfy you.”


His eyes heated as he said ‘satisfy’ and I had the overwhelming urge to put more clothes on. Considering I was dressed for the coming winter, there was little that needed to be covered up. Luckily, a few of the other ladies seemed to feel the same way and they cut the interview short by clearing their throats rather pointedly and shooting him some scathing glances.


Cledwyn was the next person to speak. “If the transport gates are down again, as you say, then why don’t we send her home with the Wraiths. If what she says is true, that the old queen is gone and the new one has a treaty with the Fey, then it should be perfectly safe to send her that way.”


Mixcóatl smiled and I felt a chill go down my spine. “That might work, but who’s to say that she could get back over the border? Or that the Wraiths would help her get home? No, it is much safer to keep her here. Maybe it will give her a chance to get to know our people and realize just how much she is hurting us by not cooperating.”


With that parting shot, I was escorted back out and forced to wait for Cledwyn to finish his meeting.


Luckily, I had plenty to think about while I was waiting. The most important thing being that during the interview, Mixcóatl had shifted her position several times but the only one that seemed truthful is that she wanted to prove that I wasn’t their phoenix. That really left me wondering, if she didn’t want me there, why wasn’t she letting me leave?
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Faron


The woman was infuriating and I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like she ever did anything that was overtly offensive. In fact, most of the time, she kept to herself and she didn’t leave the townhouse unless she was going to talk to the Council with Cledwyn. Still, there was something about her that pushed my buttons.


Which is odd, considering very few things can fill me with this much emotion. It’s uncomfortable.


I sighed and got back to the task at hand, which was reading through the various reports from my informants. It was about time for me to start my rounds again and I wanted to make sure that I wouldn’t be blindsided. It had happened a few times before I set up a proper information network. I only needed to almost die once before I decided enough was enough. A little extra effort, or a lot, was worth it.


The reports I was looking at didn’t paint a pretty picture. I had at least five people to visit, which was a lot more than normal. Five people going downhill in less than a month meant that something was going horribly wrong.


Not that anything has gone right over the last few years, I thought with a groan. Things had been getting worse for the last fifty years but the past decade had seen a rapid societal degradation that was so quick it didn’t make sense. It should have been moving slower or shown up in the impoverished areas first. Instead, the wealthiest citizens were going crazy and taking the rest of the Dragons with them.


A knock at the door distracted me from my depressing thoughts.


“Come in,” I called out in my typical dull tones. It was getting harder to sound enthusiastic about pretty much anything, which only served to depress me more.


Lucky for me, the princess was the one knocking.


“Hi. Sorry to interrupt,” she began, sounding more polite than normal. It put me immediately on edge. “Do you mind taking me out to shop?”


I stared at her, completely at a loss. “Shop?”


She rolled her eyes. “Yes, shop. I only have the clothes that were in my pack and the weather here is much different from back home. I was expecting snow, not sweltering heat. I need some clothes to help me blend in and not die from heatstroke.”


“Why didn’t you buy them before now?” I asked. I didn’t want to be rude but it seemed like a decent question. Who lives in the desert for over a week without getting the correct clothes? And how have I never noticed? Distraction was a life or death issue for me, so the lack of awareness really shook me.


She sighed and leaned against the door jamb. “For one thing, I thought the Council would send me home by now. Unfortunately, they told me two days ago that I won’t be leaving anytime soon.” She grumbled something unintelligible that made me want to smile. I may not have understood the words, but the tone was the same one that I used when talking about the Council. “Then there’s the fact that I was told to keep a low profile. Cledwyn was the one to give me that advice, so I actually trust it. If I’m going to be here any longer, though, I’m going to need some clothes that help me blend in instead of stick out.”


I blinked and nodded. She was right, of course. She didn’t look completely out of place, mostly because everyone clung tightly to their original cultures so there was a wide variety of styles to choose from, but her outfit was only suited to staying indoors and only in the lowest levels of the Canyon.


So, after letting her go to grab a bag to store her new purchases, we left for the market.


I hated market days, if only because of the attitudes of those around me. Things had been different when I was little. People had worked together and tried to help one another. Now it was just another platform to showcase the greed that had overtaken most of our race. It was no longer about survival but a competition with everyone else and it was a cutthroat one at that.


Pearl was clearly used to moving through crowded streets and examining goods. She seemed to take in the whole market at a glance and drift toward the best stalls. They weren’t the most expensive, but they usually carried the best products for the most reasonable prices and were the most polite. Almost every one of them was from either a small Clan or a border Clan. Then again, those were the people who seemed to be the least affected by whatever was happening, so it made sense.


With very little fuss and remarkably little time, my charge had purchased the needed clothing and was on her way back to my side. Despite our constant arguments, she seemed to respect my position as her bodyguard, which was quite unusual. Most of the time when I had bodyguard duty, the person I was guarding would go out of their way to make things difficult for me. Even if they were the one who hired and was actually paying for me. They would chafe at the rules I placed on them and some would go out of their way to cause me problems.


Pearl seemed to understand what I needed and worked to obey those rules without my needing to do more than mention them. Some, I didn’t actually say. She was always within sight and had only gone out of reach once, when the stall was too small for two people, let alone a third. When there was a group of rowdy men who were causing problems for a shop owner, she moved to my side immediately, even though she was clearly not scared. She didn’t even try and demand I do something about them, like several of my other clients.


The one time that I needed her to move away from someone, someone I knew was a problem but that she wouldn’t, she did it without a single word of protest. It was odd to have someone actually trust my judgment. What’s more, I could tell she was a fighter by the way she moved, so her trust meant more than it would have if she was just a weak princess like I teased her she was.


Unfortunately, you can only do or guard against so much. When I heard someone yell “It’s the Phoenix!” I knew we were in trouble.


A lot of trouble.










CHAPTER 6: A BIT OF EXCITEMENT




[image: ]





Pearl


I wasn’t quite sure how I managed it, but I talked Faron into taking me shopping. I didn’t even have to yell at him, although I was sorely tempted at one point. Honestly, it took far too much effort to explain that I needed clothes and why. Pretty much everyone else could instantly see that what I was wearing was completely inappropriate for the area, yet he seemed clueless.


It’s like he purposefully finds stupid things to argue with me about, I griped as I put my latest purchase in my pack. Most of the clothes were lightweight, so they didn’t take much space. Not that it would matter much. I’d emptied my pack of most of the heavy clothes I’d brought with me. You don’t really need a wool sweater in the desert. Not unless you are going to drench it first or use it as a torture device.


Actually, I was pretty happy with my purchases, taking pleasure in mixing and matching styles until I had assembled a number of outfits that suited me. Since my father was a well-known merchant, I was used to doing that sort of thing. He always said it was the best advertisement to have us wear the styles of many countries in a comfortable and casual manner. If we made it seem normal, people wondered what would be considered special. It forced people to guess at your wealth and check out your product to find what exotic things you’d brought back.


Alright, I have tunics, pants, underclothes, vests, headscarves, sashes, shoes, and a lighter cloak. What else do I need? I mused as I continued to move through the market, always careful to stay near Faron. I’d worked as a bodyguard before and knew what it took to do the job. If Cledwyn said I needed a bodyguard then there was no reason to think he was lying. It meant that I needed to make sure to play nice. That was the main reason that I left Wuzzy at the townhouse. He would have caused too much of a commotion.


Besides, I don’t want to be the bratty client. I’ve dealt with those before and I never want to be the reason that someone gets hurt unnecessarily.


My first time as a bodyguard was for a family friend. His daughter was in danger because he refused to smuggle contraband for some businessmen from Crechel. Unfortunately, she didn’t think she was in danger and was annoyed by being stuck with me all the time. We may have been the same social sphere but we were not friends and she chafed at the rules I placed on her. Which is why it didn’t surprise me when she ignored them and I was injured when I had to save her life. And that was the second time I pulled her out of the way of imminent danger.


The next time I took a job like that it was for the King’s niece. She had been raised to understand how bodyguards worked and why she should listen, so she was incredibly pleasant to work for and we got along famously. Her acceptance allowed me to keep her completely safe while not overly restricting her movements. I decided then and there that if I was ever in a position to need protection, I would take it gracefully, not fighting tooth and nail.


A sigh escaped me. It might have been fun to make him mad by being obnoxious, though, but even I can’t be that mean or reckless.


As I moved toward a stall with hair combs and pins, I spotted someone who looked rather familiar. He was handsome, with brilliant green eyes and black hair that shone nearly blue in the sunlight. Then it clicked! I’d seen him when George and I first arrived. He had the same coloring and height as King Tiertanal, so it had drawn my attention then, the same way it did now.


The mystery man smiled at me, his full lips twisting upward in a rather sensual manner. Sadly, it was a wasted effort. He just looked too much like the man I was going to call brother for me to take it seriously. So, instead of fainting at his feet like I’m sure he wanted, I smiled and continued on my way.


I’m broken, I thought, even my inner voice sounding frustrated. Everyone else sees a handsome man that is flirting and tries to get to know them. I see it and am reminded of family. Why can’t I be interested in someone for once! Oh, well. At least I didn’t start analyzing his fighting style based on the way he moved. Then again, he was standing still both times I saw him.


I finished paying and started looking around at the little odds and ends that were for sale. Most of the decorative items were made of rock or glass. There was a lot of glass. Then again, when you have a lot of sand and people who can breathe fire, why not?


I snickered and muttered, “A whole new way of blowing glass. Maybe I should try it.”


That was about the time that things started going… sideways.


Because of the extreme difference in skin tones, I’d decided that the best way to blend in was to leave my hair down and pretend that I belonged. They could wonder where my markings were but it was generally considered impolite to ask. Judging by the comments of the various merchants, they thought I was from an isolated compound up north, where temperatures still dropped significantly at night, often to freezing.


That tacit acceptance of my being a Dragon came to an abrupt halt. Or, at least, that would be how Belle would describe someone rushing over to me while yelling, “It’s the phoenix!”


My response was naturally, “Wait, what?”


I didn’t have long to think about the odd situation because it went from uncomfortable to completely out of control in less than a minute.


Once people realized that I wasn’t a Dragon and actually heard what the man was calling me, they took up his cry as well. It was madness in half-a-minute. People were yanking on my arms, begging for me to free them from their prison while others were yelling that they didn’t need help from a soft skin like me.


And then, the pulling got worse. It felt like they were trying to pull me apart and they were getting so agitated that a few had begun transforming. Grasping fingers quickly turned into sharp claws and bruises gave way to torn skin.


As much as I struggled, I couldn’t seem to get out. I had trained in fighting for years and I had no idea how to escape the mob of Dragons that had me in their grasp. I could barely breathe, let alone get enough momentum to do harm. All I could do was try and let the momentum pass through me and trust my newfound strength to help protect me. A quick glance told me that Faron had been pulled away by the surging crowd and was fighting like mad to get back to my side, but it was a losing battle. He was stuck and so was I.


Things were getting more and more violent, with the ones who were begging me for help getting mad at the angry ones and the angry ones attempting to get in close so that they could kill me. The pulling grew worse and worse until suddenly…


…it stopped.


I was flying above the crowd, who had no idea that I was gone. When I looked up, I spotted the guy that reminded me of Tier and sighed in relief.


Even if he becomes a problem, it’s a lot easier to fight off one man than it is to fight a hundred.


We hadn’t gone very far before he set us down in an alley between market stalls, the area unusually empty of people.


“Are you alright?” he asked, examining my arms carefully.


I grunted and pulled away when his touch became a bit too rough. Granted, a feather would have been too rough, but I still needed him to stop. “I’ll be fine. I think the blood helped with the escape. I was too slippery to hold on to. I really wish I’d known that Dragons can partially shift.”


The man grimaced. “Yes, well, most can’t. They were losing control and about to go into a full shift. If that had happened, you would have been dead.”


“Lovely,” I said with a bright smile. “I’ve always wanted to be torn to shreds by a desperate mob. Well, that or marry a prince.”


He didn’t get the joke. “Humans are much stranger than I remember.”


I sighed and leaned against a wall while cataloging my injuries. They’d gotten me pretty good, not only cutting up my arms but also my shoulders and back. A few of the wounds were very close to major arteries, assuring me that I hadn’t overreacted. I really was lucky to be alive.


“Thank you for the timely exit. How did you know?”


He shrugged. “I know most of the women around here and I would have recognized a beauty like you. And it was pretty obvious that you were in trouble when you disappeared into the middle of that crowd.”


I blinked and smiled at him vacuously. That line was very well-rehearsed, every bit of it. Very carefully, I stopped leaning against the wall and moved toward the center of the alley, pretending that I needed to stretch my legs as I did.


Unfortunately, my caution came too late. The man moved forward quickly and grasped me by the shoulder an instant later.


“Where are you off to?” he asked, his voice practically purring as he spoke.


“Nowhere. I think someone tagged my knee when we were leaving and it is starting to hurt. But now that you mention it, we should probably get out of here before they start searching for me.” My blunt delivery seemed to assure him that I was still clueless. Idiot.


“Oh, no, pet. We’re going to stay right here until things calm down a little. Here, why don’t we hide a bit further back?” he asked, trying to pull me toward the shadow of the canyon wall. A shadow that seemed to go deeper than it should.


I had a bad feeling that if I allowed him to pull me into that place then I would never be coming out again.


So, I lodged a complaint with his plan. Violently.


The man had excellent instincts and reacted quickly when I pulled a knife out of my sleeve and stabbed at him.


Dang, I missed, I thought placidly. Instead of letting my emotions put me into overdrive, I relaxed back into a calm, calculating place that I had worked for years to find. Fighting while emotional leads to stupid mistakes. Fear, anger, glee, or sadness all dulled your senses in some way, whether physically or intellectually, and prevented you from thinking five steps ahead. It was harder this time than usual but I pushed that aside and just concentrated on letting it all go and looking at the present with clear eyes.


“Really?” I asked with a slight smile. “That’s the best you could do? It’s kind of sad, really. You should work on that charm of yours and see if you can get better at it.”


He smiled back, baring his slowly sharpening teeth at me while he did so. “It worked this far, didn’t it?”


I snorted. “Please, the only part of your plan that worked was picking me up out of the crowd that you’d stirred up. Which was honestly a bit ham-fisted.”


Shrugging, he took a step closer, attempting to herd me back toward the shadow. “How was that ham-fisted? You were trapped and I flew to your rescue. It isn’t my fault if you are defective and don’t react correctly.”


Despite the fact that he was echoing my earlier thoughts, I let that glance off of me without worrying about him being partially correct. It may have saved my life, after all. Most other women would have been thrilled to be saved by a handsome Dragon. I just wasn’t one of them. It also made sense why he’d gone out of his way to flirt a bit when he saw me earlier. People were more likely to trust a handsome stranger that had been kind to them. The recognition alone would calm them. For me, it incited my curiosity. Particularly after he pretended to not know who I was. Most men would have used that as an opener, not avoided it like it hadn’t happened.


“For future reference? Assume that the person you’re after has seen you if you’ve seen them,” I advised as I pulled another knife. “I didn’t trust you to begin with and then you avoided mentioning that you saw me a week ago when I arrived with George. You were so careful not to lie that it was a dead give away.”


He frowned but couldn’t ask anything because I chose that moment to lunge forward. Instead of stabbing at him with my knives, I had them folded back along my forearms so that I could block and attack simultaneously. Which he learned the first time he struck at me and came back with his own set of arm wounds.


“Hurts more than you’d expect, right?” I asked mockingly. In my defense, I was covered in injuries already and needed to get the upper hand somehow. Getting him angry seemed to be the best option. And it was working, if only a bit.


The man growled and lunged for me again. After that, it was a quick few minutes of dodge and attack. I scored a number of hits simply by pushing in past his arms and slashing at his sides as I rushed past, only to turn and ready for another attack. It was quick and dirty and completely lacking in elegance, but it was keeping me alive.


I was slowing down, though, and quickly. I’d been hit too many times before getting ‘rescued’. Most of the wounds were clotting already, but it was too late to undo the damage. I was in trouble.


A loud roar filled the ally as someone dropped down from above, my attacker just narrowly dodging the newcomer.


“Faron,” the man with the green eyes spat.


“Niall. I should have guessed. Aren’t you supposed to be off assassinating someone for the Council? Or have they decided to use you to kidnap women now too?” my bodyguard replied. I couldn’t see his face but it didn’t matter. The normal drawl was completely gone, as was any and all inflection. He sounded blank, serious for the first time since I’d met him.


“They want her. I just obey orders, same as you.”


Faron snorted. “Enough. Let’s get this done.” And then he was jumping at Niall, grabbing the smaller man and bearing him to the ground. Apparently, my hits had lowered his reaction time a bit. Good. Glad I managed to do something.


The two men grappled for a long minute before Faron got the upper hand and snapped Niall’s neck with arms that were covered with blue, silver, and purple scales.


All I could think was, Pretty.
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I blinked and looked at Faron as he dropped the corpse on the ground. When his eyes met mine, probably for the first time, I realized that the color of his Dragon was reflected in his eyes. Blue, purple, and silver swirling around in complete harmony, just like his scales.


“Come on,” he said, reaching for my hand. “If the Council wants you, it can’t be good. Now, how hurt are you?”


I blinked as he ran a light hand over my arms and checked the bloody marks on my shoulders and the tears in my pants.


“Um… I’m okay. I think. I’m a bit light-headed and I hurt but the bleeding has either slowed or stopped. I should be good to go without any additional assistance. I’m not processing information too fast, though…”


He sighed in relief, probably partially because I wasn’t as hurt as it first looked and partially because I understood what he was asking. We were going to be running and he needed to know if we could leave immediately or had to hunker down close by. As he relaxed slightly, his pupils sharpened and he glanced around the alley.


“There was probably a guard waiting at the end of that tunnel,” he mumbled, staring at the shadow Niall had tried to drag me into. “But I doubt they know about the other exits. If I can get you out of the city, I can fly us somewhere safe.”


I frowned. “Do we have to go out by the ground? Can’t we go up? I mean, if they are looking for me down here, they won’t be looking for me up there.”


He thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “No. Your blood is pretty pungent and smells nothing like a Dragon. You’d just get surrounded again.” Faron stopped and eyed the tops of the tents before grimacing. “If I can get you over to the other side then we should be safe. How are you at balance?”


“Fair,” I admitted. “My Sifu recommended dance lessons for me and my sisters decided that the best way to practice was on a fence post. Having small feet helps.” I grimaced at the memories of the bruises we got that summer. We eventually stopped trying to dance on it and switched to fencing. Things went smoother after that.


Faron grinned. “Good. Then try to keep up.” And then he threw his shirt over my head and threw me onto the ledge above us.


I growled and got the shirt on correctly in time to see him sprout wings from his back and leap up beside me.


“We’re going to run across the frames of these tents. Since we don’t have wood, they are all made of stone and fairly thick to prevent cracking. I’ll be right behind you with my hands on your shoulders to tell you where to go. When we get to the end of the street, just grab my hands and hold on tight.”


I nodded and did as he said, running forward for about fifty feet before turning left, then right, then left again. We leapt lightly over a tiny alley and I felt my foot start to wobble on the edge of the beam but kept going, correcting myself as I went. Because of his silent direction, I was able to blank my mind and just let my body move. Even if I couldn’t think straight, there was a lot to be said for muscle memory.


We kept going for about ten minutes that way before I felt myself slowing down.


“Keep going,” Faron said by my ear. “We’re almost safe. Just keep going.”


A scream echoed behind us and I found my second wind. Or fifth, considering the day I’d had so far.


“There. Run as fast as you can and hold on,” my bodyguard directed. I took as big a breath as I could and followed his advice, sheathing my knives and clamping my hands on his wrists just as we reached the end of the tents.


The leap was too far for me on a good day but injured, it was impossible. I had Faron, though. He spread his wings and we glided across the street and right up to a hole in the canyon wall. In a moment, his wings were gone and we were running through a dark tunnel toward the circle of light at the end.


It didn’t take nearly as long as I would have guessed. After about twenty minutes, we’d reached the exit and I was finally given a chance to sit down. Which was good because my legs weren’t going to hold me much longer.


“Alright. We’re almost safe,” Faron began as he lowered me to a handy boulder. “This is the narrowest point in the canyon wall so we got out much faster than anyone else could have but we need to keep our lead. To do that, I’m going to need you to trust me.”


I blinked heavily. “I let you glide me across a crowd of people who had just tried to rip me into a million little pieces. I think it is established that I trust you. What do I need to do.”


He sighed. “Don’t run. I’m going to change into my Dragon form and when I do, I’ll hand you up to my back. You can sit at the base of my neck, just in front of my wings. Once you’re there, lay down and put your feet against the base of my wings. You should be able to hold on better that way. I can get us somewhere safe but I’ll be exhausted by the end of the day.”


“Do it,” I said with a nod. “We’re wasting time.”


He grinned and stepped back. “I’ll hold you to that and if you run, I’ll never let you outlive the shame.”


I just snorted in response and waited for the big reveal.


Well, he certainly is big, I thought as I stared at the massive Dragon. The amount of magic that it would take for a six-foot man to turn into a forty-foot Dragon was hard to imagine but I knew from my reading that it was all contained inside him, not grabbed from the land like it should have been. Those thoughts evaporated as I stared at him. He was a beautiful mix of silver, blue and purple scales with a ridge of mahogany spines running down his long neck, all the way to his tail, and two large horns coming from his temples.


He held out a massive paw and I sighed before stepping onto it. I would have preferred to jump aboard but I wasn’t up to jumping anymore. As soon as he had raised me to a good level, I climbed onto his back and got into position, just like he’d told me to.


Before I could finish settling in, Faron’s head turned toward the tunnel with a peculiar tilt, as if he was confused by something.


I heard a scrabbling of claws a moment before Wuzzy ran out of the tunnel and leapt on the Dragon. I’d left the drake back at the Celestial’s townhouse so that I could avoid the odd looks and had totally forgotten about him.


“What are you doing here?” I asked the frantic drake as it curled around my shoulders and started licking my wounds. “Whatever. We need to go.”


Faron growled lightly and then leapt from the canyon wall in a giant bound, pushing us up into the air and out into the heat of the sun. That was the point where I realized just how bad I was because I didn’t feel even a bit of enjoyment, not like I normally would. I cast a single glance behind us to assure myself that no one was following yet. Then, I settled down and hugged one of Faron’s spines, just like he’d told me to.


I never even noticed that I was falling asleep. I just greeted the darkness and let it take me under even as I floated over the endless sands.










CHAPTER 7: THAT EXPLAINS SOME STUFF
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Faron


My mind was reeling as I soared over the dunes, escaping the capital as quickly as I could. It was familiar territory, even if I was used to traversing it from the ground, so I was able to keep an eye out for trouble while processing everything.


I knew that some of the Council was becoming corrupt but what would cause them to stage a kidnapping? Or worse. Niall isn’t usually used for that sort of thing. Wasn’t. He wasn’t used for that sort of thing. Dragons could recover from a lot of wounds if given enough time, but a broken spine slowed that sort of thing down and I’d even gone the extra mile and opened a few of his arteries. Not that Pearl had noticed. He’d been careful to make sure she didn’t see that.


Of course, with how much she’d already bled and how much she’d bled him, Pearl probably wouldn’t have connected it with me. I’m officially impressed with her skills, though, and wish I could have seen that fight. Still, she didn’t need to see him bleed to death.


I was feeling very protective of her right then, probably because she’d gotten hurt on my watch. Still, it was an odd feeling.


When I heard someone call her the phoenix, I was concerned. More than concerned, really, but I hadn’t had time to really understand it before I was pushed away from her and then had to watch the mob trying to tear her apart. That was horrifying. Actually, that was the most nightmare-inducing thing I’d had to see in years. Pearl was incredibly strong, particularly for a human, but she was still human. I was so positive that I was about to see her torn limb-from-limb that I hadn’t really thought my plan through. By all rights, she should have been in pieces on the street, not sleeping on my back.


That was probably Niall’s original plan but when she didn’t die fast enough he had to improvise. Or maybe he was told to kill her and only bring her back to the Council if she proved unusually resilient. Either way, she wasn’t meant to live through the day. So, how did she survive the mob? Actually, how did she survive Niall? And how am I going to keep her safe?


Regardless of how well he’d planned things out, the attack shouldn’t have been able to happen. I’d been given bad intel and had been too lazy to double-check. That was my first strike. I had let myself get complacent and become separated from my charge. That was my second. She had been hurt, nearly killed, and had even gotten kidnapped, all while I watched on, completely impotent.


I couldn’t let there be a third strike.


A rumble traveled through my neck and I heard the faint sound of claws scrabbling over scales. Wuzzy.


Her pet drake was another surprise. I wasn’t sure how it had escaped let alone found us but it had and was working on healing his new mistress. Water drakes were rare for a reason and it wasn’t something you could read about in any book. If they wanted to, they could heal just about any wound. That got them hunted by the Fey and humans alike and led to an unknown sorcerer placing a spell that eliminated any mention of that ability from any text that ever was or would be written. It didn’t help. Between their unique healing abilities and their penchant for cleaning up waterways, they had eventually been hunted to near extinction. The last I’d heard, there was a myth about a fountain of youth that was really referring to the reptile, probably the last one alive.


Or, so we thought. I’m betting there are more than a few hiding in unlikely places.


Another hum and a rumbling purr let me know that Pearl was being cared for and I had nothing to worry about on that count. Which was good because I had to concentrate on flying. It wasn’t an easy distance on a normal day but after a fight and with two extra weights on my back? Not to mention the fear of being followed?


What really had my head spinning, though was that she hadn’t been afraid of my larger-than-average size and had passed out almost as soon as I started flying. It was one thing to be unafraid of a massive predator, it was quite another to be so comfortable that you fell asleep on said predator, even if you were injured.


“Mmmmm, pretty…” Pearl mumbled just loud enough for me to hear when the wind changed direction.


One thing was certain. It was going to be a long day.
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Pearl


I woke up when my head slammed into the surface under me.


“Ow,” I said, holding a hand to my head and sitting up slowly.


I was still on Faron’s back but we were coming in for a landing and it was a little rough. Then again, the sun was completely gone and I could feel him shaking with strain beneath me, so I probably shouldn’t judge. Suddenly, Wuzzy was there, pulling me down and using his long body and tail to direct me where to hold on. I just frowned and followed the scaly little guy’s advice.


Whoever claims that their “semi” sentient is either hiding something or a complete idiot. 


Within about a minute, we had landed and Faron was walking toward a partially buried rock, his tail sweeping back and forth behind him and eliminating all trace of tracks. Not that he needed to worry about it. About fifty feet from where we landed, the sand disappeared and all that was left was hardpacked earth, cracked and dry enough to suck the moisture from you just by looking at it. Once we’d reached it, Faron began to shrink, becoming smaller and less scaly with every moment.


And that was the point when I realized that I was sitting on the man’s shoulders.


Awkward.


“Um, if you could kneel or something, I can get off of you,” I said, hesitantly.


He snorted, a thin tendril of smoke escaping and blowing into my face as he did. “You weigh nothing. Besides, if someone really does track us here, any signs will point to a single Dragon alighting, not two people and a drake.”


“I doubt that they know about Wuzzy,” I said as he grabbed hold of my knees to steady me and began walking.


“Maybe, but it is still safer this way.”


Instead of arguing further, I let him continue to carry me. There was no point in fighting. He wasn’t going to let go, not after the scare we’d had earlier. If he was anything like me–and despite our wildly different ways of approaching life, we did seem to have a lot in common–he would have been berating himself for letting me get hurt. It was easier to know where someone was if you were actually touching them and he deserved to feel as secure as possible.


Besides, it was interesting to look at the land around me. While the desert had seemed flat at first glance, I could now tell that it was actually comprised of rolling hills that were hidden beneath sand dunes. When they rose past a certain point, the sand slipped away and you could see the bare dirt that lay beneath but were completely indistinguishable otherwise. The funny thing was that if you put grass on it instead of sand, it would look a lot like Northern Mindep.


“What happened to this place?” I asked quietly. I definitely didn’t expect to be given an answer.


“The land was cursed.”


I blinked. “Really? I thought it was only the Dragons who were cursed.”


He shook his head lightly, knocking into my thighs as he did so. “We were but the land was cursed long before that. That’s why the Eastern Barrier exists at all.”


I frowned, trying to remember what George had told me about that. “It was to protect them against rogue magicians… and I think George told me that the desert was turned into one but nothing much besides that.”


“We don’t know much more than that. There aren’t any records and most of the old buildings were completely destroyed.” We finally reached the rock and he moved around the edge of it before putting me down and slipping into a crevice that was impossible to see unless you knew it was there. “This is actually one of those buildings,” he said, caressing a relief that was carved into the wall. The details had been lost but you could still tell that there was some water and a few flowers.


“Anyway,” Faron continued, “there was a time, more than two thousand years ago, that a group of rogue magicians were causing a lot of problems for this continent. Back then, there were more of them and they were much stronger. We know this because our elders actually helped hunt these rogues down and thin the magic population, protecting the rest of the races as they did so. At that time, this land was lush and excellent for farming. There were lots of rivers and streams that would flood every year, bringing fresh soil and making it a wealthy area. Then, one day, everything was gone. It went from grassland to desert in less than a month and the people disappeared.”


Faron quieted as we exited the tunnel and into a small room that was much more cozy than it had any right to be. Then again, I was still pretty tired. That had to be why the pallet over in one corner looked so soft, even if it was covered with all sorts of blankets and pillows. I pulled my eyes away from the bedding and checked out the small table and set of chairs over on the opposite wall and grinned when I spotted the stove.


I frowned. “Wait how do you have a stove here? Wouldn’t the smoke from it be an automatic sign that someone was hiding nearby?”


He chuckled lightly. “It would if it weren’t run by magic. I’m not sure how it still works, considering that the reason this place is a desert is that all the magic was ripped away, but it does and I try not to examine it too closely. There’s a tunnel down to the water supply just behind the stove, as well as my extra supply of food. The water is near freezing, so I’m able to store quite a bit down there without worrying about it turning quickly.”


I nodded and watched Wuzzy scamper off toward the stove, probably on his way to the water, before settling at the table and looking at the very tired Faron. “What now?”


He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Honestly? I’m not sure. I want to say that the Council isn’t evil or power-hungry, but I can’t. I wasn’t being cautious and checking up on them while I was in town, but I know from my other jobs that they’ve been acting strangely for a while now. Honestly, Cledwyn is the only one that seems to be thinking straight. I want to say that there is just one person who we can blame but, again, I can’t. And they aren’t even the whole scope of the problem.”


Biting my lip, I pulled my pack off, still full of my earlier purchases and, miraculously, my sword. “Then what is the problem? I mean, you guys have been cursed to be trapped in a land that is also cursed. If those aren’t your main issues, then what else is going on?”


Faron squinted at me and then sighed again. “I’m not positive about when it started but our society has been degrading, and much quicker than it should. I mean, pretty much every society does. It’s natural even if it isn’t what you want. The speed is a major problem, though. It’s almost as if people are going mad but not in the way we’re used to.” At my frown, he clarified. “We’ve dealt with people becoming sick because of isolation and every group has those who think… differently.”


I smiled sadly, remembering how everyone said my Aunt Harmony was crazy for claiming she was engaged to a Fey prince. After dealing with the Fey, I was wondering if she hadn’t been telling the truth all along. Nolana had probably dealt with it already. She was good about checking on things like that and she and Aunt Harmony had a special connection.


“Whatever is affecting people,” Faron continued, pulling me back to the present, “it is much more subtle. Most of the time, it just appears that they are becoming more and more selfish. Hoarding food for themselves instead of sharing it like they had in the past. Refusing to work because they would rather sit around and do nothing. Then there are those who work themselves into physical illnesses and lose their families because of it.”


“Those sound like typical problems,” I pointed out. “Pretty much everyone has to deal with them.”


He nodded and then shook his head. “Yes and no. Not like this. The hoarder? He was living in a cave that was packed from floor to about halfway up the walls with rotting food. He had become so fixated on keeping the food, on having enough of it, that he was wasting it and killing himself in the process.”


I shivered at the image he painted and understood the underlying message. This was a group that didn’t have much in the way of excess food. Wasting even a bit would go against centuries of habit. “Okay… so, that’s what you’re worried is happening to your Council?”


“Yes. They weren’t always so self-serving. They are Clan Heads and were put into that position because they were the best people for the job. They cared about their families and, to a lesser degree, the other Clans. Now, they spend most of their time in the capital, ignoring what is going on in their Clans and building up their power base. When I started bringing these reports to them, several were horrified and worried about what might happen to their families. The rest? They asked if I’d taken care of the problem. Then they told me to leave.”


Shock filled me as I processed what he’d said. People were probably dying from whatever was going on and their leaders didn’t care. At all. Or, more likely, their leaders are just as sick as everyone else, if not more.


Faron cleared his throat and looked away. “It feels almost like pressure, leaning on you to give in to your worst impulses. To stop fighting and let it happen. I talked to the families of the victims and they said it was like every selfish instinct the victim had was magnified, and then magnified again the next day. What others thought, felt, or experienced didn’t matter as much as making themselves feel good. It started with them giving in a little and by the end, they didn’t care who they hurt or what others thought. They were going to do what they were going to do because they wanted to do it.”


I felt my brows pull together and looked at my bodyguard carefully. “It’s happening with you, isn’t it?”


He lifted his mesmerizing eyes toward me and nodded.


I slumped back in my chair and reexamined every interaction I’d had with Dragons to that point. George’s reactions to seeing my necklace and his apparent lack of care over what I thought made much more sense, as did the casual disregard that the Council had shown me. Even mention of retribution from the Fey didn’t faze them for more than a moment. And Faron always flinched every time I called him lazy but didn’t react the way most did when they heard it. It was like it was painful to hear but impossible to avoid.


Although I was still suffering from the sharpening of my emotions that started when I was back home, it didn’t seem to be getting any worse. Still, I knew what I struggled with and I was desperately hoping that it didn’t become a problem. That’s all he needs, for me to be throwing myself into bad situations at random, having temper tantrums, and attacking people for even the suggestion of an insult. I groaned before asking, “Where would you be if I wasn’t attached by the hip?”


He blinked and looked at me with a blank expression. “Southeast, heading to the base of the Eastern Barrier. There was a report of a Dragon that all but disappeared from society when he was normally pretty social. That’s what most of the lazy ones do and they can go downhill pretty rapidly.”


I nodded. “Then we leave for there in the morning. The Council will be looking in the wrong direction, so that should help us stay out of sight.”


“Why?”


Shrugging, I began to assemble an outfit from my new clothes and stood up. “Because it needs to be done,” I told him. Then I headed for the hidden entrance to the spring so I could get cleaned up. There was no need to travel covered in blood and I had a lot to think about.
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Traveling through the desert did not go how I thought it would. For one thing, it wouldn’t involve any more flying. I was informed that the curse on the land made traveling as a Dragon extremely difficult and draining. He could do it but he shouldn’t, particularly not two days in a row. Instead, we were walking.


Well, part of the way, at least.


Someone came from a snowy area originally, I thought as I strapped on a set of what looked to be modified snowshoes. Still, if it keeps me from sinking… but why do we have sleds?


When I asked that question, Faron just grinned and said that I would see.


And I did.


Apparently, sleds work in the sand too! So, in order to make good time, we were walking up the hills that we couldn’t avoid and sledding down them, keeping to the narrow paths between the hills to get the most distance out of every slide.


It helped. A lot. According to Faron, the trip from his hidden cave to the main road was going to take us four days this way and about six or eight without the help. I was lucky that he’d restocked his supplies last time he was there or we’d have been walking the whole way without any special shoes.


I was also fortunate that it was fall, as the temperatures were dropping quickly. Instead of feeling like I was standing in an open fireplace as it was lit, I felt like it was the depths of summer and there was no breeze. I wasn’t used to such dry heat, though. Mindep wasn’t particularly humid, not like Shessat was rumored to be, but it didn’t sap all excess moisture from my skin the moment it appeared.


Then again, the heat isn’t really hurting me any, is it? I mused before ruthlessly squashing the thought and moving toward the next dune.


I’d always enjoyed sledding in the winter but it was even better in the sand! The parts of Mindep that got snow were pretty flat, so I’d never gone down big hills before. There was something so exciting about the danger of falling! In snow, if you fall, you don’t really feel it. Well, not as quickly, at least You’re covered in thick layers and landing in something cold that can numb a lot of the pain. If you hit sand, however, you get some pretty bad friction burns that you feel instantly. It only happened once but it really upped the tension when we started down the really big dunes.


My love of excitement also helped to speed us up. I kept asking for higher hills and he kept providing them. Before the first day was over, Faron had moved us on a path with more high hills and long stretches. We could go down the dune and coast most of the way to the next one with very little effort. When I asked why we hadn’t used that path right off, he told me that the one time he had escorted a woman across the desert, she’d freaked out over the smallest things and he didn’t want to chance it with me.


I don’t think he appreciated me laughing in his face.


Interestingly enough, the sleds had another use, as I learned on the third day. They helped protect us from the sand storms that were common in the area. Within moments of sighting the storm, Faron had us sitting in a relatively protected location and slammed the two sleds into the ground before covering them with a light-weight canvas tent.


“Something in the wood repels the storms,” Faron yelled when I asked him why we weren’t being skinned alive. “We find them on a regular basis out here. They seem to be original to the area, but so are the storms. Our elders tell us that this area was always known for storms because of some sort of magic instability. It just got worse when the rest of the magic was ripped away.”


I nodded like I understood but just figured it was one of those quirks to the land. Most places had them and all you usually cared about was how to navigate it, not how it came to be.


We fell into a routine pretty quickly. Most of the day was spent climbing dunes and sledding down them. We might stop for lunch but never for long. Every time Faron started looking comfortable, his eyes would suddenly widen and he’d run a hand down his beard before saying it was time to go. I didn’t understand why at first but it started to make sense pretty quickly when I considered the rest of our routine.


Every morning, I would wake about an hour before dawn, just as I had pretty much my whole life. I would stretch and do some quick warm-ups to get my blood flowing before settling into my typical workout. Calisthenics were followed by forms that focused on my swordwork first, then daggers, then hand-to-hand. I would finish with the slow movements that came so easy to Nolana. I had forgotten to do them in the city and wondered if that was why my temper had flared so suddenly and so often when I was around Faron. I was normally better at keeping it under wraps but had assumed that it was just the suddenness that had put me out of sorts when it was probably my workout. After that, I would get breakfast started and watch Faron try to wake up.


It always took him a while to really be awake, usually involving about a half-an-hour of tossing and turning before he finally sat up and stared at the back of his eyelids. His hair would be standing up in all sorts of strange directions and his beard would look like it was trying to become sentient, with how wild it became. Then he would stretch and finally stand. It was a long process, really, and involved a lot of growling. It didn’t take long to realize that Faron would always be the last up and first to fall asleep. He tried to stay alert but when he stopped moving, he just sort of stopped everything.


Suddenly, his fears of being overcome by laziness made much more sense.


By the time we finally reached the road, he wasn’t the only one having trouble waking up. I was completely exhausted and feeling a bit peculiar. I didn’t want to talk to Faron about it, though. Not when we’d finally started to get along. His confiding in me didn’t mean I should necessarily reciprocate. Years of growing up in high society had taught me that lesson. I doubted that he was that type of person, but time would tell and I wasn’t going to talk until I knew that I would be safe.


“Do you want me to refill your canteens?” he asked as we stopped for the night beside the road.


“Sure. Thanks.”


That was the one nice thing about the Great Desert. For a place famed for its lack of water, it seemed like there were countless wells and springs hidden beneath the sands. It made sense, though, since Faron was familiar with the area that he would know where to go to get water. Most were about a day’s walk apart but some were closer than that. Wuzzy was a lot of help with that too, making sure that the water was cleared properly so that we didn’t end up swallowing more sand than water. It was quite a relief to know that we never had to go thirsty.


When Faron got back, he sat down beside me and I handed him some rations.


“Want to tell me what’s got you worried?” he drawled.


Of course, he noticed there was something wrong, I complained in my mind. Why do men only see the problem when you don’t want them to? “No.”


He looked unconvinced but let it lie, although a small tendril of smoke escaped when he snorted, floating my direction. It had happened a few times over the past few days and Faron never seemed to notice. The one time he had seen it, he flushed and apologized. Despite being an enforcer and investigator, he was pretty transparent about his emotions.


That thought stopped me for a moment.


I wasn’t avoiding the conversation because I didn’t trust him–I could always tell when he was uncomfortable, which made it pretty easy to tell when he lied–I just didn’t want to admit that there was something strange happening to my body. It went beyond increased strength and resistance to fire. Something was wrong. I burned horribly every summer unless I put on a special concoction that Beryl made for me. My skin never tanned like my sisters’ and brother’s did. Lana had the same problem. Yet, my skin was still pale as milk and not one blister had occurred thanks to four days in harsh sunlight.


What’s more, I wasn’t tired because of the heat. I’d figured that out early on but avoided thinking much about it. It was scary to think that the heat was actually invigorating me. Even at night, the residual warmth had started to keep me up late. The only reason I was tired was because of the resistance from the sand, the height of the dunes that we hiked up, and from carrying Wuzzy and my pack all day long. And it wasn’t even the weight that was the problem with the last one. It reminded me of holding something small and having your muscles start to cramp. The position of your muscles and the constant pressure were what created problems, not how heavy the object was.


The bottom line is, it wasn’t normal. I wasn’t normal.


So, every night, all I could do was stare at the stars and wonder, What’s happening to me?










CHAPTER 8: SO MUCH SAND
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Faron


Traveling along the road was much less restful than through the desert. Yes, it was objectively faster for where we were going but it also involved dodging more people.


I hate dodging. It’s a waste of energy most of the time. Unfortunately, this wasn’t one of those times. It is so much easier to confront than to avoid, which is why people confuse me with being aggressive instead of lazy. I just think through my laziness better than they do, looking for the easiest option in the long term. It usually involved a little work, though. The problem is, when you have to protect someone, avoiding bad situations is always the best route and it was putting me in a bad mood.


Luckily most of the merchants were near the western border, waiting for the Dwarves to bring the latest shipment of food. The produce we received from the East had been collected two weeks ago because it was always ready earlier. Still, it was incredibly frustrating to have to move off the path and hide every time the drake sensed someone coming.


I still can’t believe that she named a water drake ‘Wuzzy’. I mean, I understand that it’s a joke, but it still seems wrong. Then again, she may not realize how dangerous he really is.


Actually, the drake’s presence had helped me hide a few of my more noticeable quirks. Well, that and Pearl’s ignorance of the area. She thought that all Dragons knew where to find water beneath the sand and that Wuzzy was the one doing most of the cleaning. He had the first time, which made it easier to ignore after that. My power over water was unheard of in the latest generation, particularly since I was from the Storm Clan. I should be able to move wind, rain, clouds, and lightning, anything that was related to storms. Emphasis on should. Dragons hadn’t had much control over their magic since we were banished to the desert. At this point, even the smallest bits of magic were considered flashy and what I had done wasn’t all that small. Not for the Great Desert, at least.


If anyone finds out what I can do, I’m gonna have major problems. I grimaced as I imagined it. There were a few other Dragons who had some sort of command over their elements that was stronger than normal. They were all smart enough to hide that fact, though. All except one, and he had pretended that it was a fluke so that he could be left alone. Apparently, he disliked becoming a celebrity and being forced to help the Council with a ‘few things.’


George may not have been the most responsible or well-liked of my cousins but even he didn’t deserve what had happened to him.


“How much farther is it?” Pearl asked from behind me, pulling me from my depressing thoughts.


“About five more days. Almost there.”


“Three weeks…” she muttered, calculating our travel time.


I didn’t reply. It was a long time to wander around in the middle of the desert, particularly for someone used to a different environment. I vaguely remembered Alenia but I was only about six when we were cursed, so my memories had faded quickly.


Pearl had quickly impressed me with her resilience. I had to admit that I really had thought she was a spoiled brat when I first met her. I’d met wealthy ladies who wanted to play warrior. They would act tough and then flirt and flitter around, rarely doing it so that they could actually protect themselves or others. And they rarely fought against an opponent who actually fought back. A lot of them looked like her, beautiful and full of attitude but the others had all lacked her resilience.


Who knew that a merchant’s daughter would be so spunky, I thought ruefully. She always argued with me when I was being annoying and never said something she wasn’t willing to back up. She bordered on reckless and her temper seemed to be difficult to control at times, but she was both physically and mentally strong. The fact that she barely complained as we trudged through miles of sand showed me that better than anything.


She wasn’t flighty. She wasn’t spoiled. She wasn’t useless.


But, is she the phoenix?


“Pearl,” I began. “Why does everyone think you’re the phoenix?”


She was quiet for so long that I stopped and turned to face her.


“Cledwyn didn’t tell you?” she asked, touching her arm and then her hip lightly. It almost looked like she was scratching but I had a feeling it was more calculated than that.


Is she checking her knives? I thought with amusement. “He gave me the basics but not why people think you’re here to save us. Besides, I’d rather hear it from you.”


Pearl sighed and pulled a jade pendant from under her tunic. It was exquisitely carved and heavy, depicting an eastern Dragon and a giant bird circling each other in a symbol of balance. Just like Cledwyn had told me.


“Well, that would do it,” I said blandly. “Where did you get it?”


She shrugged. “My fighting instructor gave it to me years ago. I have a lot of foreign clothes and jewelry because of my father’s business, so no one else has thought much about it until George popped up and tried to play hero. He sees it and suddenly grabs me and pulls me back here. Next thing I know, the Council is telling me that it doesn’t matter what I want to do. They get to decide where my life is going.” Her tone was bland but the glittering of her eyes and the way she tapped the hidden knife in her sleeve gave away her mood.


I had a slight inkling about how angry it made her, what the Council had done. I would have been furious too, knowing that I’d been kidnapped because of a possible myth and that the government didn’t care enough to rectify the problem. It only got worse when you considered her family. Pearl was very close to her brother and sisters. She idolized them in many ways, talking about all the wonderful characteristics and habits they had. About how much she tried to emulate them. It made me wish I had half that relationship with my own sisters and brother.


Maybe if I’d tried to cultivate it, if I hadn’t been so lazy or complacent, maybe I would. That seems to be the defining characteristic of my life, not putting in the effort to get anywhere. I don’t understand how she can be so passionate and guarded so much of the time…


“You know, I think the reason we fought so much at the beginning is because we approach life so differently,” I mused.


Pearl blinked at me, as if trying to catch up with the change of subject. Still, she gave back as good as she got. “What, you mean how you sort of strut through situations at your own pace and I bash my way past anyone who tries to slow me down?”


I snorted and then started chuckling. “Please. You’re generally very calculating; even when I’m upsetting you, you keep your head. I was actually thinking about how I tend to feel very little and rarely care about things but am generally very open while you seem to get fired up about life on a regular basis but hide your true thoughts.”


She shrugged, surprisingly unoffended by the comment. “Either, or. We were too different to make sense at the beginning. Hopefully, we’ve found our balance.”


I eyed her pendant again as she tucked it back out of sight.


“Hopefully.”


Balance, hm?




[image: ]





Pearl


It took twenty-one days for us to finally get to the compound but we arrived!


Would it be too dramatic to kiss the rocks? I wondered silently as I finally saw an end to all the sand. It’s fun to slide down but it does get rather monotonous after a while.


“Yes,” Faron told me, blandly. “And there's not much I can do to vary the landscape. Sorry.”


I winced, realizing that thought had been said aloud. Because we’d been alone for so long, I’d gotten used to talking when I needed some sound. It wasn’t often but it always seemed to be when I was thinking ridiculous things, although Faron never seemed to mind. Still…


“Nothing like making a fool of yourself on a regular basis to make a girl feel special,” I muttered as we stopped and examined the massive rocks that seemed to appear out of nowhere. The Great Desert was challenging a lot of reality as I knew it.


The area we were traveling through was fairly flat, most likely the bottom of a valley that would eventually rise to become the eastern mountain range. That meant everything around us should have been fairly visible, yet the Water Clan compound was completely invisible until we were almost on top of it. Normally, I would assume that magic had been used to hide it but that wasn’t possible, not with the curse on the land.


“How did it just appear?” I asked.


Faron laughed lightly, still staring at the compound as we moved away from the road. We were waiting for night to fall before going in and meeting with his informant.


“It’s an optical illusion. I never figured out how exactly it works but it does. Something to do with mirrors in the sand.”


It made sense. The mirrors would be positioned so that they made the sun glare at anyone approaching. They would naturally look away from the bright spots and the afterimages would do a good job of hiding the compound itself. Keeping them clean and uncovered would be a real trial, though.


“Why are they called compounds?”


“We think that these areas used to belong to the military. The way that the tunnels were created was very organized and still maze-like, as if to confuse an attacking force. Also, the lack of ornamentation. Most people will try to make their homes as nice looking as possible but the canyons were plain when we arrived. We think that’s why they survived when nothing else did, because they weren’t major population centers or cities. Well, that and because they were literally carved into the natural stone of the area. When we got dropped here, we found our way to these places and hid in them. Since they are typically owned by a single Clan, it is basically a cluster of homes owned by the same family. Thus, compound.”


I nodded, once again not fully understanding but letting it pass over me as a cultural thing. I tended to try and absorb that information instead of learn it. It made it easier to come up with attack strategies when you thought like a local instead of an outsider. Not that I was planning to attack, but I’d played war games for so many years that I didn’t really know how to stop. Or if I’d even want to.


Instead of thinking too hard about it, I settled down to nap. We’d been moving pretty quickly for the past few hours and I was tired. Plus, we had nothing to do until it was time to sneak into the city. Apparently, this was Faron’s normal way of doing things. He faced too much resistance from people thinking he was there to inform on them to the Council. Paranoia was alive and strong in the Dragons, not to mention growing. It wasn’t even fair because, from what Faron had told me, the Council wasn’t really bad. Or, it hadn’t been. It was just very divided and a few greedy people took advantage of that, creating a greater distrust of anyone who wasn’t Clan. Then, things started to slide.


Everything eventually starts to slide…


“Pearl,” someone said, shaking my shoulder lightly. I frowned and opened my eyes to see a starlit sky and Faron’s silhouette outlined in the moonlight, the silver of his markings glowing faintly and bringing out the height of his cheekbones and the darkness of his eyes.


If this isn’t a scene out of one of Belle’s more sentimental books, I don’t know what is, I thought as I ruthlessly pushed sleep away. Naps always left my brain a bit mushy, though never like this before…


“It’s time to go,” he told me, helping me to my feet.


I nodded and settled Wuzzy in my pack, his head hiding under my hood and a light purr rumbling through the cloth as he fell back asleep. He’d be there if I needed him. Until then, he could sleep as much as he wanted, even if the sound made me want to close my eyes for a while as well. That wasn’t going to happen, though. I had a job to do and just the thought of sneaking around was making my body come alive with suppressed energy.


I love playing spy, I thought with a grin. It’s even better when Eric isn’t here to boss me around! He always hates when I start sneaking around.


Even though it was dark, I could still see a bit of the layout. It probably helped that Faron and I had gone over it a few times while we traveled.


He’s remarkably talented at drawing maps…


Instead of one long canyon, the complex was built into a series of small ones that had been formed from runoff from the mountains, back when there was runoff. At some point, someone had dug down and carved them into the deep structures that stood before us. It was pretty obvious, really. While the paths wound rather organically, the walls were too straight for it to be anything else but a well thought out design. Similarly, the openings for the different homes were very uniform, totally unlike what I saw in Blood Canyon. They still decorated, although there wasn’t much in the way of diversity. It was all water motifs, from the look of it. Granted, I didn’t look too closely, though, considering we were trying to remain unnoticed, but still.


And I didn’t have to work very hard at staying hidden. For a place that had probably been a military complex at one time, the Water Clan’s compound was surprisingly easy to sneak into. For one thing, Faron knew just about every secret passage that they had. For another, the people there seemed remarkably uninterested in the world around them. Or maybe it was just the guards. We passed at least five who were either asleep, chatting, or staring off into space. Not a single one of them seemed interested in the strangers in their midst. 


I mean, we were being careful, but not that careful.


“I would have them running the walls every hour on the hour,” I muttered.


Faron eyed me for a moment before my words suddenly clicked. “You really took training your militias seriously, didn’t you?”


“After all the hours we spent talking about training regimens, how can you ask me something so stupid?” I shot back without heat. And if I sounded a bit sassy, then who was around to care? Certainly not me.


He just sighed and gave me a sloppy grin. Without another word, he lead me through the shadows to a tunnel that had a canvas flap covering it and making it blend into the rocks around it. Faron tapped it twice, four times, and then once more. We waited in silence for a few tense minutes until there was a click and he pushed it aside to let me in.


On the other side of the flap stood a slender woman who could easily have been Niall’s sister. Her hair was raven black, her eyes were a stunning green, and her skin was as pale as cream. The rather dramatic coloration made the blue markings on her chest and shoulders stand out. It also made her angular features look striking instead of homely and reminded me a bit of Maleficent, as did the way she held herself. Many people allow the world to hand them what it wills and they accept it, both good and bad. Some people fight against fate and either carve their own path or fall into ruin. And then there is a third group. They look at their fate and use it to make themselves into a being that lives outside normal parameters.


This woman was from the third group.


“Faron. Took ye long enough. Who’s this, then?” she asked, her voice lilting a bit.


“Pearl, this is Clair of the Water Clan. Clair, this is Pearl, ward of the Celestial Clan.”


I was good. I didn’t snort at his careful obfuscation of the truth. It really was well-worded, though. I technically was in Cledwyn’s custody and, therefore, his ward. It also made it sound like I was just a Dragon, not a captive human.


Clair, once more showing her intelligence, laughed once and then ignored the whole topic. Although, most of her focus seemed to be on Wuzzy…


“Ye ne’er took this long te get here before,” she said while fluttering her lashes dramatically.


He shrugged. “The Council is on a rampage and things are getting worse everywhere else. And, despite what you probably think, I was only in the capital for about two weeks.”


That sobered her up rather quickly. “What? Only that long? Where else have ye been goin’? Normally, ye spend at least a month there. Is that why ye look so knackered?”


Faron was quiet for a moment longer than necessary. “Part of it. But that’s not important right now. You sent me a message and I’m here, so tell me what’s happening.”


She glared at him before moving further into the tunnel. Within moments, we’d reached another canvas flap that hid a worn-looking sitting room and kitchen.


“Sit and I’ll tell ye what ye want te know.”


I learned a lot about both Clair and Faron during the short talk that followed. I learned that Clair was a wonderful spy who knew everything that was going on in her community, as well as at least five others. I learned that she was only one part of a vast information network that Faron had created at some point and that her job was to let him know when he needed to stop by and clean up problems. I also learned that while Faron was technically an enforcer for the Council, he took his job much more seriously than the others and tended to pick up their slack. He seemed to feel it was his duty to ensure that every single person was as safe as possible.


None of the information was completely new but hearing it from someone and seeing it in action helped cement it as truth. People lie all the time, both to each other and themselves. It is rare to see the importance someone places on themselves and their actions match up with reality. From what I could tell, Faron had a pretty balanced view of himself, even if certain others didn’t.


The talk also reinforced that the Dragons had a big problem. Clair was reporting that one of their more prominent citizens had been acting oddly distant and looking sick without any real symptoms. That was why she sent the message. Over the past two months, things had gotten worse. Keandre, who had been steadily losing weight for almost a year, suddenly dropped even further and then just stopped leaving his home. By the time we arrived, no one had seen him for two weeks.


According to Clair, he was well-known for his easy-going nature and his luck with the ladies. He was a talented man and everything just came easily to him. At some point, that moved from easy-going to not trying.


After asking quite a few intense and technical questions, Faron ended by enquiring, “Did anything or anyone in this area change? Sometimes it is a new influence that pushes people toward a bad decision. It’s easier to choose the easy path when you can look to someone else as an example.”


Clair paused and thought about it. “Now that ye mention it, there was a fellow that appeared not so long ago. He jus’ showed up one day and no one’s seen him since. Jus’ up and vanished. Keandre started te get worse a few weeks later.”


He nodded gravely. “You ladies can go ahead and get some rest. I’ll go take a look around and then start working on a plan. Anyone else I should check on while I’m here?”


“Jus’ the usual characters. None so bad as Keandre.”


He nodded and left without another glance and Clair showed me to a guest room before leaving me for the night. After washing off as best I could, I climbed into the bed and cuddled up to Wuzzy, falling asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.




[image: ]





“Wake up, Pearl,” Faron called insistently.


I groaned. “What’s with this new trend of waking me up too early?” I snapped at him, feeling more than a little irritated. It was odd, though. I wasn’t particularly tired, just annoyed.


He chuckled, his voice low and drawn out and his eyelids heavy. “So that you can have a bath before we have to act in an official capacity. Most Dragons have a keen sense of smell and we don’t enjoy body odor.”


I growled and kicked at his knee, then took advantage of his dodge to smack him in the head with my pillow. As soon as he stopped laughing at me, I followed him to a bathing chamber with private alcoves and took advantage of the large pool of water. It felt heavenly to finally be clean and not constantly chafed by sand.


On the other hand, my skin is now properly exfoliated, I mused as I dried myself off and called for Wuzzy. He was still enjoying frolicking in the water and stared at me mournfully when I beckoned him out. He even burbled at me, his mouth under the water as he complained.


It was interesting to see him cleaned up again because it really highlighted how much he’d grown. It wasn’t a dramatic thing but his crest had definitely filled in and gotten a bit brighter and he’d gained some weight. I had a feeling that he was going to get longer soon, like how little kids put on a bit of weight before a growth spurt.


Or, maybe I’m just feeding him too much. I guess I’ll just wait and see, I decided before addressing him directly. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy to get him out of the water but I also wasn’t going to let him get away with things. It sets a bad precedent.


“I know you want to stay here but I would rather you came with me. If we have to escape again, it will be easier this way.” My voice was kind but his lack of movement brought back the funk I thought I’d gotten rid of. It took a lot of effort, but I stopped myself from yelling at him. He hadn’t really done anything wrong. My anger was not only unnecessary but unwarranted.


As if sensing my internal battle, he lifted his head and chirped a few times before letting out a yowl and diving under the water again.


I took a big breath and sighed before doing it again. “How is it that I ended up with an oversized lizard that acts like a cat and is obsessed with water, of all things?” Then, inspired by my own words, I pulled out a leather string that I had planned to use on my hair and laid it down so that it was just over the edge of the pool. After that, it only took a few twitches of the string to grab my pet’s attention. By the time I pulled it back, slowly, Wuzzy was enthralled and totally committed to attacking it.


Faron laughed when he saw me come to breakfast, a wet drake playing with a leather string while sitting in my arms and my clean clothes soaked.


Clair eyed both Wuzzy and me but didn’t ask any questions. She just pulled out another plate and put some food on it for him.


“So, Faron. What’s the plan?”










CHAPTER 9: LESSONS IN LAZY
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Faron


The highlight of my morning was watching Pearl walk out of the bathing chamber with her drake. She was absolutely drenched and holding him with a determination that combined desperation with pure stubbornness. Based on her expression, she was resigned to the situation and very frustrated but Wuzzy looked happy as could be, chewing on a long strip of leather and purring loud enough to wake the dead.


The moment was so perfect that I couldn’t help but laugh. I did that a lot with her. At first, I hid it behind derision. There was a certain joy that came from having someone argue with me. My position with the Council meant that few people were brave enough to talk back. I found that I enjoyed the arguments that we had almost as much as the camaraderie that had grown during our journey. Being around her gave me more energy than I’d had in ages.


It was funny, traveling with someone usually helped motivate me enough to get going, if only to get rid of them quicker. With Pearl, though, it was a pleasure. She thrived once we were away from the canyon and her fiery nature had been given a different outlet. It hadn’t taken me long to realize that Pearl wasn’t a woman you wanted to keep contained, which was made even more obvious when she started begging for more exciting hills to slide down. Finding the highest dunes had taken some effort and her extreme enthusiasm had shaved a few years off my life, but it also helped me stop thinking about the endless hours of travel we had to deal with.


Not that it wasn’t tiring. I was exhausted when we arrived and it hadn’t gotten any better. In fact, my night had been awful. After weeks of traveling through the sands, I’d had to infiltrate Keandre’s home to make sure the situation was what I thought it was. I tried to do that whenever it seemed safe, which meant that I generally had to go in cold when it counted the most. Even thinking about some of the paranoid people I’d had to deal with made me cringe. After getting attacked during an ‘easy’ job, I became more careful about checking all the facts ahead of time. It made sure that I knew exactly who I needed to bring with me when walking in.


I hated making it into a show for the compound but people weren’t taking my warnings seriously.


That’s because they don’t care. They only care about themselves, I thought viciously before quietly sighing. It was unkind but probably true. Four years ago, if I’d said that one of their friends was in trouble and they needed to help, most people would have jumped at the chance to be there for them. They had, in fact, rallied around me on a few occasions over the past decade. That felt like a dream when I thought about it. At this point, the only way that anyone was willing to check up on their neighbors was if they could find something to gossip about.


Like all negative aspects of society, gossip had gotten worse. It had almost become a national pastime. Along with the rise in gossip came a rise in slander. More and more people were falling on hard times because of that alone. It was something I had no say over and sickened me. It was a very palpable reminder that we were no longer a people who pulled together in times of trouble but one that tore each other apart.


I sighed and let that go for the moment. I had a show to prepare. “Clair, would you mind rounding up some people for me? I’ll need the leader of the compound or Clan, one of the more prominent citizens, two medical professionals, and a few strong men with stronger stomachs.”


She frowned, recognizing the list. It meant that her suspicions had been right. Keandre was in bad shape and I was going to need some backup to see about fixing the situation.


“What time will ye be needin’ them?”


“In about an hour? That will draw the largest crowd, I think.”


Pearl frowned. “Crowd?”


I nodded. “I tried it without bringing the locals along but there were issues. Rumors about what I’m up to inevitably create a mob mentality. If I invite them in with me, they tend to be willing to listen long enough to realize that I’m not simply a pawn for the Council, enforcing their rules on the poor Clansmen.”


She nodded. “Okay, that part I get. You already said that you were bringing in locals. But why are you trying to draw a crowd?”


Clair frowned. “Maybe it’s different in your Clan, but the ones around here are all gossips and fear mongers. If he doesn’t want te be on trial for murdering someone who’s still alive, he has te make sure as many people as possible see what really happens.”


Pearl pursed her lips but nodded. “Alright, so you need to make it a show. Got it. What else?”


That was a tough question and one I didn’t want to answer. “I want you to consider staying here and waiting for me.”


“No.”


I blinked at her completely bland tone. “Why not?” Normally I wouldn’t ask something like that but I had a feeling that her answer would be different from what I expected.


“Well, for one thing, I don’t trust your little spy–I’m sorry, informant–not to sell my whereabouts to someone.”


Clair tried to look outraged for a moment before settling a bit and shrugging at the suggestion. “I don’t plan on it, but if the opportunity arose…”


Pearl waved at her with one hand. “Exactly. For another, the last time we got separated, I almost died. Twice. Third–and possibly the most important–if you don’t want me to go, that means you need back-up. I’ve said that same sentence before and I only use it when I’m about to go into a bad situation and don’t want the other person to have to deal with it too. If it were really dangerous, you’d either demand I come along or that I stay here. Oh, and finally, you’re my bodyguard. I have to stay close at all times.”


Well, she has me pegged. Skies, I need to stop complaining about being stuck guarding idiots. It’s the smart ones that are the real trouble.


“Fine,” I said, ignoring Clair’s interest. She’d figure things out soon enough but we should be gone by the time it mattered.


One of the other things I’d checked while I was out the night before was if there was any information on the phoenix. Luckily, Clair wasn’t my only spy in the compound. The Clan leader had received a missive a week ago about a possible phoenix being discovered but the details were sparse. Chances were that Clair knew as well and was planning on selling me out at some point. On the bright side, even she couldn’t get reinforcements in any less than a week-and-a-half. With any luck, we’d be leaving in two days.


“You’d better let Wuzzy sit on your shoulders,” I told Pearl. “Water drakes are revered here, so it should keep people from getting too grabby.” What I didn’t say was that the Water Clansmen were the only ones who could reliably see a water drake. They were notoriously difficult to see when they didn’t want to be seen, in or out of the water. If Wuzzy was hidden, it would draw much more attention than if he was clearly visible.


Clair glared at me. “An’ what do ye be meanin’ by that, now?” she asked, her accent getting thicker than normal.


I just sighed. “Clair, you know you’re unusual for your Clan. You’re much less… touchy-feely than most.”


“Aye, and ye would ken, wouldn’t ye, what with your grandmother’s ways.”


“Our grandmother, Clair.”


She rolled her eyes. “She’s nae more than a great aunt te me and ye know it.”


I sighed again and rested my head on my fist. “And I’m sure she’d be thrilled to hear you say that, considering she thinks of you as one of her grandchildren. Should I tell her in my next letter?”


Clair paled slightly, realizing that she was on pretty thin ice if I was threatening her with Grandmother. The woman was a force of nature on her best days and was very possessive of anyone she could claim as a grandchild. No one, not even the person in question, was allowed to dispute that claim.


Pearl blinked and then looked rapidly between the two of us before finally saying, “Huh. Well, that explains why you trust her. Never would’ve guessed. Then again, who am I to talk? I look almost nothing like my siblings. I think we all inherited my mother’s nose and chin and my father’s mouth but we look like we’re adopted otherwise.”


My cousin’s face was so pinched that she looked like she’d sucked on a lemon. Perplexed was not a good look for her but she rarely had someone who could keep up with her love of drama, let alone nullify it. She’d just experienced both in less than two minutes. She deserved a break.


“Moving on,” I said, clearing my throat so I wouldn’t laugh. “The Water Clan is more prone to be physically demonstrative. They passively read the water in your body to get to know you and read your mood. Most of the time, they don’t know they’re doing it. If a drake has adopted you, touching you without permission would imply that they didn’t trust you and would be considered incredibly rude.”


I didn’t tell her that it would also imply that she was a Dragon. Drakes generally shunned all the other races and there was no need to give Clair any more information than I had to.


“Oh, good. Well, I better go change into a different outfit. This one doesn’t really say, ‘Let’s go storm a castle,’ to me. Come on Wuzzy! Time to color coordinate!” Pearl chirped as she finished her food and carried the drake back to her room.


Apparently, she’s decided to out-sass Clair, I thought, refusing to look at my cousin. Now, when will Clair figure it out, I wonder?
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By the time we arrived at Keandre’s home, everyone I needed had been assembled and an appropriate crowd had gathered. Sure enough, when they spotted Wuzzy, they gave Pearl a wide berth and very respectful looks. There would be no mob situation in this Clan and that took a huge weight off my shoulders. I had enough to worry about without adding that as well.


“What’s all this, then?” asked the leader of the Clan. He was one of the Dragon elders and so old that no one knew his real name anymore. They just all called him Rayne, after his markings. Rumor had it that if he hadn’t been the next in line for the Water Clan, he would have been the one to start the Storm Clan and had even seriously considered it.


“Clan Leader Rayne,” I began, giving him a small but deferential bow. I had a lot of respect for the man who refused to play the games that some of the more prominent Councilmembers engaged in. Most of the time, he sent his son in to handle the meetings in his stead. “I have learned that there may be a problem with one of your Clansmen.”


“Did ye now? An’ why did ye believe it was yer job te come and deal with it? Is the Council pushin’ into me Clan’s business again?”


Most people would assume he was being serious, but I could see the gleam in the old man’s eye. We’d gone through this before. A few times, actually. He knew his people well enough to know when they needed a show and took what little joy from it that he could.


“I haven’t informed the Council about this. This isn’t their Clan. It is your Clan, which is why I’ve asked you to come with me. I’m hoping that the rumors I heard are wrong.”


He nodded but the resigned expression assured me that he knew there was little hope for this fellow. I only came around when no one else could stop it. I was a bludgeon and almost exclusively used in situations where no one else could help. It wasn’t pleasant, being forced to see the worst of my kind at all times but it was what it was.


“Then, let’s begin. We have the two healers and three strong men. Me wife, Mist, will work as the other leader ye asked for.”


Mist nodded her head to me, looking even less happy to be there than her husband. She was also familiar with what I did and was probably worried that I’d come back twice in one year. It was never a good situation when that happened. It meant that their Clan was in serious trouble and might fall. No one wanted that to happen.


“If everyone is ready,” I said, “we can get started. Please stay behind me but pay attention. Sometimes, people will set traps for intruders when they’re this far gone.”


The assembled group nodded and followed me in. Pearl stayed close behind me, not saying anything and letting me run the show. From what little I knew of her, it was going to be a one-time thing, but I definitely appreciated it. She needed to draw as little attention as possible, although we were lucky that Dragons came in all sizes and skin tones. I had a feeling that her white skin and hair were considered quite striking back home. After her came Rayne and Mist, then the healers, and finally the extra men. Clair stayed outside and organized a few guards to keep the crowd at bay while we worked at dealing with the situation at hand.


Now comes the hard part, I thought as we left the entry hall. No one had commented on how abandoned it looked because bachelors often forgot about cleaning that area. No, the part that was really difficult to deal with was entering the home itself.


Pearl didn’t react audibly like the others did but I could feel the coiled tension that emanated from her and hear the rustle of Wuzzy as he adjusted himself around her neck. I refused to look at the group, though. I didn’t want to see their disgust or reveal my own.


This was no place for emotions; only logic could be allowed to reign.


Keandre had been well-known for his talents and luck. He’d never had to work for anything. Whether it was his natural disposition or not, he had developed a slothful attitude that had been pushed to the furthest extent possible.


It was clear to anyone with eyes or a nose that the man’s home hadn’t been cleaned in months, if not longer. Sand and dust had settled in a thick layer on every object, every piece of furniture, and every bit of floor that was left uncovered. Even beneath the filth of disuse, there was evidence of a clear lack of care for his environment. Dishes and bits of food had been left where they were placed. A crushed wine glass lay next to a large swath of purple that had stained the elegant rug beneath it. Piles of books balanced unsteadily against each other or were pushed haphazardly onto a mostly empty shelf. The person who lived there hadn’t even attempted to put anything away properly. It didn’t matter to him.


“Skies! If his mother had seen this, she would have died on the spot, she would,” Mist muttered as she skirted around a set of mismatched shoes, a scarf, and a tunic that partially blocked the hall.


Her husband grunted in agreement and picked up a light rock to put it back in its sconce. “She always bemoaned what would happen if her son didna’ change his lazy ways. I doubt she could have imagined this, though.”


I was inclined to agree with them but I also knew that the worst was yet to come. We’d only been in the living room area. People rarely use those types of rooms unless they have guests.


I forced my feet to move forward.


As soon as we moved into the more personal spaces, people began to gag. I didn’t blame them. The scent was awful.


Wuzzy coughed and then I heard him whine. I felt for the little fellow. He had a much better nose than the rest of us and it was only going to get worse.


“What is that?” one of the men at the back asked.


“Rot,” a healer responded.


“What? The food is makin’ that smell?”


I barely held back a snort at that stupid comment. The poor fellow had clearly not been around many sick people. If he had, he would have recognized the scent immediately. In his defense, there were a lot of half-eaten plates left to decay. The relatively cool temperature of the caverns had actually kept that stench down, preventing it from spoiling as quickly or dramatically as it would have if left outside. Plus, most of it was so old that it had stopped stinking.


No, that food didn’t account for most of the smell.


“Nae,” the healer corrected, his tone short as he echoed my thoughts and tried to hold back his horror. “That’s the scent of a body rottin’ away.”


Strangely enough, there were no questions after that.
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Pearl


I followed closely behind Faron as he stalked through the cave with deliberate care and direction. He knew where he was going. He’d been here before.


Well, now I know where he went last night. I wonder if he actually slept at all, I mused as I moved cautiously through the space. It was also pretty obvious why he didn’t want me to come. If this Keandre had succumbed to laziness, as we suspected, this would be Faron’s worst nightmare. Just because I understood didn’t mean I wasn’t still annoyed. Still, I have to admire the fact that he didn’t skimp on work just because he was tired.


We passed rather quickly out of the public area of the home and into the family’s rooms. That was when everyone else started to get an idea of what they were in for. I’d pretty much known, based on the stories Faron had shared with me while we were on the road. It wasn’t nearly as disgusting as I had worried it would be.


At least, that’s what I thought before we found the bodies.


I’ve seen dead people before. I’ve even been the one to make them dead. The most horrific part for me has always been the quickness of it. One moment, there is a living being in the body and the next there is an empty husk. The change is so quick that you can easily miss it but it is also rather significant. The first time I saw someone die, it was my stepmother. She caught a horrible sickness that whittled her away to nothing before killing her. I was in the room when Melma died and saw the light disappear from her eyes.


Up until that point, I’d never thought much about what came after death. I’d always figured that we were connected to our bodies. That was the first time I realized that there was more to a person than just the physical and the emotional. Her spirit left and we were poorer for it. It didn’t make me feel sick, though.


This was the first moment I’d ever felt horrified by a body, or two, as the case may be. With all the others I’d seen, I could appreciate the fact that they were no longer present. Unfortunately, these two gave me no such comfort.


The skeletons in front of us were still alive, although how, I wasn’t sure.


“Oh! Creator of the skies, what happened te them?” one of the men in the back asked while the healers rushed forward.


Faron just stared at them with his face blank and his trademark drawl even slower than normal. “They were too lazy to eat, so they stopped.”


Silence reigned after that. The healers used what little magic they could access to get fluids into their bodies and circulating properly. Because their specialty was water, they were able to force the nearly dead bodies to absorb the liquids that were poured into their mouths and stop their systems from revolting. It took nearly a half-an-hour for the healers to declare them stable enough to move; who knows how much faster things would have gone if they were in a place with more magic. Then they prompted the other men to go and find something to make a couple of stretchers.


Apparently, no one was expecting to need them so they hadn’t been brought along.


Idiots, I thought as they looked around for some poles to hold a board or a piece of cloth. Cause every bachelor has random poles lying around their lounge. After a few minutes of them wondering if they should go grab a couple of the tapestries in the front room, I decided to step in.


“Madame?” I began, addressing Mist. “Where would they have done the laundry around here?”


She blinked, shaking the sorrow out of her eyes, and thought about it for a moment. “This way. It should be behind the kitchen, near the bathin’ chamber.”


I nodded and followed after, ignoring the mess that surrounded us. It wasn’t easy to do but it was definitely necessary. Once we reached the room, I did a quick search and found what I was looking for.


When I’d been at the Celestial Clan’s townhome, I’d accidentally found my way into their laundry room and enjoyed looking at the various implements that they used. Dragons, apparently, needed very large washboards, longer than I was tall, and usually had at least three. They also had long metal poles with hooks that they used to spin the clothes in the water before pulling them out in order to scrub them before rinsing.


Mist stared at me in astonishment as I gathered two of the boards, balancing them as we walked back to the rest of the group. They were probably very heavy but they only felt difficult to carry because of their size in relation to my own.


When we walked in with the boards, all the men seemed to relax while simultaneously wondering why they hadn’t thought of that.


“If we put some cushions on the boards, it should prevent unnecessary bruising,” I offered.


“Yes, but we’ll still need a way te lift the boards,” one of the healers said. “We don’t want the men te touch their skin. It’s too delicate at the moment.”


I shrugged. “There are a few poles back there that should work. I’ll bring them back while you guys get the padding that’s needed.”


This time, it was Faron who came along with me. “Washboards?”


I shrugged. “They implied that this was the family home and the living room was definitely decorated by a woman at some point. It only makes sense that there would be a decent laundry room. And you Dragons have a weird thing for oversized washboards.”


He snickered lightly before gathering the poles that we needed. “Thank you. For being here, I mean. I don’t think…” He pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Just… thank you.”


I nodded, letting some of my annoyance dissipate. Just the part aimed at him, though. The rest of the group seemed generally useless when it came to thinking things through. “Not a problem. Now, let’s get back out there so we can finish this.”


Faron shot me a quick smile and led the way back to the group. Then, he helped them transfer the bodies to the improvised stretchers before leading them out into the mid-morning sun. We’d been in there for two hours.


As soon as we walked outside, the crowd surged forward slightly before falling back and covering their noses.


I managed not to laugh but it was pretty close. At least the smell was good for something.


At that point, Rayne and Mist stepped forward and explained the situation while the healers had their charges carefully transported to the infirmary. As soon as things settled down a bit, Faron and I slipped away and snuck back into Clair’s home. Neither of us said anything, we just grabbed something to change into, jumped into the bathing pools completely clothed, and attempted to wash the smell off our skin and the memories out of our minds.


It didn’t work very well.




[image: ]





Faron was gone when I returned from bathing but I was okay with that. I was keyed up and itching for a fight that I knew I shouldn’t want. Instead of leaving to explore, I got rid of my extra energy by cleaning Clair’s kitchen and then got dinner started before going to take a long nap. Despite what anyone else thought, I knew we would be leaving early the next morning, if not late that night. I would need to be rested and, quite frankly, I didn’t want to deal with anything or anyone else that day.


It didn’t help that my anger was back and higher than before. I’d loved stories about Dragons when I was little but I found them to be a frustrating people with too little sense. They were intelligent but they just didn’t think things through, it seemed. As someone trained in strategy, that was a massive fault that was almost unforgivable.


Probably because I struggle with the same thing, I admitted to myself as I got up and put my shoes back on. Sifu always said that the most offensive things were those we saw in a mirror, that if we didn’t like what we saw in another, we needed to change it in ourselves.


When I came out for dinner, Clair was dishing up the stew and stopped only long enough to thank me for getting it ready.


“No problem. Is Faron back yet?” I asked as I set the table and got settled.


“I’m here,” he responded, walking up to the table with a weary gait. “Sorry, I had to wash again. I went back in to see if I could get any information about them.”


“Them? Ye mean Keandre an’ the other man?” Clair asked, her accent thicker than ever. I always found it fascinating how your speech patterns became more distinct when you were upset.


He nodded. “They’re still unconscious, so I couldn’t ask either of them directly. It looks like Keandre was letting the other man live at his house, but I couldn’t find anything that identified him.”


I frowned. “You couldn’t tell what Clan he was from?”


“No. When Dragons get very sick, our magic tries to heal us. That means that markings disappear, as they are formed by magic. It usually doesn’t happen unless we are nearly dead,” he whispered in my ear while glancing at his cousin.


“Which they are,” I said while nodding, both to his words and his actions. He was still trying to keep my race quiet. “Do either of them look like they’ll recover?”


Faron looked over at Clair and sighed at her eager expression. “Normally, I would say yes, but this isn’t normal. These men didn’t starve because they ran out of food. They just stopped caring enough to eat. In order to survive this sort of thing, you have to want to. At the moment, it looks like Keandre might have a chance to turn things around but the other man?” He just shook his head and went back to eating.


No one said anything after that.


There was nothing left to say.










CHAPTER 10: ONWARD!
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Pearl


I was completely unsurprised to be woken up about four hours before dawn. Faron had seemed pretty antsy the night before and I hadn’t gotten warm and friendly vibes from most of the people. Then again, we were the outsiders who discovered two men dying of laziness. That sort of thing tends to get twisted by even the least experienced of gossips.


Besides, we were still technically on the run from the Council. It wasn’t safe to stay in one place for too long.


So I silently got up, made my bed, put my shoes on, and picked up my bag on the way out the door. I’d slept in my clothes and made sure to be completely packed before dinner.


My planning seems to be paying off, I thought as I made one last check for anything that might get left behind. Once that was done, I turned back around and raised my brows in question.


Faron nodded, a small smile lurking in the corner of his mouth but unable to fully escape. Then, he looped my arm through his and lead me out of the dark cavern, heading down toward the bathing pool before turning again and heading away from Clair’s home.


He knows way too many secret passages. The path was much longer than the others we’d used but it also took us much farther out. By the time we exited, we were not only outside the compound but nearly a mile out and on a different road than the one we entered by. Since we were about to enter the sands again, we stopped to put our sandshoes on before continuing, silent as the stars that spun above our heads.


“Let’s take a break,” Faron said when dawn began to light up the sky. A quick glance behind us revealed that the compound had disappeared into the sand once again, hopefully taking the bad memories with it.


“Not eager to stay?” I asked as I gnawed on some traveler’s bread. I wasn’t a fan of it but it held up well in the heat. Of course, it was hard enough to dent rocks, but beggars can’t be choosers.


He snorted and leaned back against the sand dune. “You forget, I’ve done this before. I know what was going to happen. The stranger was nearly dead when we found him. He’d probably been suffering from whatever this is when he showed up at the conclave. That’s why Keandre’s decline was so sudden.”


I blinked. “You make it sound like he was infected with something.”


Faron shook his head and took a quick sip of water. “No. It was more like… bad company corrupts those around it.”


That made a certain type of sense. I’d seen it before, back when we lived in Perim. There were people who were good influences and those who were bad influences. It wasn’t like they forced you to act like them but they often encouraged it. Good or bad, people change their actions to fit those that they are around. Because it’s subtle, it’s much more effective than strong-arming. “So Keandre was already struggling and then someone shows up who stops fighting, making it easier for Keandre to give in.”


“Exactly. It isn’t something that helps me figure out how to stop this, but at least I’m not worried that this is speeding up on its own. When we first got the report, it seemed strange. He went from wandering around to disappearing completely in a matter of weeks. Most of the time, the progression is more subtle. Then again,” he sighed, “all these problems have been picking up momentum, just not in this exact way. It seems like once someone passes a certain point, they stop fighting with themself and just give in…”


Faron gazed off into the distance before shaking his head lightly. “Anyway, it would be a hassle if we were still there when one of the men died. I don’t like dealing with more than one angry mob a year, and they always want to blame me for it.”


He tried to pretend that it wasn’t hurting him, but I could see that it did. Faron was an easy-going guy in a lot of ways and the thought of people hating him for something he had no control over, something he already blamed himself for… it made him feel even more guilty.


“So, where to next?”


He blinked heavily and looked at me before a small smile broke through. “We’re heading up to a mixed Clan compound. It should be a lot less paranoid than this place was. The more diversity there is, the calmer everyone tends to be. Anyway, one of my informants tells me that the Spider Clan has been acting oddly. And not in the usual way. We’re going to check into the claims and then knock on the Clan’s door.”


I tried to process this information but figured it was a situation where you had to actually be present to understand, so I just nodded and moved on. “Okay. How long is the trip?”


He grimaced. “A little longer than it was to get here. Oh, and you might want to take your sandshoes off. You won’t need them much longer.”
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When he said a little longer, he meant that it was, in fact, a twenty-four day trip.


And, if that wasn’t bad enough, the reason we didn’t need the sandshoes anymore was because the terrain had changed. Instead of sand dunes and parched earth, it was dry canyons and shale pathways. I’d traveled over similar terrain back in Mindep but at least there we had greenery and shade, not the unceasing heat of the sun and the countless rockslides we created.


“I hate this,” I muttered as we crossed yet another gully that was completely devoid of both water and life. I was on edge and it was all I could do not to take it out on my bodyguard. He didn’t really deserve it, even if I felt like he did.


“I know,” Faron replied.


“No, I really, really hate this. When can we get back to the sand?” At least in the sand, I can exercise every morning. This gravel and shale makes it hard to walk, let alone do anything involving balance, I grumbled in my head before kicking a loose stone as far as I could. It didn’t help.


He chuckled. “And imagine, Princess, how much worse it would be if we chose a different path, considering this is actually the road.”


I snorted and ignored the nickname. “Some road. It’s been completely covered by boulders at least six times now. If I wanted to climb rocks, I would have visited the mountains.” I actually had done that before and it was nothing like this. Climbing up a sheer rock face while the world spread out like a green carpet beneath you was an incredible experience and probably a safer one as well. I’d at least had a safety line there.


“Don’t pretend. I know the real reason is you want to get back to sledding down the hills as fast as you can.”


I grinned–more like bared my teeth, but that’s semantics–and tried to add some pep to my voice. “Can you blame me? It’s a pretty great rush.”


He said nothing but I could tell he was getting as tired as I was. More, actually. Not that he had a good reason, considering how late he woke every morning and how early he went to bed, I grumbled silently, knowing I was being unreasonable. He hadn’t slept nearly as long the night before and it wouldn’t matter, even if he did. We both had a good reason for being exhausted and irritable.


Walking on so much loose rock meant we had to concentrate on our feet almost exclusively or we’d be on the ground with a broken ankle in no time. Or dead when we got caught in the inevitable rockslide. The ground was not stable. Still, staring at your feet for days on end wore on a person and we both needed something else to think about. And a massage. I really needed a massage.


When my eyes focused in on movement, I suddenly realized that I had begun to tap my weapons in their various hiding spots. That was never a good sign, especially when paired with the slight jitters in my hands and the compressed feeling that had settled in the pit of my stomach. When I was in danger of either blowing up or doing something stupid, I would feel like there was a spring being pushed down in my chest. When it reached my belly, it would usually pop and I would lash out at people.


I need to either work off this energy or think about something else, ‘cause I’m about to burst, I thought before nearly face planting and demonstrating my extensive skills in cursing. Having a merchant for a father meant spending a lot of time around sailors.


“Tell me a story,” I demanded. We both needed a distraction and it was an old tactic that I’d used on Eric more than once. Then again, he was full of all sorts of stories, so it was easy for him to accommodate. I had no idea if Faron was the same way.


He turned to face me and a small curl of smoke floated my way before hitting my face and dissipating, making me smirk slightly. That had been happening more and more as we traveled. Oddly enough, it didn’t even matter which way the wind was blowing, the smoke always came my direction…


Faron didn’t notice, though. Not this time, at least. He was too busy frowning at me. “What?”


“A story. Tell me about your Clan! Your grandmother is from the Water Clan but how did you end up in the Storm Clan.”


He grunted and led us over to an overhang that allowed us a reprieve from the heat. Not that I needed that–actually, the heat was feeling pretty good–but it was still nice to get off my feet for a while.


We sat like that for a while and when I noticed his eyes getting heavy, I decided to prod him again.


“Come on! Tell me a story! I’ve told you about my family, so you definitely owe me,” I whined playfully as I poked him in the arm.


Faron groaned but sat up. “Fine! Just stop poking me.”


When I did, he settled a bit more but started talking fairly quickly, so I didn’t mind.


“Clans often begin when new powers assert themselves but some start when multiple Clan lines mix together. My mother’s mother was from the Water Clan and married a man from the Fire Clan. My mother’s markings, as a result, look like a geyser. My father’s father was from the Wind Clan and his mother was from the Celestial Clan. Because of that, my fathers’ markings look like a sun sending winds out and is rather large and dramatic. When the two of them met and married, someone pointed out that they both seemed to be depicting storms, in their own fashion. Because they were both from mixed bloodlines, they decided to start their own Clan and named it the Storm Clan.”


I grinned. “Really? That’s amazing. I know you’re mainly marked with lightning, but what about your siblings?”


“One looks like a tornado, another has massive waves, and the third shows a swirl of clouds over the sea. We’re all storms but in our own ways. It’s the reason why our Clan still exists. We are proof that the storms breed true.”


“And why do you live with the Celestial Clan instead of any of the others?”


That question seemed to make him feel a bit uncomfortable. “Not everyone is accepting of new Clans. When they formed it, it was still traditional to shun those who were not a part of your Clan. Most refuse to marry anyone who isn’t a part of their Clan and dislike it if you try to mix bloodlines. When my parents decided to leave that craziness, many of their relatives stopped talking to them. The Celestial Clan is the exception and has always been rather open-minded about these things. It was just safer to stay with them.”


I nodded but dropped the subject. There was no need to reopen old wounds. Instead, I jumped to the next topic of conversation.


“So, exactly how closely are you related to Clair? Because she looked interested in becoming more than just distant cousins, if you know what I mean.”


Faron groaned and I grinned wickedly. It was always nice when a relationship progressed to the point of teasing.
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When we arrived at the village, I was beyond happy; I was ecstatic. The crazy emotions were still stabbing at me randomly and joy was the one overwhelming my senses that morning. Those twenty-four days were brutal and all I wanted was to sleep on something that didn’t stab me every time I rolled over. The one good thing that came out of it was my relationship with Faron. We’d been hostile when we met but any trace of that was completely gone and we’d gotten to a point where we were friends. At least, I thought we were friends. I hadn’t had many over my life, so it was a bit hard to tell.


We didn’t have to wait until nighttime, unlike when we approached the Water Clan’s compound. Instead, we walked straight in, as if we hadn’t a care in the world. Okay, we limped in, but still. Not having to sneak was a big relief for me. Sneaking always got my blood moving and reminded me of who I used to be, who I didn’t want to be. I had a feeling that it was similar for Faron. Not with sneaking, per se, but with other things. He’d already admitted that he struggled with laziness; I could only imagine how much easier it was to deal with when he was out in the desert, where there was much more incentive to keep moving.


I will freely admit that I liked the village better than I did any of the other place I’d seen so far, if only because it was so much more recognizable. Instead of being built into the walls of a canyon, these were actual houses created from quarried stone that had been stacked together to form actual buildings! Granted, the stones weren’t held together with mortar, but it was at least similar!


“How are those buildings standing?” I asked quietly.


Faron looked at them and then back at me before understanding finally hit. “Oh, they form the stones so that they interconnect exactly. It isn’t a quick thing but it is much more effective than any other method. Any compound that lives in this area builds their homes this way.”


I nodded but didn’t say anything else. I was too busy examining the world around me. It looked like most of the houses were probably built over an underground area, unless the Dragons here were less obsessed with space than the others I’d met. I mean, even Clair had a pretty extensive home for someone living alone. These places were all built with clean lines and the decoration came from the variety and pattern that the stones in the walls were arranged in. Generally, though, everything was fairly uniform and a bit boring.


And then I looked up.


“Faron, why is there a castle?”


He chuckled. “Technically, it’s just a manor home. It just looks so big because more of it is visible than the rest of the houses.”


I rolled my eyes and said, “I’m pretty sure that it looks big because it is big. And I live in a manor. I know what size they normally are. This is a castle.”


And a creepy one, at that, I thought as I stared up at it. Instead of being a part of the village, it was up on the hill a ways, reminding me of a spider sitting in its web. The entire building was carved from black stone and I had a feeling that the natural striations in the stone were the reason that it looked crooked. Hopefully. There were also several odd towers sticking up like long skinny legs and the whole place looked ready to fall apart at any moment.


Before I could ask more about it, though, Faron was knocking on someone’s door and I was being ushered into a well-kept home.


“Faron! I’m so glad you’re here!” cried a blonde woman who then threw herself at my companion and hugged him like he was the only thing saving her from drowning, the flowers marking her arms and neck shimmered in the light that streamed through a nearby window. And, much to my chagrin, he hugged her back.


Then things got a bit stranger as a teenage girl and two toddlers ran up to him as well, all yelling, “Fa!”


Am I missing something? I asked myself while staring at the scene with a growing feeling of horror. I’m pretty sure I would have remembered him mentioning a wife and kids. We’ve been traveling together for almost two months, now! That is a pretty big thing to not talk about!


Faron, completely unaware of my growing horror, laughed and hugged the children, asking them how they’d been and if they’d been good. It was the perfect image of domesticity, the father coming back after a long trip and being greeted enthusiastically by his family. I’d grown up being one of those kids. I shouldn’t begrudge them this happy moment.


But I did.


“Everyone, this is Pearl! She’s been traveling around with me,” he said, waving me forward.


The woman bustled forward, still grinning from ear to ear, and gave me a hug. “I’m Marie. Thank you for traveling with him! I hate how much he’s on his own.”


I blinked and proceeded to stumble over my words. “Um, you’re, um, welcome?” This just got more uncomfortable. Also, why hasn’t she looked at Wuzzy? None of them have but he was constantly stared at when we were with the Water Clan…


“Oh! And these are my kids. Sabrina is the oldest, then you have Savanna, and Jonny is the youngest.” The oldest girl was marked with the same flower pattern as her mother, the next had a series of flower petals that looked like they were swirling in a breeze, and the son had swirling patterns without the petals.


Marie was beaming so brightly as I examined them that I couldn’t help but join in. What rang in my head, though, was the way she said, ‘my’. It wasn’t, ‘our kids’ it was ‘my kids’.


Suddenly, I was feeling much less cranky. Not that I wanted to examine why. Something must have shown on my face, though, because Faron was quick to jump in and correct my misconception.


“Marie is my sister’s best friend. She comes from the Flower Clan and married my best friend who is from the Wind Clan. It works for me because I get to stand in as the favorite uncle whenever I visit, which is usually more often than this. The last few years have been a bit crazy, though.”


Beside me, Marie muttered, “They don’t have any other uncles, so he wins by default. And you’ll find that most of this village is filled with inter-Clan relationships.” Then, a moment later, she’d shooed us further into the house and closed the door. “So, are you here because of my letter?” she asked him with a pointed look.


“Yes. I was planning on coming to visit you soon anyway but when I got your message, I knew I had to move up my timetable. We just left the Water Clan Compound, actually.”


She grimaced and sent the kids out to play with their friends. Once they were gone, she asked, “Bad?”


“Not the worst,” he admitted, “but it was fast. Faster than normal. One more day and two men would have been dead. As it is, only one had a decent chance of surviving the week. Now, tell me what’s been going on here.”


Marie nodded and finished putting together some tea before sitting down. “It started when Malike’s brother left. You remember? It was completely unexpected and it shook us all up. He fell in love with a woman that none of us really know much about and then moved away. Well, you know how close the Spider Clan is, especially Malike and Agymah once they reunited. They’ve had to be, what with the persecution they’ve faced over the years for their odd ways.”


At this, I had to pipe in and ask, “What do you mean?”


She blinked. “Well, for one thing, their Dragons are rather… unusual looking. Some have eight eyes, some have multiple heads. One of their cousins is covered with hair from snout to tail. And, most of them have webs instead of skin for wings. It is unnerving for many when they first see them. Also, they tend to be interested in the macabre and deadly. Oddly enough, they are also some of the most cheerful people I know. Well, the men are.


“Anyway, the Clan is very tight-knit, even the extended family comes to visit as often as possible, and Malike became the unofficial leader for our area. We notice when they stop coming into town to visit. We definitely notice when things get a bit too quiet up at their manor. Ekow has never been known for his love of quiet. Anyway, the only person from that family that we’ve seen over the past five months was Malike, and he’s been looking worn down. The few times someone has gone to check on them, we’ve either been turned away at the door or no one answered.”


Faron drank some of his tea and teemed to be thinking over what to do. It was a bit of a conundrum from my perspective. Probably even more so from his. They were entirely allowed to hole up in their home and ignore everyone else. At the same time, why would they? It sounded like they were accepted by and involved in their community, even if they were seen as odd. Why give that up?


“We’ll stop by tonight and see if they’ll let us visit. Malike and I have known each other for years. There’s no reason for him to turn me away. For now, could we borrow a couple rooms? You know what the path is like between here and the Water Clan.”


Marie snorted. “Oh, I remember. It’s like sleeping on a bed of nails. You move wrong and you’ll be skewered. Well, come on. I just aired the guest rooms out. It’s best to rest while you can.”
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I was feeling better than I had in months when we left for the Spider Clan’s home. Not only had I slept soundly for the first night in almost a month, I was able to do a work out that afternoon as well! I’d been missing the push and pull of muscles as I moved through the various forms, with and without weapons.


Unfortunately, all those wonderful feelings started disappearing as we got closer and closer to the house. It was quite possibly the most creepy looking place I’d ever been. The only visible sign that winter was hitting the Great Desert was the sun’s quick descent below the horizon and the coldness of the nights. Yet somehow, despite all this, there was mist coiling around the Spider Clan’s manor. It looked like the start to every ghost story I’d ever heard told before and it was making me feel very uncomfortable as we walked up to the massive stone door, the door that was carved with what looked to be various methods of torture.


Because that’s normal, I thought sarcastically. Despite the subject matter, the reliefs were well done. The problem was that they were also very detailed.


By the time Faron knocked on the massive door, I was practically jumping out of my skin.


“Is it always like this?” I asked, beginning to feel angry. That was my go-to response whenever I was afraid and not an emotion that I wanted active right then. I needed to stay calm so I could react appropriately to whatever problems cropped up.


“Hm? Oh, yeah. There is something in the rocks that provokes a fear response in most people. Malike’s wife, I’timad, says that it adds to the general feeling of hopelessness that they strive for.”


That seemed like an odd thing to want but before I could ask more questions, the door opened, squeaking eerily as it did.


“Faron? What are you doing here?” asked a tall man with skin that was so dark brown it was nearly black. He looked like one of the men I’d seen who came from the land south of the Lunzif Empire. I’d met a few when we lived in Perim, but they’d all had their heads close-shaven. Not like this man. He had his kinky black hair braided and shaved into a strange pattern on either side of his head and pulled back to create a mohawk. It was quite interesting to look at and made me wish my hair weren’t so straight.


When I stopped staring at it in envy, I noticed that his hair wasn't just done like that because it looked good or to keep it out of his way. It was most likely done to expose his markings, which were spider webs in a softly metallic purple that brought out the richness of his skin.


Why do I have to be so pale? I complained silently before trying to get my attention back where it belonged.


“I came by to beg some dinner and a place to stay. Marie’s kids have taken over the guest room with their toys and I don’t feel comfortable asking anyone else for a bed. Plus, my friend Pearl is with me and I think her drake is making people feel uncomfortable.”


Malike broke into a massive grin, his teeth starkly white against his skin and the crinkles around his eyes drawing attention to a scar that crossed one eye and must have just missed blinding him.


“Of course! I’timad was just saying that she missed having friends over for dinner! Of course, I have to remind her that we don’t eat our friends, but she just won’t listen,” he told us with a giant laugh. I wasn’t positive he was joking about eating people but I let it go. Marie was right. He was very cheerful and that seemed to make it easier to ignore that sort of thing.


“Come in, come in! I’ll just go tell the wife that we have two more dining with us tonight.”


We were escorted to the dining room before being left there for a few minutes, long enough for Faron to warn me not to ask what was in the meal. Then, the family members started showing up.


I’timad was a beautiful woman, tall and very thin, with skin the color of dark chocolate and silvery eyes that seemed to glow. She had a golden spiderweb around her right eye and on the backs of her hands, and the bodice of her dress dipped just enough to reveal a web with a black widow poised over her heart. She also wore a strange headband that looked like it was made from scales and rested against her forehead, reminding me of a royal circlet. I wasn’t sure what the purpose was, but it seemed to keep her cloud of hair out of her face.


Her daughter, Akuba, clearly took after her. She had the same willowy frame and doll-like face, her eyes looking impossibly large. They weren’t the same silver color as her mother’s were but there was a silver ring that split her left iris in half. Instead of leaving her hair loose, Akuba kept hers in two neat braids on either side of her head. Also, unlike both her parents, she didn’t have spider webs on her. Instead, her face was decorated with what looked like silver freckles. It was only on closer inspection that you realized they were actually tiny spiders.


Ekow, Malike and I’timad’s son, looked a lot like his father. He had a big, barrel chest with a large spider poised on it and he stood about an inch shorter than his mother and sister. Half of his head was braided intricately while the other half was kept completely natural, and the style emphasized his gold and green eyes as well as his cheekbones. For some reason, he reminded me of a boy who had finally grown into his shoulders, still a bit awkward and unsure in his movements and avoiding the swagger that would start to creep in as he got used to his body.


There was one other thing that stood out about the family, though. No matter their age or style, everyone but Malike was wearing a set of bracelets that eerily resembled shackles.










CHAPTER 11: SNEAKY SPIDERS
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Pearl


“Where’s Grandmama?” Faron asked. Despite the way his eyes darted back to the shackles, he seemed to be carefully avoiding them.


For my part, I was watching the family carefully to see if they were going to give us a hint about what was going on. It didn’t seem like it was going to happen, though. Despite the tense atmosphere, no one made any move to talk about what was wrong.


Or, maybe this is normal for them.


“She has a headache and decided to eat in her room tonight,” Malike responded with a sad smile. “I’m sure that you’ll see her tomorrow.”


Faron just nodded in response and proceeded to chat about how wonderful the food was. I’timad was graceful and kind as she took his compliments, looking oddly at peace with where she was. Their children, though, were not pleased.


I wasn’t sure how old they were, since Dragons age differently than humans do, but they both were probably at the human equivalent of their early-20s. Akuba looked like she was generally dissatisfied with everything and everyone around her, which I figured was normal for her, until her mother asked why she and Ekow were looking so glum. Ekow, who had been pushing his food around, just snorted and refused to answer.


Akuba, on the other hand, stared at I’timad and asked, “Do you really want to go into that right now, Mother? I thought we weren’t supposed to say anything in front of the guests.”


After that comment, the silence was rather thick.


Malike tried to pass the whole thing off as a joke but couldn’t quite manage to regain control of the situation or himself. His cheer seemed a bit forced. I’timad was no help, refusing to join in after that and sending her daughter a look that was easy to read. There were going to be words later. Lots of words.


“Well, I am stuffed!” Malike exclaimed as he scooted his chair back. “I think I’ll show you two your rooms now. Come along!”


Faron and I’timad followed rather quickly, but I took my time. Akuba had given me a few pointed looks throughout the meal and I wanted to know what she had to say.


Unfortunately, all she was able to do was look at me and mouth the word, ‘help’ before being ordered to the kitchen to clean things up so her grandmama wouldn’t have to.


Something is definitely wrong here, and not just their taste in food and interior decor, I thought as I followed Malike and I’timad to my room. I hadn’t noticed as much when we were down in the dining room but the house was just as decrepit looking inside as it was out. It was stuffed full of unusual objects, most of which gave the impression that they were or had been cursed. If not cursed then they had most definitely been used for torture. I recognized the set of thumbscrews in various sizes that were displayed on the wall, directly across from a tapestry with an eye that seemed to follow you wherever you went.


Dusty hall after dusty hall passed until we stopped in front of two misshaped wooden doors, one with bloody streaks on it and the other with upside-down stars.


“Here you go,” Malike said, hugging his wife close while smiling at us. “We’ll see you in the morning.”


“Sleep poorly,” Faron offered the older man, making him smile bigger.


I’timad smirked and responded, “We will. Just make sure to wake us if you have any nightmares. We love to take part in them.” And then they were gone, gliding silently down the hall.


Faron grabbed my hand and pulled me through the closest door before shutting it firmly.


“What did she say?” he asked.


“Akuba? Nothing directly. She did mouth the word ‘help,’ though, so I’m assuming that your friend was right.”


He nodded sadly. “I don’t know how he got ahold of them but the bands they’re wearing are a type of magical shackle. They shouldn’t be capable of working, though.” Faron started pacing angrily and much more energetically than I’d seen him act before.


“Okay, well, let’s go talk to her then. Maybe she can find out what’s going on. I mean, there was more besides just the shackles, right?”


Faron took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah. They were all acting strange. Ekow was the most obvious. He loves to eat and is normally really enthusiastic about everything. Even at his worst, you could always cheer him up by talking about explosions. He’s been training with some of our eastern cousins on how to use black powder properly for excavation. When I mentioned it tonight? He completely shut down. Akuba was silent about her experiments and I’timad was a bit too… ‘manic’ I guess is the right word.”


I blinked. “Manic? That was her being manic?”


“Yeah. She is pretty cool-tempered most of the time but isn’t generally so fast to agree with Malike on everything. Usually, there is a push and pull sort of argument about the different perspectives.”


“And Malike?” I asked as he reached for the door, making him pause.


“Malike loves his family more than anything. He was separated from his brother, Agymah, for years thanks to the curse. He was devastated until they reconnected. Which is why it’s so odd that he seems to be fine. His brother left without a word and hasn’t sent any notes home? Yet Malike seems to be in good humor? That’s possibly the most obvious sign that something is wrong. So is the fact that he didn’t mention his brother even once while we ate.”


I blinked and nodded before following him out. He was right. People who’ve had a trauma tend to react even worse the second time around. I was devastated when my mother died but when Melma passed away? It was worse. I became so reckless that I’m still not sure how I survived. If Lana hadn’t started following me around, I probably wouldn’t have stopped until I was dead.


It’s hard to keep putting your life in danger when your little sister is right on your heels.


We were moving as quietly as possible through the stone halls. It wasn’t easy though, not with the strange way that the floors creaked periodically, sounding more like wood than rock. I was glad that Faron knew where we were going because I certainly didn’t. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the turns we took or why we had to go up one set of stairs before descending another. Still, it was a pretty interesting house and the variety of artifacts that they had collected over the years was both astounding and terrifying.


Eventually, though, we arrived at a door that had a doll hanging from a noose nailed to it. The doll looked an awful lot like Ekow probably did as a young boy.


This is a weird family. Somehow, though, I like them more and more every minute.


Before Faron could tap on it, it opened and Akuba beckoned us inside.


“It took you long enough,” she said in her languid style.


“Your house tried to redirect us twice,” Faron shot back.


She just shrugged. “It’s siding with Father. He’s been getting worse ever since Uncle Agymah disappeared and then one day, he just snapped and we all woke up with these spectral shackles on.”


Faron seemed to settle down as he listened. “Yeah, about those. How could they possibly work in a place that is supposed to be magically dead?”


Akuba snorted and sat on the stool beside her vanity. “The stone we used to build the house is cursed. It resonates on a frequency that’s the exact opposite of the original curse and it seems to push the curse backward because of it. It means that we have a lot more access to magic than everyone else. It also means that we can’t leave the house or risk having our souls ripped from our bodies. Spectral shackles were designed for prisons that are surrounded by no magic zones. It makes it easier for inmates to move around without worrying about them breaking the metal links that hold them captive.”


She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “This would be so much simpler if I could just get him to drink my poison.”


I frowned. “Okay, I know he’s turned you into a prisoner but don’t you think that poisoning him is a bit harsh? It sounds like his protective nature got put into overdrive.”


“Oh, it has. He’s always been too protective at awkward moments but it has just been intolerable lately. And Mother is just as bad. She used to have an equal relationship with him. He was stupidly doting and she was gentle and careful with her reprimands. Unfortunately, his fear has made him demanding and authoritarian while her gentle and mostly non-confrontational manner has turned her into a doormat. She never argues with him anymore. She just does what he says and seems afraid to be left alone. They’re feeding off each other’s fears, like leeches. Normally, I would be all for that sort of thing, but they aren’t suited to it.”


Faron frowned. “And your brother? Because this is the quietest I’ve ever seen Ekow and it’s, quite frankly, disturbing.”


Akuba shrugged. “He’s been getting quieter over the last few years but he’s decided that anything he says will just make the situation worse. Plus, he’s a bit depressed. You know he has a job doing the excavation for the village? He was basically living in those caves before Father went crazy.”


His eyes narrowed slightly but he let it go. I would have pursued that a bit more, but I didn’t have the familiarity or history with the family that he did. Faron seemed comfortable with her assessment, so I just kept listening and trying to understand what was going on. I got the basic gist but the details seemed a bit strange.


Or, maybe that’s just the family.


“So,” he began, “what type of poison were you thinking?”


That simple question made Akuba light up like Belle did when she found a new library to explore. “I noticed that there were some odd patterns of reactions emerging in our town, so I decided to study it. Mother always says that it takes a community to strike terror in the heart of a nation and that’s why we should always do our best to take care of them. Like pets. Anyway, I narrowed it down by process of elimination to something in the water. A quick check with some magical instruments suggested a curse–“


“Another one?” I asked, interrupting her in my exasperation. I couldn’t help it, though. It was getting ridiculous and I was sick to death of curses. First I’d had to deal with the one on the King of the Fey. Then, I get pulled into a land where the soil itself was cursed and the population was brought there by a completely different curse. And now there was a curse in the water? That I was finding out about while standing in a castle built from cursed stones.


Akuba seemed to be able to read my mind because she was smirking at me. “Yes. Another one. Someone, apparently, didn’t think the first two were working fast enough. Anyway, I began experimenting on the population–don’t make that face at me Faron, I know a spell to make it stay that way–and it seemed to be working.”


Faron, who had quickly gotten rid of his outraged expression, was forced to nod. “They do seem more stable than the last time I was here. Still, you experimented on them without their permission?”


She shrugged a slim shoulder and replied, “They wouldn’t have agreed, not in their state. No, it worked out perfectly. Until my parents lost their minds.”


Akuba sighed and began to tap out a staccato beat on the leg of the chair. “I tried poisoning them too but they’re too careful. Apparently, they haven’t trusted me since the time I tried to kill Ekow with a little cyanide. Father figured that I would be unhappy and is being far too cautious. He checks his food and drink regularly and even locked me out of my potions room. Luckily, I got Ekow to break in for me and bring me the last of it. If you can get some in his drink, he should calm down.”


“I don’t know…” Faron began before frowning. “Okay. You better just give me a little bit, though. If I’m caught, we don’t want to waste an entire batch.”
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I was completely exhausted when I woke up the next morning. Sadly, I was getting used to this particular state, if for different reasons than when we were traveling. Between the anticipation of poisoning a Clan leader, the sudden worries about the water, and a distinct moaning that echoed through my room every time I was almost asleep, I probably looked ill.


Faron didn’t look much better.


“Bad night?” I asked.


He grunted. “There was something scratching under the bed. I think it is the ghost of Ekow’s childhood pet, but I can’t be sure and I didn’t want to look. Most of the time, their pets are harmless. As long as you stick to the rules, they don’t do any permanent damage. If you break those rules though…”


I nodded. “They have a contract with these creatures, then?” I knew enough about magic to know that certain people created contracts with magical creatures. It protected both the contract holder and the contractee, if it was written correctly. Most of the time, though, these contracts were created by those playing with magic that they didn’t understand and they usually wanted to use for ill. Their evil desires attracted the type of creatures who would take delight in sticking to the very letter of the contract. It almost never ended well, for anyone.


It didn’t really surprise me that the Spider Clan consorted with creatures that required contracts, although I somehow doubted any actual contracts were used. For all I knew, this was a vacation for them, spending time somewhere that they wouldn’t be asked to murder anyone, just to be themselves.


Besides the craziness of imprisoning his family with shackles that will rip their souls out if they leave the house, the Spider Clan seems like a very loving and accepting group. Maybe not the most sane, but fairly kind and loving. Although, it is a bit frightening that Akuba tried to poison her brother with cyanide. Not unexpected, considering their decorating style, but still frightening.


“I don’t think they have any contracts,” Faron said, bringing my mind back to the original conversation and confirming my theory. “They just sort of show up and find a room. According to Malike, most of these rooms don’t really exist.”


I blinked and frowned, trying to understand what that meant, precisely. I didn’t get the chance to really examine the thought, however, because we were suddenly at the entrance to the dining room. A walk that had taken almost thirty minutes the night before had suddenly decided to take only five.


“Thank you, house,” Faron said quietly as we walked in the door.


Maybe that comment about rooms appearing wasn’t so far off, I mused and then lightly patted the door frame before following him in.


“Oh, don’t you two look sleep deprived!” I’timad exclaimed sweetly as we walked into the room. I just wished I could be half as happy about it as she was, or that she could have enjoyed the sleep deprivation while I congratulated her on it. Then again, her skin tone did look a bit darker beneath her eyes… It was hard to tell, considering the gloomy lighting and the way that her eyes glowed.


So, I decided to return her… compliment. “You do as well.” Apparently, it was the right thing to say because she perked right up. “Tell me, I’timad, have you ever spent time among the nobles of Crechel before?”


“No, I haven’t. We didn’t travel much before we were pulled here. Why?”


I shrugged and smirked slightly. “Oh, I was just thinking about the time my family hosted some while their boat was being repaired. They greeted us almost the same way every morning.” Granted, that was because they were trying to insult us while still sounding genteel and kind, whereas these people actually mean what they’re saying.


“Oh, Malike! We simply must go visit Crechel sometime to see if it’s true! Who knows? We may have family there.”


For the first time since we arrived, I saw a glimpse of the monster that lurked beneath Malike’s sunny smiles. It was fast, to be sure, but not fast enough for me to miss it.


When he’d recovered, he smiled charmingly at his wife and said, “Maybe sometime, I’ti, but not right now.”


She flinched ever so slightly and responded with, “Of course! But we should talk about it again next year.”


“Next year would be fine. Now, where are the children?”


“Here, father,” echoed from two very different voices as Akuba and Ekow walked into the dining room. Well, limped in Ekow’s case.


Something his mother did not miss. “Ekow, darling! What happened?”


He shrugged and settled into his seat with a gloomy sort of acceptance. He knew he was going to have to tell the story but didn’t want to.


Sure enough, Malike finished gathering the cups and demanded, “Come now, son! Tell your mother how you got hurt.”


Ekow sighed and leaned his head against the table.


Akuba took it upon herself to respond for him. “He tripped over a corpse on the stairs.”


“A corpse? Whose?”


She shrugged. “Probably Fluffy’s. You know how he is with his toys.”


Malike began grumbling about their cat–which I had a feeling wasn’t a normal cat and was the first mention of animals since I arrived–and accidentally knocked over the water pitcher. Sighing, he picked it back up and turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll be right back. I just need to fill this up again.”


“That’s fine, dear,” I’timad responded absently as she demanded to know why Ekow hadn’t simply moved around the corpse–which I was pretending belonged to a mouse but knew that was unlikely–instead of tumbling over it.


That was when Faron moved toward the cups, casually gathering them to distribute to the others and slipping a bit of Akuba’s poison into the one for her father.


“What’s this?” Malike cried as he walked in. Unfortunately, it was at the same time that Faron was putting the cap back on the poison.


“What’s what?” Faron asked, trying to play it off.


“What are you doing over there?” the leader of the Spider Clan growled, tightening his grip on the pitcher he’d just filled.


Faron shrugged with a frown. “I was going to put the cups out, since you were busy. I didn’t realize it was a problem.”


“Don’t lie to me. I saw you. You were putting something in the drinks!”


“What?”


Malike crushed the metal pitcher in his hands before striding over and grabbing Faron by his collar. Then, he put his hand in Faron’s pocket and pulled out the vial of poison.


“I can’t even trust my own friends, now? Is that it? I let you come into my home, be around my family and you try to drug us? Poison us?” The calm and cheerful Malike that I’d met was nowhere to be seen. In his place was a massive man with a rumbling voice, bottomless pits for eyes, and hair that had decided to move on its own. I was starting to understand why people thought of his Clan as monsters, even if I didn’t agree with them.


“Well,” he continued, sounding eerily happy again. “I can solve this easily enough. You’ll just have to stay here until whatever’s wrong with you clears up. I was going to do this anyway, but now I don’t feel as bad.”


And then, he pulled out a set of shackles and locked them around Faron’s wrists.


“Now, you can’t leave,” Malike said with a bright grin. “Not unless you want your soul ripped from your body and devoured by the specters that we have in our dungeon.”










CHAPTER 12: SPIKING A DRINK
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Pearl


While Faron was being confronted, I’d slowly stood up and readied to pull my daggers. I wasn’t just going to sit by and watch him get killed by a madman, but I also couldn’t be too aggressive and hurt someone who could be saved if I just thought things through.


I just didn’t expect that Faron would be chained to the house like the rest of the family!


Well, crap! I don’t know how to remove those! I thought, helplessly.


A slight movement from my left drew my attention to Akuba. She was staring at me and gesturing that I should go. That I should hide. I nodded and crept backward while Faron started trying to change Malike’s mind. Really, he was trying to buy me time. It was a massive house and would be easy enough to disappear in, if the house worked with me. If it revealed where I was, there were going to be some serious problems.


As soon as I cleared the threshold, I found myself in a random room that I’d never seen before. It certainly wasn’t the entryway that we walked through to get to the dining room. Actually, it looked like a storage room, holding the requisite extra furniture that most old houses ended up having.


Except, this one didn’t have a door. Anywhere!


I’m trapped in a room without a door while Faron is being turned into a prisoner by one of his friends.


That was when everything caught up with me. All the frustration, the rage, the months of feeling powerless and out of control, every negative emotion that I had been working so hard to control, it all came boiling up at once.


So, I stopped trying.


I screamed. I wailed. I beat my fists against my thighs and then my chest. I kept screaming until I couldn’t feel anything but the burning of my throat and the throbbing of my muscles as the bruises started to form.


Slowly, I collapsed onto the floor and tried to get ahold of myself. The last time I had done something like that, I then moved from hurting myself to climbing out a window and trying to play vigilante. I’d been driven by an intense need to hurt someone and when I stopped feeling the pain, I’d searched for someone else who deserved it. At that exact moment, all I wanted to do was go back to the dining room and gut Malike. I wanted to burn the house to the ground and not have to care about the consequences.


I wanted to take the easy way out.


Just like I had before…


The memories I’d worked so hard to suppress, then to accept, swarmed to the surface.


I’d been angry at my father for being so distant. At least, that’s the excuse I used. So, I went out hunting, like I always did back then. This time, I wasn’t as careful. I didn’t research my victim as well as I should have, sticking with only the superficial stories about him. It turned out that he was a better hunter than I was. He avoided my trap and goaded me into an actual fight. If it had been even a year later, I probably could have beaten him but at the time? I was untrained and sloppy. He caught me off-guard and pulled me to the ground before getting his hands around my neck and whispering in my ear.


“Such a silly little princess, wanting to play. I wonder if the rest of you is as pretty as your face…”


I’d been so mad that I’d been sloppy. And then I was caught and the anger gave way to fear. I knew who the man was. I’d seen what he was capable of doing, what he was going to do to me. A second later, my brother showed up and beat the guy unconscious before helping me get back home. Less than a month later, Sifu appeared and started training me to control more than just my body, he taught me how to control my emotions.


‘You are fire. Passionate and energetic… but, yes, you are destructive and will burn out quickly if you do not learn control.’


Sifu’s words rang in my head, just like they had all those years ago, and they were just as true as they’d been when he said it the first time. Instead of wallowing in my pain, I needed to calm down and reassess the situation, to change my perspective on myself and the situation.


Without realizing it, I was standing and had already started moving through the slower forms that Lana had mastered so easily. It wasn’t time for the passionate rage that came with fire. I needed to channel the steady patience of water, an element that forged its own path with persistence. I calmed my mind and let my body flow from movement to movement as I concentrated on nothing but what came next. I needed to stop thinking about what might have happened, about what I should have done, and just let it go and move on. I couldn’t learn if I was mired by past regrets.


My teacher had always cautioned us not to empty our minds as we did these exercises. Instead, he told us to concentrate on how we were going to get to the next step and then the next. He said that we would rarely have that opportunity in the heat of the moment but that the practice would allow us to make the best decision we could because we were always thinking of the process and not just the end result. I’d been looking at the end result. It was time to look at the process.


When my body had warmed and my blood had cooled, I finished the forms and took a few more deep breaths. After systematically tapping every knife I had hidden on my person, I let the last of my tension go. Then, I went over to a wall and patted it gently.


“Thank you, house.”


The house groaned, sounding as if it was settling on its foundations.


And then, a door opened behind me. A door that not only hadn’t been there a moment before but was also on the opposite wall from where I’d entered.


Akuba came in and shut the mysterious reappearing door behind her. “I was not expecting that,” she admitted while settling on an abandoned chair.


I snorted. “I doubt anyone was. Your dad is completely mad, you know that, right?”


“I know. He always has been. Now he’s just more… angry. But the plan will still work. He seems to be fixated on Faron and have forgotten you. He never even noticed that you weren’t in the room anymore and has been showing Faron what he’s expected to do every day to atone for his actions.”


I tensed. “What does that mean, exactly?” It didn’t sound good and these people had instruments of torture lying around.


She waved at me airily. “Oh, probably just fencing practice. Father hasn’t had anyone to spar with since my uncle left.” She paused and then continued on quickly. “So, I think that if Ekow and I help keep my parents busy, you can probably get the poison in the water. And the wine. We have wine with dinner and he’s been talking about having a nice, full-bodied red all morning. He’ll probably open it after lunch to let it breathe.”


“After lunch? What kind of wine do you guys drink that it needs half-a-day to breathe?”


Akuba just smirked but didn’t explain. “The house has agreed to get you down there. It didn’t realize just how bad things had gotten. I think it gets lonely when we all go into town.”


I let that one lie. There was no point in telling her that most people didn’t have houses that got lonely. Akuba probably wouldn’t have cared. Instead, I asked, “You have the rest of the poison?”


She nodded and pulled it out of her sleeve before handing it over. “I’ll go get everything ready. Good luck! And remember, if you get caught? He doesn’t know you so he won’t let sentimentality blind him.”


With that final bit of encouragement, she floated out of the room and the door disappeared once again. I blew out a breath and looked around the room for something to do while I waited. At least, that was the plan, until a cuddly ball of scales and fur bounded in through a hole in the wall.


“Wuzzy! What are you–? You were terrorizing the ghost in our room, weren’t you? I told you that you could only stay in there if you left it alone!”


My pet drake just looked at me, chirped, and then curled up for a nap.


Which meant that I had to sneak through a haunted house with a drake so that I could poison the owners of that house.


Easy.
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I was ready for anything by the time that dinner rolled around. Getting the potion–I’d decided that it was wrong to call it a poison–into the wine had not gone according to plan.


Malike had, apparently, forgotten to pull a bottle aside to decant. Which meant that I had to pull out several that had already been recorked, dose them, and then cork them and put them back. That was over a dozen bottles.


The water was a lot easier to deal with. Because of Akuba’s tale of poisoning people, I knew that it worked if you just put a bunch of it into the well. So, that’s what I did. I had Wuzzy help me find the family well and then I dumped most of the remaining potion into it and ran back to my hiding place to await dinner.


And if I snagged a few pieces of bread while I was at it, who was to know?


I was a bit nervous, I admit. It’s hard to wait for a plan to come together without being able to actually watch it do so. Honestly, anticipation is always the hardest part to deal with. Wuzzy kept me fairly entertained, though.


When I read about drakes, the book said that they were semi-sentient but would never be capable of actual communication or complex emotions. Oddly enough, the author also offered a footnote stating that men were also considered semi-sentient by their mates for the same reason. I wasn’t so sure the author was right, though. About drake, not about men. I’d seen enough bad relationships to know the it was a startlingly accurate joke, even if it was overly generalized.


No, Wuzzy was much more intelligent than he had any right to be and was working very hard to figure out a way to communicate with me, through both body language and sounds. It wasn’t easy, though. We were shaped so differently that we couldn’t exactly imitate each other’s stance. And he couldn’t move his articulators well enough to form words. Lips are a very important thing, it turns out.


It’s going to have to continue at a different time, I mused as the house groaned and then created a door for me. It’s time to go.


I got to my feet and put Wuzzy around my neck before moving carefully down the hallway. It was long and narrow, containing no doors or windows. The only reason I didn’t trip and fall was because the walls and floor were emitting just enough light to see without being obvious about it. Then again, I hadn’t seen a single place in that house that was brightly lit.


When the tunnel ended, it was with the faint sounds of people speaking and plates being put onto a table. A part of the wall lit up a bit brighter, showing me a panel, about the same height as my face, that I could pull outward.


As soon as I did, the lights went out in the tunnel and a brighter light streamed in through two holes in the shape of ovals. Or, more likely, eyes. I took a step closer and looked out into the dining room, getting my wish. I was going to watch what happened when the compound started taking effect.


“Here you go, I’ti! I know how you love your reds,” Malike declared loudly as he handed his wife a large wine glass that was already filled. A quick glance told me that it was one of the bottles I’d dosed and I let out a silent sigh of relief. There is only so much you can do if they choose the wrong wine.


“Thank you. Darling, did you help Ekow with his footwork today? I know he was excited about it earlier.”


Ekow looked like he’d been attacked by a porcupine. Tiny pinpricks bled sluggishly along his arms and chest and his normal scowl was even deeper.


“Yes. He ended up going against Faron. The old boy beat him soundly but his footwork did seem to get better as he went along,” Malike observed, taking a sip of the wine.


They’ll never get enough of the compound if they don’t drink more than that, I bemoaned silently. I also noticed that Wuzzy had somehow gotten his own set of eyeholes and was watching the scene while leaning over my head. Worry about that later, Pearl.


“Father,” Akuba began, drawing Malike’s attention. “When can we go back to the village. I need to send a letter off to Uncle Agymah.”


Malike’s smile froze and he tossed back his wine before refilling the glass. “I thought we agreed not to talk about those two subjects.” His voice was as tight as his grin and it looked like he was grinding his teeth together pretty hard.


“What subjects?” Akuba asked innocently. She had apparently been concerned about his drinking and planned on pushing him to have more. It was a good idea, as long as she didn’t push too far.


It was working, too. Malike put his empty glass down and picked up the bottle before taking a quick swig. “You know what subjects.”


“Oh, you mean letters? Or was it the village and Uncle Agymah? It’s so hard to tell.”


At this point, I’timad was getting into the drinking too. She took a healthy gulp before trying to intervene. “Akuba, please. You are distressing your father and it is unseemly.”


“But what could be upsetting about the village? Or Uncle, for that matter?”


She pushed too far, I thought as Malike slammed his hand down on the sideboard and shattered a wineglass.


“That is enough,” he said with a quiet determination. “I have told you before, there will be no more talk about my brother in this household. He left us and is dead to me!” He took a deep breath and let it out. “And there will also be no talk of leaving. We are a family and families stick together. Is that understood?”


Akuba stared him down.


“I said, is that understood?”


“Yes, Father.”


He jerked his head in a nod before sitting down and guzzling some more wine. Then, he put the bottle aside and grabbed his water goblet. “Good. Now, I had a wonderful day with the boys. I think Faron will be a fine addition to our family, don’t you I’ti?”


“Mmmm. I hardly know, but I’m sure you’re right, Malike. And I’m glad your day went well. Akuba and I weren’t so lucky. We spent most of the day trying to find that corpse that Ekow tripped on this morning and it was nowhere to be found.”


I blinked. Her voice sounded… sharper than before. Less deferential. Like she was annoyed with her husband and disagreed with him but refused to get into it in front of either the children or a stranger.


It’s working! But why is it working on her and not him? Then again, why was he more affected by the curse than she was?


Malike looked at her with a strange expression before seeming to let it go. “Well, I bet that was an adventure! I’ll try to help you with that tomorrow if I can.”


“Oh, don’t trouble yourself, darling. I’ll take care of it.”


“I’ti! It’s no trouble, really! I’d be–“


Before he could say anything more, there was a knock at the front door.


“Who could that be? And at this hour?” Malike mumbled before getting to his feet. He was surprisingly steady for drinking so much so quickly, his heavy footsteps demonstrating his mood if not his intoxication. By the time he got to the door, though, he seemed to be back to normal and happy as a clam in saltwater. I heard him open the door and say, “Marie?”


Faron closed his eyes, looking pained. That was until we all heard Malike drop to the floor like a toppled statue.


“Huh,” Akuba said. “So he’s the one percent that collapses.”
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Faron


When Malike collapsed, I felt myself relax for the first time since I’d walked in the door. Akuba’s words had reassured me that it was a normal reaction, but at that point? I didn’t really care. I’d just spent the entire day scared out of my mind that Pearl was going to be captured and killed, all while standing in as a practice dummy for the older man. He was a much better fencer than I could ever hope to be and he reminded me and his son of that fact in the most painful ways he could without permanently maiming us.


As soon as Akuba declared that her father was recovering, the portrait of on the wall above the fireplace swung open to reveal Pearl and Wuzzy.


“Whoo! That was nerve-wracking,” she said as she hopped down, her pale gray eyes sparkling with excitement. “How long do we have ’til he wakes up and do we have a back-up plan if his system hasn’t been flushed?”


Akuba blinked. “Of course. House, please lock Father up in the dungeon until we’re certain he’s back to normal. That should keep him happy until I’ve figured out a foolproof test.”


I’timad frowned at her daughter as Malike dropped through the floor. “Is that really necessary, darling? And what do you mean, ‘back to normal’?”


While Akuba was busy explaining what was happening to her mother, Pearl went to the door and thanked Marie for checking on us.


“Oh! Actually, I was sent because the town council wanted to meet with Malike, mostly to let him know they were worried about his recent actions. I’m not quite sure what to tell them, though,” she finished, looking to me for an answer.


“Bring them here,” I’timad said imperiously. “I can have these shackles off by tomorrow but no sooner. It will be easier to deal with these matters here.”


With that dealt with, we returned to dinner and ate quickly so that the dining room could be made ready for the town leaders.


For once, things went our way and our timing was perfect, with Akuba and Pearl taking the final plates into the kitchen while someone knocked on the door.


I’timad let them in and invited the men and women, most of whom were not explicitly invited, into her home. There were so many people, in fact, that we gathered in her entry instead, with the Spider Clan standing on the stairs and waiting until everyone had arrived.


“Come in, come in. I’m sure there are questions. We’ll be happy to answer them for you,” I’timad said. That seemed to get things started.


“What happened to you? Where have you been?” someone shouted.


Akuba and Ekow helped field questions with their mother while I pulled Pearl aside to check on her. House, surprisingly, obliged by opening a door to a sound-proofed room.


“Are you okay?” I asked her.


She blinked and then I started to cringe as her face flushed and her jaw tightened. “Why are you asking me that? I’m not the one who had shackles put on him this morning and was forced into the service of a madman all day long!”


I winced at the pitch of her voice. She normally had a very pleasant tone but when she got upset, her voice began to rise in pitch and could get rather shrill. Not that I was stupid enough to say something like that aloud. I really did want to survive the evening.


“I’m fine, I promise.” My attempt at reassurances were foiled when she quirked a brow at me and then poked me lightly in an open wound. I am ashamed to say that I didn’t hide my flinch very well and had to admit, “Okay, I’m not fine yet, but I will be.”


“Faron, your friend took you captive today and turned you into a practice dummy after threatening to rip your soul out if you left him.”


A dry laugh burst out of me and I rubbed the back of my head. “Yeah, not the best day. But it’s not the worst either. And we know a bit more about what’s going on as well as how to stop it.” I paused and looked at her carefully, taking in the bruising that was showing up through the open neck of her shirt and the hoarseness of her voice. “Are you sure you’re okay? I wasn’t the only one who had to deal with all this.”


“Fine!” Pearl’s voice cracked painfully, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “Fine. I’m fine. How much longer do you think we’ll be here?”


I shrugged. “There’s a lot to sort through and we are both pretty tired. Maybe another three or four days. Why?”


She shrugged. “It just feels like something’s changed, you know? Like time may be winding down, somehow.”


Something had definitely changed, but it had nothing to do with time and everything to do with how Pearl wouldn’t meet my eyes.


What happened to her?










CHAPTER 13: BACK TO THE SAND
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Pearl


Cleaning up the town took just as long as Faron had feared. Part of it was because we weren’t feeling unwelcome. Part of it was because Malike’s madness had left a lot of things undone. Personally, I thought it was more to do with how tired we were. Most people who travel long distances do so in groups and with some sort of cart or wagon, even if they didn’t have animals to pull them. Traveling on foot with only what we could hold in our packs and taking very few breaks meant that we were toeing a fine line between tired and exhausted, which is when the worst mistakes are made. Whatever the reasons, we were in the Spider Clan’s village for six days.


It was worth it, though, as we worked with Akuba to understand the curse and cure she’d discovered. The extra time meant we were one step closer to ending whatever was happening to the Dragons.


“Alright, so why did you use those compounds?” Faron asked as Akuba went over the potion she’d used to cure not only her family but the entire village.


She stared at him blankly before asking, “Isn’t obvious?”


“No. Not really.”


After a languid blink, Akuba began to detail the purpose behind every herb and extract that she put into the mix. It didn’t take long for me to catch onto the pattern.


“Truth. Everything you gave them ties into finding and identifying truth. Why?” I asked suddenly, making her break off mid-lecture. Judging by the looks they gave me, they hadn’t thought I was listening. I didn’t really blame them. I’d been a bit more clingy with Faron than usual and had come along because of it. It just so happened that I knew a bit about plant compounds and how they worked.


“Because it was all about deception. The way everyone was acting showed that they were lying to themselves, telling themselves that they were the only ones who mattered, that their feelings and emotions were the only things that were true. Which, of course, is wrong. Feelings are how you interpret the world around you on an emotional level. That doesn’t guarantee that how you view the world is accurate.”


Faron paused and seemed to process what she was saying. “That man who I found hoarding food? When I talked to him, he said that if he didn’t keep it then it would be gone when he needed it. That he was the only one who realized the true value of it. That it was too valuable to waste. It didn’t make sense before but if what you say is true, then…”


“Then,” I began, picking up where he left off, “He wasn’t completely crazy but couldn’t see anything but what he was feeling, that no one else understood. It became his truth, even if everything he said was a lie, and anytime someone tried to talk to him about it, he would use that as proof that his feelings were right.”


We all sat there, silently trying to figure out what to do with the new information. It was important, I knew that without a doubt. I also knew that it was going to be difficult to combat something that told you everything you felt was the most honest truth you would ever find. People fell for that lie without any additional help. As it was, someone had not only stacked the deck but removed all the low cards as well.


“What’s doing this? I mean, this is a rather specific attack,” Faron mused.


I frowned. “What do you mean?”


Akuba was the one to answer. “You aren’t a Dragon but surely you’ve heard the rumors of our tendency to steal and hoard.” When I nodded, she continued. “That’s because it’s true. Dragons are selfish creatures. Like all shifters, we walk a fine line between man and beast. Our beast wants nothing more than to give in to its impulses. Think of it like… how some humans just don’t care about right and wrong. They only care about what feels good. Worship it, really.”


“Hedonism. That’s what it’s called,” I said woodenly, already having a good idea where this was going.


“Precisely. When we were cursed to come here, it helped push our Dragons back and allowed us to think without that second set of instincts interfering. That’s why some believe that this exile was the best thing to happen to Dragons, as a whole. Well, now there is something that is causing us to have our worst instincts, and the human ones at that, rise to the surface and it’s dimming our ability to think past our immediate desires. That sounds like an attack that is specifically targeting us, our weakness, don’t you think?”


It made a certain type of sense. They’d been in the Great Desert for over a century without having these sorts of problems. If someone meant to punish or kill them off with the exile, they would certainly try and finish the job. And what better than exploiting the thing that would have caused them problems before. That thought made me pause though because Akuba pointed out something very specific.


“The human ones. You said it was the human desires, not the Dragon ones, that were causing the problem. How do you know that?”


She blinked at me and then a slow grin took over her face. “Why, because of my father, of course.”


When we just stared, she rolled her eyes and explained. “We live in an island of magic. That means, unlike everyone else, we are all much closer to our Dragons than the rest of the village. I grew up transforming, just like our ancestors did. My parents taught us from the beginning how to control our impulses, both human and Dragon, so that they wouldn’t become overwhelming as we got older. Young Dragons are even harder to control than young humans. Hormones are difficult chemicals to contend with.


“While we were growing up, my uncle and my father were really the only ones from our family that went into the village for any great length of time. As the village began to change and my uncle left, I noticed that my mother was acting differently than Father was. Both had become more impulsive but she was strangely… docile. Mother does not bow her head for anyone, though she respects Father. Her Dragon, however, is more prone to following Father’s lead. Father, on the other hand, was acting more like a human than a Dragon, at least until he locked us all up. Then, he became like an angry male guarding his nest.”


I frowned. “So, you could see a difference in which instincts they were struggling with… that makes sense. I’m guessing that Dragons are typically more territorial than I’ve been led to believe.” It was a guess based on how the Clans seemed to stay isolated. When both of them nodded, I realized the genius of the plan. If the Dragons were trapped in a desert, there would be competition over resources and lots of territorial disputes. When those didn’t happen naturally, someone tried to force them into those battles. Except, that backfired too.


“So, what is it that’s affecting you and how does it work?”


Akuba shrugged and turned back to her inventory list. “First, it affects everyone. Second, I’m still not sure what it is or how it works. What I do know is chilling enough.”


“And what’s that?” Faron asked.


“Whatever it is, they put it in the water. All the water.”
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Faron and I had plenty of time to think about what to do with our new information as we traveled to the next victim of this mysterious curse. Apparently, the area we were heading for was one that had a lot of problems. They also had a lake, which might explain it. There was a hope, albeit small, that we could pick up some more information there before we headed north. We were going to Faron’s family home in the Celestial Clan Compound. We’d already sent a quick note their direction, but we wanted to swing by and see if they’d been suffering the same way.


The other reason we were heading west was so that we could send a note for more ingredients to the Dwarves. Apparently, they were due to bring another shipment soon and we didn’t want to miss them. Akuba needed very specific herbs to circumvent the curse and she didn’t have nearly as much as she needed. Not with the massive area we needed to cover, anyway. Since we were moving faster, it made sense to send it once we reached the Western Barrier.


The journey to Oasis Lake was going to take us nearly a month and we quickly passed out of the stone nightmare we’d spent so much time in on the way from the Water Clan. I never thought I’d be so happy to see an endless horizon of sand dunes, but I was and Faron teased me relentlessly about it. Apparently, I should have enjoyed picking my way through trip hazards.


I had to remind him that there was a big difference between rock climbing and climbing over rocks. One was fun, the other was just tedious.


“Besides,” I told him in my snootiest voice, “a girl has to have standards! Otherwise, any barbarian would be whisking me off to go tromping through the mud and that would never do.”


“It wouldn’t, huh?”


“No! Perish the thought! Now, swimming through the mud, that’s entirely different.”


Those little bits of levity were what kept us going. This particular trip was long and arduous, not for the reasons you’d expect. I mean, yes, all the typical reasons applied: it was going to be longer than the others, we were definitely feeling the stress of moving around constantly, and we were both worried about the state of his people and the newest attack that had occurred. It was more than that.


The changes in personality were becoming more marked and dramatic, which meant that whatever was happening was picking up speed.


Or, perhaps, we’ve just suddenly become fully aware of it. Besides, ‘changes’ is the wrong word. It’s more like the rest of their personality has been excluded and while one area is magnified, I mused as we walked along the base of the dunes. Really, it makes sense, even as it is horrifying to think about and experience.


It was disturbing to realize, a full day after Akuba’s explanation, that I was experiencing the same thing as everyone else. I hadn’t recognized it, though, because I had already been having mood-swings before I arrived. The difference was, my mood swings amplified pretty much every emotion and the curse was targeting my anger specifically. It wasn’t a dramatic increase and I still had the ability to fight back, so I’d figured it was just the normal ebb and flow. It wasn’t until I got a dose of the antidote that I noticed the dramatic difference. Faron was doing better as well, not sleeping in as late or sitting as long when we paused to eat. He even seemed to talk slightly faster, although the drawl was definitely still there.


I wouldn’t have it any other way, though. It is ridiculously relaxing. I doubt I’ll ever tell him this, but his voice is about as soothing as Wuzzy’s purr. I can’t believe I ever found it annoying.


“Ready to stop for the night?” Faron asked, breaking into my thoughts and reminding me once again how much I enjoyed listening to him talk.


“Yeah! How close are we to water?” I asked cheerfully.


That was another thing that had changed. We had been really worried about drinking water but Akuba’s estimate of all the water being cursed hadn’t seemed right to me. More than likely, it was only the water in the populated areas. It would be impossible to poison all the wells that we’d used in the desert. As best I could tell, the reason we were so tired and irritable on our way to the Spider Clan Compound was because we’d been drinking and bathing at the Water Clan’s compound and it took a few days for the effects to wear off naturally, at which point we were in the midst of that rockslide they had the nerve of calling a road.


When I pointed that out a few days ago, Faron looked both less and more worried. It made sense. Poisoning all the water in the desert was difficult but less personal, in a way. Poisoning population centers meant that their homes had been infiltrated, either by an enemy or a spy. Water wasn’t guarded rigorously, but there were guards on the major wells to make sure that they weren’t destroyed by accident or on purpose. Someone on the inside had to know what was going on, which meant that we weren’t safe, no matter where we went.


We never really were, though. Otherwise, Faron wouldn’t have been captured by Malike. And suddenly I was remembering my freak-out in the Spider Clan’s home… I shivered just thinking about it. It worried me more than pretty much anything else.


“About half-a-mile from here,” Faron said, bringing me back to the present even as he reminded me just why I had lost it.


Right, I asked about the water.


I smiled and nodded, letting him lead us to our camping spot for the night. We were getting closer to the capital and had chosen to avoid the roads, but we were still being cautious. There was no need to draw any extra attention.


Unfortunately, we got some anyway.


Not fifteen minutes after we settled in for the night, there was a sudden surge of wind and then a voice hailing us from the South.


“George? Is that you?” Faron called as the stranger came closer.


A moment later, I could see that it was, in fact, George. The same George that had kidnapped me and then disappeared once the Council was no longer looking.


“Faron! Fancy meeting you out here! Ah, and you have the little human with you as well. My, but you are looking even lovelier than when I saw you last. Positively radiant,” George responded, giving me a very charming smile and a mocking bow. Then, he blinked and frowned in distaste, seeming to suddenly notice Wuzzy on my shoulders. “I still wish you’d let me kill that thing.”


My eyes narrowed before I widened them innocently. “George, do try to remember what happened the last time you threatened my pet,” I said in a bubbly tone that made Faron look at me like I’d lost my mind. Luckily, George wasn’t stupid enough to ignore what I was threatening.


He rubbed his nose and winced. “Understood. Not that I could ever forget being trounced by a woman who’s visage is more brilliant than the sun and whose wit is sharper than her blows.” When I snorted instead of falling all over myself at his ‘compliments’, he deflated a bit and continued on. “Well, can I camp with you for the night? You seem to have the only water for a hundred miles.”


That doesn’t make any sense, I thought to myself. We’d just stopped for water around lunch, which meant there was a watering hole not more than six miles away. Maybe eight. It was hard to tell because, on normal ground, an adult can easily cover around twenty miles in a day. The desert should have slowed us considerably, but my strength had kicked in and now I wasn’t sure. Either way, a hundred miles was definitely an exaggeration.


Faron didn’t argue the point. He just shrugged and let the uninvited guest sit down with us.


George seemed different than the last time I’d seen him. He was just as flirty as the first time I met him, with attention that wavered as soon as wind changed direction, but his carelessness seemed forced this time. It almost seemed like he was just acting that way because he always had and he wasn’t sure what to do if he didn’t.


“…so then I had to tell Faron that you don’t just go up and kiss the girl, you have to actually talk to her first! He was always bad with women, though. Not like me. But then, I suppose he has his good points as well,” George said ‘humbly’.


Faron snorted then grumbled, “Yeah, like the fact that I don’t spend an hour telling everyone my cousin’s most embarrassing moments.”


George’s grin grew. “Oh, but I haven’t told her about the time that you decided to dress up like your sister so you could sneak out of the house and attend a festival, only to get caught with your pants–“


“What’s wrong,” I interrupted. I’d sat through his chatter about how nice it was to travel again and see his old friends, particularly friends as precious as the stones they were named after. (Sadly, that was not the first time I’d heard that particular line, though I hoped it would be the last.) I’d even been willing to–reluctantly–listen to him take shots at his cousin for a while, but it got old almost immediately and I now was done.


George blinked before trying to dazzle me with a smile. “What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong.”


I snorted. The poor fool hasn’t realized that those don’t work on me. How cute, I thought before returning to the subject. “Well, that’s a pack of lies if I ever heard it. There is plenty wrong and the idea that you wouldn’t think so is so absurd that it’s ridiculous. Everyone is acting wonky. So, try again.”


He stared at me with his most open and lost expression.


I stared back, completely unfazed by his poor attempt at subterfuge.


It took about two minutes for him to back down, but when he finally caved, he genuinely surprised me.


“I’m trying to avoid the capital.”


I cocked my head to the side. “Why? You acted like it was the most perfect place in existence when you first dragged me into that canyon.”


He shrugged but answered when the silence grew too great. “Fine! I’m trying to avoid my father. There, are you happy?”


“Not really. Your father’s on the Council, right? That first day was a bit of a blur, but I’m pretty sure you said he was your dad.” I paused and thought back, trying to remember specific faces. “Yeah, he was the one who tried to seduce me. It was pretty funny but I don’t blame you for disliking him.”


Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people spit water out at the same time and hit each other, I considered as I watched Faron and George mop their faces and try to come to grips with what I’d just said. Wuzzy, meanwhile, decided that he needed to join in and gulped down a mouthful of water before spraying it at the boys. They didn’t notice, though.


“He tried to seduce you?” Faron growled. George was just looking at me with a combination of shock, mortification, and hero worship. I was guessing that the number of women who said no to his father was less than he could count on one hand.


“Yep. It was bizarre and I called him out on it, which pissed off the rest of the Council.”


George nodded. “That explains why he’s been in such a bad mood, lately. Good job. I didn’t think…” He trailed off before changing the subject and settling into an easy conversation with Faron that made me smile. More youthful shenanigans. George wasn’t uncomfortable anymore. Whatever was bothering him with his father, he felt safe and that was all that mattered.


Maybe he isn’t so bad after all.


“Relax, I don’t blame you anymore,” Faron said before huffing out a small laugh and punching George in the arm. “Just don’t be an idiot like that again. I was stuck flying people back and forth to the border for a month.” But George wasn’t listening anymore. He was watching the smoke that moved against the breeze to wrap around me.


Suddenly, it was his turn to laugh. “So it’s like that, is it?”


Faron scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And then, he settled back and changed the subject, ignoring my confused look and George’s little smirk.
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Faron


Pearl was asleep, curled around Wuzzy as the drake purred in his sleep. It was interesting, being around a drake and realizing just how cat-like they were. And how Dragon-like. I was glad he was around, helping to protect Pearl. I had a feeling that she was going to need it before the end of this journey.


George followed my gaze and let his chatter lapse. “I’m sorry,” he said, suddenly.


I frowned. “For what?”


“For flirting with her. And trying to rile you up too, I suppose” He jerked his chin toward where Pearl was laying. “She’s beautiful and definitely a handful. I’m happy for you.”


That really made me frown. “What are you talking about, George? And when precisely were you flirting with her?”


He gave me a look that showed he thought I was either dense or lying. “You know what I’m talking about. You’re different with her. You argue and get heated. You were too laid back to really care about anyone for the longest time… unless they were family. And I flirted with her when we first met.”


“You mean when you kidnapped her and dumped her in front of your dad?”


George snorted. “Yeah. Then. And, technically, earlier tonight. Although, I don’t think she really noticed.”


“Oh, she noticed. She also saw through your crap and knew what was really going on. It’s why I didn’t say anything.” I sighed and rubbed the back of my head. “So, why are you bringing this up right now?”


He laughed, making sure to keep his voice low enough that he wouldn’t disturb either Pearl or her drake. “I can’t believe you’re asking me that! I mean, come on. Faron, you’re my cousin. How many years did I spend hiding out at your home? How much time have we spent around each other? I know what it looks like when you’re interested in someone. And, honestly, I thought about competing with you.”


He paused for a moment, sobering before he continued. “I heard about how you nearly lost her in a mob in the capital and then killed Niall before flying off with her in your claws.”


I sighed. “On my back, actually. And Niall was trying to kill her, most likely on Council orders.”


“Figures,” he muttered grimly. “They never could stay out of anything. My point is, you’ve never put that much effort into almost anything and you fled the capital as a Dragon while carrying someone? That takes a lot of effort and determination. It had to hurt, even with as much practice as you have. That’s how I knew that you cared about her. It’s also why I just wanted to rile you up. You’ve always been better than me at everything, always gotten all the admiration from the elders and the ladies. It annoyed me that you managed to get the attention of the one woman who won’t give me the time of day.”


That made me snort. “Really? I’ve caught the ladies’ eye? That’s rich coming from you, the self-proclaimed flirt.”


He grinned. “You completely ignored the last part, don’t think I didn’t notice. But hey, the heart wants what it wants and you should always follow your heart.”


Someone groaned and it wasn’t either of us. Our heads swung toward the sound as Pearl sat up and glared at George.


“I am sick and tired of hearing that,” she said, her voice low and tight with anger. For a moment I was terrified that she was referring to George accusing me of liking her. Then, she continued.


“I have had to listen to twitter-painted nobles use that same excuse to ignore all common sense and decency. Just because your heart wants something doesn’t mean it is worth wanting. It doesn’t mean that you should ignore your logic or the advice of those who love you. What you’re really saying is that you don’t care enough to not let your emotions lead you. It feels good, so you do it. Well, guess what? The person you lie to the most? It will always be yourself. Like my sifu always warned us, the heart lies.”


He blinked and then did something supremely stupid. He argued with her.


“What about love? What about when logic tells you not to do something but you know in your heart it’s right?”


Pearl groaned again. “Seriously? Okay. Love is about wanting what is best for someone besides you. Let’s pretend that you fall in love with a girl and her parents don’t want her to see you. If you follow your heart, you will be seeing her behind their backs. Is that what’s best for her? Maybe. Maybe they are horrible people and you give her a safe place to turn when she’s in need. Or, maybe they are worried about her reputation and realize that you don’t really love her because if you did, you would want what was best for her. Even if that involved you never seeing her again.


“As for when logic tells you something is wrong and feelings say it is right, I have to ask, is that emotion or conscience? Because the two are very different.” She looked at him and shook her head. “I’m not saying to ignore your feelings. I’m saying that just because you feel something doesn’t mean it’s true. Just because you want to follow a path doesn’t mean it is right. Or, it may not be right at that moment and if you show patience by thinking instead of following your heart, you’ll be able to follow that path later on without the negative consequences.”


“Like what?” he challenged.


Pearl smiled sadly at him. “When I was little, I was very angry. I wanted to fight and make other people hurt the same way that I did. I felt that it was my responsibility to punish those who had done wrong. I became a vigilante and took the law into my own hands. My brother found me and stopped me before it was too late. Before I was killed. Not two months later, I met a man who taught me how to fight and how to stop myself from letting the anger win. Eventually, I was teaching other people how to protect themselves and others. I was still stopping evil men, but I was on the correct path instead of just following what made me feel good for a few moments.


“Most people who say that they need to follow their heart really mean that they don’t want to discipline it. And, just like a child who is never told ‘no’, a heart without discipline is an impulse away from ruin.”


And with that, she rolled over and went back to sleep, leaving the two of us sitting in silence and thinking over what she’d said, knowing that she was right.










CHAPTER 14: HEY, A LAKE!
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Pearl


George left the next day, to exactly no one’s surprise. He’d stopped hiding, which was great. The smarminess that had started to creep in was gone and he was much more pleasant to be around. Even when he was being cryptic


Before he left, he looked Faron in the eyes and said, “If you don’t get your act together, someone’s gonna swoop in and take her from you. It might even be me.” Then, he smirked and disappeared in a whirlwind of sand. Judging by the lost expression on Faron’s face, he didn’t understand either.


It did make me wonder if there was a woman waiting for Faron back at his family home. It would make sense, I reasoned as we walked. Faron is easy to get along with when he isn’t teasing me and he’s very kind… he never pushes when he notices that I’m upset. He just lets me decide in my own time when to talk to him and I can tell that he remembers the topics that I avoid. I sighed. Really, with all that going for him, why wouldn’t he have a woman back home? This isn’t really a new concept for me, so I don’t know why I’m having so much trouble with it. I already thought he was with Marie…


Which brought back just how uncomfortable their meeting had made me feel. I’d seriously thought he was married and had forgotten to tell me. Most people would think that something like that didn’t matter much, but to me? It was huge. If someone never brought up their wife and kids, there was something wrong with either them or their relationships. Family was pretty much everything in my experience, whether by blood or by choice.


But that doesn’t explain why I’m feeling so edgy about this, I mused as we readied our sleds and headed down the latest in a long line of dunes. And at the house, when I started freaking out, it was because something happened to Faron. It wasn’t fear for myself or anger at how things had gone wrong. I mean, I was upset about those too but it was more than that. The last time I acted like that was when Lana was kidnapped.


I chewed on that thought the rest of the journey. Not that I wanted to. I was trying everything I could to forget about it, which was how I ended up discovering that I could ride down the dunes while standing on my sled. I even managed to jump it over a tiny hill but when I fell and Wuzzy had to fix my injuries, I decided to tone things down a bit. I didn’t want to hurt him by accident and I very nearly had.


It also brought a bit too much attention from the very person I was trying to avoid talking to about any serious topics. Not that Faron pushed. He saw that I didn’t want to discuss it and left it alone. Still, it was better that I didn’t resort to my old avoidance tactics. There was too much riding on us for me to get hurt and my family would be devastated if I never came home.


So, I slowed myself down and practiced my forms before he woke and after he went to sleep, trying to push myself past the point of thinking without hampering my ability to help if something went wrong. It didn’t work. As soon as the sun rose, I felt like all my missing energy was back and the thoughts started circling once again.


By the time we’d reached Oasis Lake, I was beginning to feel awkward around Faron because I’d realized one thing: I only reacted that strongly when someone I truly cared about was in danger. Before him, it was only family who brought out my emotions that way. It begged the question, just how much did I like the man? How deep were my feelings for him?


Lucky for me, reaching the lake redirected my attention to something else entirely.


“Why are you guys camping out in a canyon if this is available?” I asked. We were standing on the top of a dune and looking down at a large lake that was nestled at the base of the mountains. It was much bigger than I’d originally thought, considering where we were, and was surrounded by the only plant life that I’d seen that wasn’t a fungus or imported.


Well, there are the new growing methods that they talked about when we were in the capital, I reminded myself. But those were crops being cultivated deep underground, not actual greenery that has somehow survived the heat and exposure of the desert. This place is stunning.


The water was a clear aqua color, made all the more vibrant because of the lime green plant life on its banks, and even looking at it from a distance made you feel refreshed, particularly after all the walking we’d done. It had been months since I’d seen real color, except on rugs and pillows or in the Dragons’ markings. Although, I cocked my head to the side and examined the plants as best I could from the distance. The color is wrong.


So wrong, in fact, that I had to ask. “The color is wrong,” I stated, hoping he would understand.


“Yes, it is,” Faron responded. “But, I’ve been there before. Why do you think the color is wrong?”


I frowned and thought about it. “I’ve seen desert plants before. Father liked to bring them to Beryl once she found out about their medicinal properties. I know that they come in a variety of colors and shades. That isn’t really unusual. But for every single plant to be the same color? And such a sickly one at that? It doesn’t make sense.” And it didn’t. It was more than the color, though. It just… there was something there that I couldn’t quite identify.


He nodded. “A lot of people live here, as you can tell by the size of the town, but it has always felt… off. Like there was something wrong with it. And it’s proximity to the border meant that it wasn’t the best option for a Council to use as their headquarters. We decided on a more central area to make the travel times as equal as possible.”


There was more that he wasn’t telling me. I wasn’t going to push, though. I had a feeling that he wanted me to see for myself. Still, I had to ask…


“Do you think this has anything to do with the curse?”


“The new one? No. It’s been this way since the beginning and the few elders who remember a time when this land wasn’t all sand say that the area has always had a bad reputation. Whatever is wrong, it’s old and has nothing to do with our current problem. That being said, this is one of the harder-hit areas. Lots of problems here and we are going to have to go in quiet. My informant can’t be as open about knowing me as the other two were,” he told me as we prepared to sled down the final hill.


“Okay. I’ll stick close and try and keep an eye out.”


He nodded and we made our way into the town. The closer we got, though, the more I realized it was really a small city. There were a lot of people, more than anywhere other than Blood Canyon. That made it harder and easier to blend in. Easier because of all the extra people meant fewer would recognize us as outsiders. Harder because there were so many more people to navigate around and more eyes to avoid when we wanted to disappear.


Eventually, Faron and I worked our way to the docks and hid behind a shipwright’s warehouse. It was interesting to be someplace where wood was used regularly, but it apparently floated down the river that fed the lake. People would collect it and use it for all sorts of purposes, including building boats. At least, that’s what Faron whispered when I sent him a questioning look.


I wasn’t sure why they needed boats, though. They couldn’t go past the mountains, even if they followed the river, and there were no fish in the lake. I’d looked and it worried me a bit. More than a bit, really. Impossible plants and no fish meant that there was a major problem with this area, but I had a feeling it was due to the original curse on the land, not the latest ones.


Before I could delve into that further, though, Faron’s informant announced his presence by knocking lightly on the fence that we were poised beside. From what I could tell, it was used to keep people away from the wood that had been piled behind the warehouse. Or, at least, that’s why I thought it was there. Whatever the reason for the fence, it worked well at protecting the informant’s identity and that was more than enough.


Not that anyone is likely to see us, hiding in the shadows after sundown.


Still, Faron took the whole situation seriously and knocked back with a different pattern and I heard a sigh before a man started talking.


“Took you long enough to get here.”


Faron shook his head and huffed. “Everyone keeps saying that and forgetting that I’ve been traveling all over this cursed place without any extra help. So, I’m sorry if stopping two people from starving to death or preventing the head of the Spider Clan from going mad and ripping his family’s souls out inconvenienced you.”


The words could have sounded angry but the weight in them made me realize just how tired Faron really was. His normal drawl was even slower and he was slumped against the wall like it was the only thing that was holding him up. Not that I blamed him. He really hadn’t had a decent chance to rest before we were off, traipsing to the next town to fix a problem. And he’d been doing this for years.


The man on the other side seemed to understand what was being said and left off his complaining, getting down to business instead. “Funny you mention the Spider Clan. This is about one of theirs. Well, sort of. Malike’s brother showed up with Quetzalli.”


“Wait, Quetzalli of the Fire Clan? Mixcóatl’s daughter?” Faron looked stunned. For that matter, so was I. This was the second child of the Council that we’d had to deal with in some way. Then again, George was his own basket of crazy.


Still, it seemed like a bit more than just regular pressures weighing him down. And, if the families of the Council are being hit by this, how drastic are the effects on the Council itself?


“Yep,” the man chuckled, although it was clear he didn’t find it funny. “She was acting odd before she left for a trip and then returned with him and got worse. She’s hoarding, near as I can tell, and it’s gotten so bad that she’s started just stealing from other people. She keeps it quiet so she doesn’t have to deal with their whining. Her words, not mine. We both know that she’s always been the type to be jealous over what someone else has, but it’s just gotten ridiculous lately.”


Faron sighed. “Alright. We’ll need to talk to her victims before I go in and deal with her. This involves actual crime so I have to do things by the book. I don’t want to give her mother any reason to cause trouble.”


The man snorted. “Do you really think she needs a reason?”


Faron rolled his eyes. “No. She usually doesn’t. Still, I want to make sure that she doesn’t have a leg to stand on when she finds out that her precious baby is causing problems. Anything else?”


“Nope. If you can corral her, we should be good. She’s just got too much pull for the locals to really deal with. Especially after last time…”


He left the rest unsaid but it was pretty easy to read between the lines. Quetzalli was a big problem but her mother was worse.
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We slept in an inn that night. Apparently, Oasis Lake was a popular vacation spot and boasted the only establishment of this kind in the Great Desert. It made a certain amount of sense. Most people would either stay home or travel somewhere where they had a place to stay already. Travel just wasn’t a viable thing when there wasn’t much to see, no easy form of transportation, and food was a pricy commodity, not to mention water.


Anyway, it was nice to have a clean bed and know that I didn’t have to make small talk with anyone in the morning, not like we had to when we were staying with Clair or Marie. The lack of attention was lovely but it was the last reprieve we had that day. Instead of enjoying a lakeside vacation, we got to interview Quetzalli’s victims!


This should be a fun, upbeat day, I thought dryly as we started our rounds. The list that we’d gotten was pretty long, so I had a feeling that it was going to take all day. A feeling that was corroborated by Faron when we stopped for lunch, well past the usual hour. There were countless people we had to talk to and most of them had multiple complaints. Not to mention long-winded ones. The only good thing that came from the conversations was that I’d gotten to see a huge variety of markings and was learning more about the various Clans that lived in the area.


Oh, and the Dragons here apparently realized that I wasn’t one of them and had refused to answer any question that I posed! Discrimination and arrogance at its finest. And selfishness. I snorted. But how dare I forget that it was all about them? If I have to hear one more person whine about how they stubbed a toe because of her…


“No wonder my informant was so upset that I didn’t come immediately,” Faron groaned. “If these people are to be believed, she’s been robbing them for nearly a year now and they don’t feel like they have any options. Much longer and they might have just taken the law into their own hands.”


I shivered, remembering what happened the last time I’d done that. I could still feel the man’s hands around my neck and hear Eric come around the corner, yelling for a constable.


“You okay?” Faron asked, holding out a sandwich for me.


I shrugged. “Sorry. Just got caught in a memory. It happens from time to time.”


He eyed me with concern. “What type of memory?”


“Well,” I began. “It was about the time I almost died while playing a vigilante. My brother had followed me and saved me but… yeah. It wasn’t good.”


“You were a vigilante?” The incredulous tone in his voice made my anger flare.


“Yes. Why is that so hard to believe?”


“Because you’re tiny. I mean, you’re strong, but not exactly intimidating or hard to move. I thought it was just a story to help George understand he was being an idiot.”


I shrugged. “It was and it wasn’t. I hadn’t been trained in fighting yet but I was pretty scrappy and had learned a lot from following my older brother and his friends around. Actually, I rarely fought anyone, even though I wanted to. I tended to ambush them and tie them up with a warrant placed by their heads before I left. It was working pretty well until that last one got the drop on me. But I was pretty much angry with everyone and everything… Imagine our first week around each other, but about five times worse and with less yelling.”


He chuckled but sobered quickly. “Yes, well, I’m pretty sure that your anger had some help from whatever is in the water, so I won’t hold those fights against you if you don’t hold them against me. But enough of our shared history. Keep going. What changed?”


I smirked sadly. “Not much, to be honest. I had that wake-up call but it didn’t click until my brother saved my life and then asked me what would happen if my little sister followed me out one day. I was strong and capable but she wasn’t. And, at the time, she was following all of us around like a duckling. That helped me rein it in a bit, especially after failing so horribly. Then, my sifu came and… I feel like we’ve talked about this before.”


He shrugged. “Maybe. Not how close you came to dying, though. I would have remembered that. And I don’t think you told me that you had a Sifu.”


Quite frankly, I was amazed he knew what a sifu was! Not many did. It wasn’t a common term and was one that my Sifu brought with him. He said that was always how you referred to a teacher with respect. I didn’t even know his real name.


Faron sighed as he finished off his sandwich and stood up. “Let’s get back to it. I want to know what other ridiculous items this woman stole. I mean, she didn’t need any of them and she could easily afford to purchase them…” He shook his head.


“Do we need to keep interviewing people? Don’t you have enough evidence stretching over a long period of time? I say we just stop by her house and have a talk.” What I didn’t say was that people were beginning to creep me out. There was something… off about them. It felt like when I was wandering the docks in Perim late at night. Unsafe and stupid. But we had business here, so we had to stay. Still, anything that would speed things up was a good idea to me.


And the level of self-centeredness they’re displaying usually means that any misstep or forgotten word will cause major problems down the line. Possibly deadly. The worst offenders when it came to that were usually from the underworld or high society. The fact that the merchants were this bad wasn’t a good sign.


Surprisingly, Faron nodded, a tendril of smoke wrapped around me as he turned my way. “You’re right. We have enough and can easily get more. Let’s go.”


And with that, we were headed to the wealthier section of town. That was actually the part that disgusted everyone, the fact that Quetzalli was wealthy. She didn’t need anything. They could all understand if someone fell on hard times and was stealing those small items because they couldn’t afford to pay. They wouldn’t like it but they could at least understand it. The idea that someone lived in the largest home in town, made of such a precious resource as wood, and was stealing stupid things like scarves or a single potato… it just didn’t make sense.


Except, it did if she was suffering from whatever was in the water.


When Faron knocked on her front door, he seemed to be ready for everything and anything. Except seeing Malike’s brother.


“Faron? What are you doing here? Is Malike okay? The rest of the family?”


I blinked and frowned at the man who looked almost identical to Malike except that he was white. An albino, judging from his red eyes. He had the same face shape, the same size, the same smile, but just in a bleached out skin. Even his markings were in the same place, although they were unique to him. Instead of purple webs, they were red, the same red as his eyes.


“Agymah,” Faron greeted. “Calm down. They’re fine. Well, they’re fine now. There was a bit of a… situation, but your niece handled it.”


The man frowned. “Akuba? She didn’t poison anyone again, did she? I kept telling that girl that she needs to mix things up and throw some crushed glass into dinner, but she always insists on sticking with the classics.” He sighed and shook his head, looking like he was enjoying the conversation before suddenly remembering where he was. “If you aren’t here about the family, why are you here?”


“Quetzalli.”


Agymah flinched. “Ah. Come in, then. She isn’t here but I suspect you’ll want a look around anyway.”


Faron just nodded and followed him into the house. Well, a couple steps, anyway. After that, he had to stop and regain his bearings.


So do I, for that matter. I’d never seen so much stuff in one room before. The place was absolutely packed! And, while a lot of it may have had sentimental value, most of it was just junk! There was nothing else you could say about it. All those small items she’d taken had been placed in the house and then forgotten about!


“I was just trying to find my things so I could pack up and leave,” Agymah told us. “I never really wanted to come with her in the first place but you know who her mother is. She threatened to have Mixcóatl cause problems for Malike if I didn’t. She was going to have the whole family put into prison. And the Spider Clan has never been very popular with anyone, so there was a good chance she would have succeeded.”


I blinked and then looked around again before turning to look at Agymah. “She collected you.”


He flinched again but didn’t deny it. He was unique, special, and off-limits. So, she stole him from his family, from his home. Yeah, he was an adult and could have fought her off, but there would have been consequences, just like the shopkeepers would have faced. Worse, probably.


“Where is she?” Faron asked, his face cold but empty. He was hunting again.


“On her boat. She’s always on her boat now, when she isn’t out stealing from the neighbors or finding a new place to stash her treasures. It’s gotten so much worse lately. She used to care, to collect specific things and arrange them. Now she just piles the stuff up and goes out after more. And her mother won’t do anything to stop it. She’s seen it and just pretended everything was fine.”


That was all the information that we needed. Instead of staying any longer, Faron turned and ushered me out the door, heading back toward the docks. It didn’t take long to find her boat, to be honest. We just had to look for the most expensive one with the most stuff on it.


“What’s the plan?” I asked when we stopped just short of boarding. It seemed like a miracle that the thing was still floating, to be honest, and I wasn’t sure that we could get on without forcing it to the bottom of the lake.


Faron looked at me cautiously and then nodded, seemingly pleased with what he’d found.


No idea what it is, but as long as he’s happy, I mused.


“We’re going to go in and talk to her. And if we can, get her to drink some of the poison.”


“Potion. Call it a potion. We aren’t poisoning anyone.”


He let out a dry laugh and shook his head before stomping onto the boat and heading for the back, where she’d be able to have the best view. And, sure enough, she was out there, laying on a chaise and soaking up the sun.


When she looked up, I could clearly see the resemblance between mother and daughter. She had the same dark tan as her mother, the same blue-black hair, and even the same placement of her markings. Except, hers weren’t flame. They were of smoke, trailing in a glittering silver out from her eye to her temple.


When she saw Faron, she smiled and stretched, showing off a great deal of skin as she lay there in her swim costume.


“Who sent me such a luscious treat?” she asked. The odd thing was, she didn’t look like she was lusting after him. It was more like how a merchant evaluates something they intend to purchase. It was still creepy but in a very different way. He wasn’t a person, he was an acquisition.


“Quetzalli, I’m here to arrest you for theft,” Faron said in his most laconic voice.


She froze mid-stretch and sat up quickly. “What? I’m sorry, do you know who my mother is?”


“Yes. Yes, I do. Unfortunately, for both of you, your actions won’t be overlooked this time. I can also charge you with kidnapping and blackmail.”


Her nostrils flared. “I suppose Agymah finally got up the gumption to say something? Or was it his lovely family?” she asked, spitting out the final word.


“We have a test to see if you were under the influence of anything,” I offered. “I mean, a lady like you would hardly do such awful things without either a good reason or something pushing you. We’ve tried this test on a few other people and it seems that there is something strange going around.”


I didn’t want to play nice, but I knew things would go a lot faster and smoother if I did. Plus, it would prove once and for all if there was something affecting people’s actions or it was a localized situation.


Quetzalli huffed. “Fine. I’ll take your test. You won’t find anything and I haven’t done anything wrong.” The sad thing was she seemed to truly believe that.


Faron lifted a brow at her attitude but said nothing. He just leaned back against the railing and crossed his arms over his chest as he watched her. For her part, she watched his arms and chest like they were covered in gold leaf instead of a shirt. I really didn’t like the woman.


Careful not to cause problems, I pasted a smile on my face and handed her a small tube of the potion we’d been given. We had more but she only needed a bit, what with how concentrated it was. Without a single word, Quetzalli uncorked it and tossed it back like it was a shot of liquor.


We waited for about five minutes before something started to happen. It was like seeing the woman wilt in front of us. The confident seductress who stole whatever she wanted disappeared and a very confused woman was left behind, desperately trying to find out what was going on.


It proved two things: Akuba was right about the water and the Dragons were in a lot more danger than most of them realized.










CHAPTER 15: HOMEWARD
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Faron


The dramatic change in Quetzalli helped convince the town to give her another chance. Granted, it was so that they could have her under their power, but still.


Okay, there may have been a bit more to it than that. For one thing, she had to give everything back that she stole. Which was a lot more than we realized. Some people hadn’t realized that they’d lost anything to her sticky fingers. It actually made it easier on most of them because it meant that she didn’t take anything they cared about. Some of them, though… well, I was around to referee more than a few fights.


The harder part, honestly, was dealing with the overall selfishness of the town. I can understand not trusting someone. I can understand being hurt. I can even understand revenge. What I can’t fully understand is when everything becomes about them. Most of the problems we faced occurred either before or after someone said, “I don’t care what she did to anyone else,” or “I don’t care what was wrong with her!” Their hurts mattered more than the deeper problems in the area.


And the area had a lot of problems. The crime rates were much higher than anywhere else I’d been and there was a lot more violence than there had been even a year before. And almost all of it was senseless. It wasn’t like someone had been irreparably wronged; the issues at hand weren’t that big a deal. Every slight was taken personally and most were blown out of proportion. Pearl told me that it was a little like the all-girls school she’d attended for a little while when she turned fourteen.


Pearl. She’d been a saint throughout all the insanity. She’d calmed people down, making it clear that they didn’t want to be the ones in the wrong. She convinced them to believe Quetzalli when she apologized. She even talked to people and found out who was causing the most problems for the community. And this was all while they were still actively snubbing her for not being a Dragon. It made diagnosing the problem a lot easier.


We knew there was something wrong with the water but we weren’t sure why it was affecting the entire area so harshly. They drank the same amount of water that everyone else did. Pearl was the one to point out that it didn’t necessarily have to be ingested.


Oasis Lake was beautiful but there was a mineral in the water that made it impossible to drink. It tasted horrible and would make you violently ill if you decided to have a sip. That was why the few plants that managed to grow looked so wrong. No one drank from the lake but they did use the water. They bathed in it, washed their clothes and dishes, and even swam it on a daily basis.


That would be more than enough exposure to the curse to affect them dramatically. No one else had that much ready access to water. Water Clansmen had visited the various settlements and created pools beneath most of the homes but that water was on a very limited system and all drinking water came from the main wells.


That was another difference between Oasis Lake and the other settlements. They didn’t have a well. They collected their water from the river before it hit the lake and went bad. Pearl was also the one who discovered that. It probably helped that she had a different perspective on things because it was all new to her, but I was reaping a lot of the benefits.


We’d been there for four days and were leaving the next morning when she brought it up.


“How long has this place been going downhill?”


I frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, how long has it been since everyone started acting oddly here? You’ve mentioned that this place is much worse than the rest of the towns, villages, and compounds.”


That got me thinking. I’d simply never considered it before. “About a year before everyone else, I think. The crime started going up and there were rumors that the people here were rude, but by the time that I started to consider it a problem, everyone else was going crazy too.”


“Okay. Did you know that they don’t have a well here?”


I said yes and told her about the minerals.


“That makes sense. Alright, as best as I have it figured, whoever cursed you guys initially thought that you’d die off quickly, right? And then, they must have been upset to realize that it wasn’t happening. So, what are the first areas you would attack if you were him?”


I frowned. “Food. We are mostly reliant on trading to get food.”


She nodded. “And you told me that there was a major problem a few decades ago when the Wraiths stopped sending food?”


I nodded. “Yes. It didn’t really affect us all that much otherwise. We were still getting enough from the other Dragons and the Dwarves. It just made us tighten our belts a bit.”


Pearl smirked. “But he couldn’t know that. And, besides, the Wraiths were trying to conquer the entire continent at the time. If their queen had managed to get the Fey onboard, then that psychotic woman would probably have taken over everything.”


I paled. “You think the Wraiths are behind this?”


“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It could be someone working with them or just using the turmoil for their own purposes. The point is, your food was attacked and you didn’t fold. You found another way. So then, whoever it was decided to go after the other limited resource you need: water. This is the largest and easiest water to deal with and they may not have known about the minerals in the lake. Not that that ended up causing much trouble. The point is, it was either a test or a starting point. Heck, he or she could have thought that all of you were concentrated here.”


“But why didn’t it cause major problems right away?”


“Most likely? Because he didn’t account for dilution. There is a lot of water here and unless he is constantly pouring something into the river, they won’t be drinking it as much. It probably takes longer to affect you when going through the skin.”


I eyed her in confusion. “How do you know something like that?” It wasn’t something most women would know about. The only reason I understood it was because I’d been trained in dealing with poisons when I went to work for the Council.


Pearl took a single look at my face and started laughing. “My sister, Beryl, loves plants and medicine. She made us all help her when she was working on her various potions and tinctures, how to best get them into your body and stuff like that. She paid special attention to explaining how diseases move and how to identify origin points.” She shrugged. “And, she may or may not have had help learning the healing arts from an enchantress.”


“An enchantress? Really?”


“Grace is married to one of my brother’s friends. She found out about Beryl’s interests and started sending information that she’d found over the years.” She paused and then asked, “How much of that healing potion do we have?”


I could see where she was going with it and I liked it. “More than enough. I bet we can borrow Quetzalli’s boat and be back in to get some rest before we leave tomorrow.”


Pearl was already up and grabbing her boots before I finished talking.


Looks like we’re secretly poisoning the town! Akuba would be so proud.
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We left before first light, exhausted but pleased with the way things had worked out. We’d started near the river and let the currents disperse the potion for us. It seemed like the best way, considering that’s most likely how the original poison had been introduced. We could only pray to the Creator that the ingredients would continue to do their jobs when they were diluted but I had a feeling that they would, if slowly.


I was getting pretty excited about the next leg of our journey. I’d decided that things had probably cooled down with Quetzalli enough to head home and talk to the Celestial Clan about what we thought was going on. It also meant that I didn’t have to field any more awkward questions about the phoenix.


We’d gotten off pretty easy so far. We were in and out of the Water Clan’s compound too quickly for the rumors to have started spreading. The Spider Clan tended to be behind when it came to news so I wasn’t surprised that they hadn’t asked anything but Oasis Lake was a different thing altogether. They were always kept up to date. I was just lucky that they were more stuck-up than other areas or they would have looked at Pearl more closely instead of shrugging her off as just another lowly species that wasn’t Dragon. The last thing we needed was for her necklace to pop out or for her to get mobbed. Again.


No, it was better that we left the area as quickly as possible and my home was the safest place to regroup. It also meant that I was going to be introducing Pearl to my family. Well, more of my family anyway, I admitted to myself. She’s already met Clair, Marie, and George.


Thinking about George got me wondering why I was so excited about introducing her to my parents and siblings. He’d had a good point. I’d never cared before.


Smoke escaped me and wrapped around Pearl, drawing my attention to her and the way that she never complained about the habit, despite not knowing the significance.


But no one else was like Pearl. She’s… different. Nothing like the other females I’ve met. And that was something to consider. All the other people I’d met had been Dragons, Wraiths, or Dwarves. Pearl was, in fact, the only human I’d ever met. That I remembered, anyway. I had to consider the fact that she may be interesting simply because she was human.


That didn’t feel right, though.


And then there were George’s words about her fierceness. She was definitely a bundle of emotions that I wasn’t used to dealing with. Everything she did was done with passion steadied with experience. She did her best not to burn out but couldn’t help but throw herself into each situation.


What person in their right mind would get involved with our crazy problems? She could have demanded that I drop her off at the border but she didn’t. She mentioned it once and then never brought it up again. She’s just jumped into helping solve the next problem.


As the days passed, though, I began to realize that as much as she fit into my life, I couldn’t keep her. Pearl was human! She was going to die long before I would. Even more than that, how could I consider taking her away from her family? She loved them so much. Every story she had involved her siblings or her father. They weren’t just family, they were her closest friends too. That was a relationship I couldn’t really understand because I didn’t have it with my own siblings. I loved them but they weren’t active parts of my life and hadn’t been for years. Not even when I was young. Not really.


So, why do I want to introduce her to them?


I kept coming back to that question. We’d been traveling for two weeks and still had another four days at least and yet that question had haunted me the whole time. Why did I want to introduce her to anyone? Why was it important? Why did I care that George had flirted with her, even if I hid it well? Why did I get happy when she ignored it or turned him down flat? Why did she matter so much?


Why did I want to feel how soft the skin on her hand was? Why did I want to see her pale hair glow in the sunset? Why did I want to know how deeply she could blush? Why did I care so deeply when I’d never cared about anyone like this before?


And why did I enjoy watching her play with her water drake? She was teaching it to talk and I had no idea how, but it seemed to be learning. I never wanted to claim anything was impossible for her because it never seemed to be. Everything she put her mind to happened. She was a force of nature, just as much as the storms that my Clan was named after.


“What are you thinking about?” Pearl asked me suddenly.


I smiled slightly, something settling within me. “Nothing. Just taking everything in.”


She frowned but shrugged it off as I continued to watch her.


“Just taking it all in…”
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Pearl


We were about four days outside Faron’s home when I realized that I’d been slacking terribly.


Sifu would not be pleased, I mentally scolded. I’d been struggling with my emotions but been inconsistent with my workouts. When we left the Spider Clan’s house, I’d thrown myself into them in a frenzy and not really concentrated on anything but wearing myself out. I hadn’t even tried to exercise since we’d reached Oasis Lake. Quite frankly, I’d been inconsistent from the moment that we’d reached the Water Clan. I was still in shape because of all the walking, but it wasn’t the same and I was going to have to put a lot of effort into making sure my form was still perfect. If I wasn’t doing the moves correctly, I could cause myself a lot of damage.


Plus, I had a feeling that I would need that discipline soon, but whether it was for an upcoming battle or something else, I wasn’t certain. I wasn’t a Seer or anything but whenever my intuition warned me that danger was coming it never failed to be true. Whenever I felt like I was going to be in a battle for my life, it was usually one that I might lose. Just like I reminded myself on the way to Oasis Lake, there was too much at stake to die. I needed to be prepared to protect myself and my friends.


So, after working with Wuzzy on his communication–which was coming along much faster than I anticipated–I got up and started working on some basic stances. Sifu always said that when chaos pulls you into its grasp, it was always best to go back and remind yourself of what you knew.


I didn’t get very far before Faron interrupted. Not that I blamed him. He probably hadn’t seen anything like it before and he was always asleep when I worked on my forms in the past.


“What are you doing?”


“Practicing my forms,” I said, attempting to flow through each movement seamlessly. It was usually a quick move but one thing Lana had taught me was that slowing things down helped you to understand them better. I could feel the individual muscle groups as they tightened and released. “I think I’ve told you before, but my father found a man to train me in fighting techniques when I was younger. Sifu worked with everyone but Eric and Belle. Eric was already gone by that time, leaving for the military academy, and Belle just wasn’t interested. Anyway, he taught me pretty much everything I know about fighting, about life, really.”


“What did you say his name was?”


Faron was looking at me oddly. Not the way most people did, though. He wasn’t confused by the methodical pace. Actually, the way he shifted attention to my knee when it was slightly out of position showed that he knew what he was looking at.


“I don’t know his name. I never had the right to learn it. He said that only when I had mastered the art and myself would I have earned the right to call him anything but teacher. That’s what Sifu means.”


He was quiet for a long time before finally saying, “I think I know your teacher.”


That was possibly the only thing that could have caused me to stop. Unfortunately, I was in the process of shifting my weight and almost fell over.


“What? How do you know Sifu?”


Faron coughed. “He trained me as well… Short, dark hair that’s always messy? Wiry build? Yellow skin tone and looks far too young to be a master of fighting?”


When I reluctantly nodded he sighed.


“That was him. You do know he’s a Dragon, don’t you?”


I stared at him without comprehension. “What?” I frowned and ran through my memories of him. He hadn’t shown any signs of being a Dragon, nor did he have any markings that I could remember seeing. “Skies! His freckles! They always seemed to look a bit too shiny in the sunlight.”


Faron chuckled. “They were. He told me that he colored them in with a cosmetic pencil when he was among humans. He’s from beyond the Eastern Barrier.”


I wanted to claim he was lying but it all fit. My father had found him at a port where we got most of our goods from the Far East. There wasn’t much known about that area of the world except that it was ruled by an emperor of immense power. We all figured he was probably a sorcerer but Sifu had told the most fascinating stories about a young Dragon who found himself in charge of a nation. They were our favorite tales and even Belle would come to listen while he told them.


I blinked. “So… little Ping really did go on to rule the empire?”


In all of our travels, I’d never heard Faron laugh so hard. Wuzzy even went over to check on him when he collapsed and rolled onto his side. I wasn’t sure what he found so funny but I let him get it out of his system.


“Now I know we had the same teacher. Only Sifu has the right or the gall to refer to Emperor Jú Ping as “Little Ping”. I’m pretty sure everyone else would find themselves without a head.”


I grimaced. “In my defense, until just now, I thought they were cute stories that he used to teach lessons, not real tales about his emperor. Wait, how old is he?”


That set Faron off again. “H-he’s c-close to a th-thousand!”


No wonder he left. People would have wondered why he wasn’t aging. Also, how is it possible that the man is nearly a thousand years old and only looked about thirty? It feels like cheating to me.


“So, he trained you as well?” I asked when the laughing had finally died down.


“Yes. He was part of a contingent sent to help us acclimate to the area about twenty years after we arrived. I was still pretty young, for a Dragon at least, and he decided that I needed to learn how to be useful instead of a slug in the garden of life.”


I snorted. That was definitely one of Sifu’s admonishments. The man had a way with words that bordered on poetic while simultaneously making you regret ever meeting him. “Well, I suppose that’s better than being as dangerous as a drunk cinder bug with a faulty fuse. I had to check three different libraries to figure out what a cinder bug was.”


It turned out that they were a magical cousin to fireflies. Instead of being bioluminescent, they actually caught fire. Just like when a cricket sings, they would rub their legs together and that would start a spark that would light their ‘fuse’, a series of hairs on their abdomen. The fire didn’t harm them but if their fuse wasn’t working properly–usually due to being wet somehow–they would randomly light up and had been known to catch things on fire and accidentally cause massive disasters.


Faron tipped his head to the side and nodded. “I can see it. Not now, so much, but the stories you’ve told me about when you were younger. I find it odd that he taught you those slow forms, though. They don’t seem to match your personality.”


I didn’t blush often, but when I did it was a whole-body event. Having pale skin meant that it was very obvious and his smile indicated that he noticed. “He was teaching my sister, Lana. She was better at it than me and I didn’t like that. I asked why and he explained, essentially, that she was at peace with herself and I wasn’t. That if I wanted to excel at that particular fighting technique, I was going to have to slow down and try to follow her example by just enjoying the motion. I started using it to help me get my anger under control. It worked.”


My words seemed to trip something in his mind because his eyes lit up suddenly. “Is that where you got the necklace? From Sifu?”


I shrugged. “Sure. He gave it to me when he started training me in these forms. He left about a year later after declaring me his apprentice.” I had already started going through my forms again so I didn’t notice Faron’s shocked expression at first. When I finally did, though, I wasn’t sure why it was there. “What?”


“He made you his apprentice? Do you have any idea how big a deal that is?”


I shook my head and kept moving, having a feeling that I’d need something to calm my emotions.


“Okay, let’s see if I can clear this up for you. Sifu is a master in his martial art. For all we know, he could have invented all martial arts and only chose to teach this one. But that isn’t the point. The point is that a master can have as many apprentices as he chooses to but rarely takes more than a few over his lifetime. Sifu has never taken any, to my knowledge. You are the first person to ever receive that honor. Not even the Emperor or his children received that gift.”


That didn’t make sense, though. Why would a Dragon offer that honor to a human girl? Someone who wasn’t worthy of it, no matter what the criteria was. When I asked Faron, he just smiled at me.


“I don’t know for sure, but I think I’m beginning to understand. You’re a lot more special than most people realize, aren’t you, Pearl Mercer?”


I blushed again and rotated to face away from him. No matter what he thought, I knew the truth. I wasn’t all that special, I just concentrated on one area of my life to the exclusion of others. It was a character flaw and a large one at that. I was one-dimensional, as flat as a child’s drawing, and I knew it well. Sifu may have given me a great honor but nothing would come of it.


So, why do I feel so happy when Faron calls me special?


I let the forms flow through my mind and body while pushing those thoughts aside. I knew why I felt this way. I also knew that no good could come with my falling in love with him. And that was what was happening, despite how hard I’d tried to stop it.


I was fire, burning hot and strong but dying far too quickly.


It was best to remember that and not strive for things I had no business wanting.










CHAPTER 16: CASTLES & COMPOUNDS
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Faron


Going home was always exciting for me. I never felt comfortable with the other Dragons. They didn’t really make sense to me and I knew that a lot of it had to do with where and how I was raised. It wasn’t just that we were more isolated, although being so far north probably played a big role in it. It was the community that we had. There was no ‘us or them.’ We either succeeded together or failed together.


Riding up to the Celestial Clan Compound, I tried to put myself in Pearl’s shoes. Instead of a canyon, like most compounds used, it was a walled city. It wasn’t particularly large but it was the only one left intact and generally unaffected by the initial curse placed on the land. No one was sure how, but it had withstood the damage of having all the magic ripped out of the ground. It did, though. It also withstood the massive storms that would blow off of the Northern Sea and the sandstorms that blew in from the South.


“Is that a castle?” Pearl asked incredulously.


“Yes.”


“You live in a castle?”


I snorted. “Of course not. I live in that house to the side of it.”


She shifted her head and spotted my home. “Okay, so you live in a small castle instead of a large one?”


Frowning, I looked over the city and realized that she was right. It did look like a small castle. “Huh. I guess so. I never thought of it that way. It’s always just been home.”


Pearl sighed. “Well, at least it isn’t a hole in the ground,” she muttered while eyeing our city carefully.


I didn’t blame her, not really. All the other compounds and villages we’d visited had been a fair representation of how Dragons lived. My Clan area was different. We used the term ‘compound’ to keep anyone from getting too nosy or rude. No one wants to realize that the people they pity are actually much better off than they are. In our defense, we welcomed visitors and made it known that there was plenty of room and water to be had, something rare in most compounds. Despite that, no one felt like coming up that far north. At least, that’s what they claimed.


The Storm Clan was one of the newest Clans and not well-liked because of it. The Celestials weren’t either, even if they were much older. It is hard for most people to understand the Celestial powers. It scared them and that made them angry. You can understand trees and water and hills. Understanding what a nebula was, took a bit of effort.


Then there were our alliances. When Cledwyn first got pulled from Llynwyll and deposited in the desert, he found himself just outside a strange city. His future wife, a Wraith who was visiting family in a nearby village, saw the flash of magic as the Barriers went up to prevent the Dragons from leaving. Eire was curious and went to investigate, only to find Cledwyn laid out in full Dragon-form. He loved to tell people that when he saw her, he knew that he was going to marry her. He usually followed that declaration with the quip that it only took ten years to convince her of it.


It was Cledwyn’s determination to create a place for her that started the Council. He figured that if they had a form of centralized government, it would prevent them from dying off in stupid ways and also allow him to create an ambassadorial position for her. She had been planning on going back to the Queen’s Enclave to work for the Queen herself and he knew that he’d lose her if she did.


Surprisingly, his plan worked, although there were unforeseen circumstances. Eire was a highly respected person. Everyone knew who she was and treated her well. Cledwyn, on the other hand, became an outcast by marrying her. Dragons were only supposed to marry other Dragons. Many thought that it was the only way our race would survive. Things only got worse when Queen Aiyana cut off our support and Eire’s entire family and the village she’d grown up in moved into the Celestial Clan Compound for safety’s sake.


As we drew closer to the city, I explained all this to Pearl. She needed to know what she was walking into.


“What about their kids?” she asked.


I frowned. “They only have one, Erland. What about him?”


“Well, if he’s only half-Dragon, what does the curse do to him? Is he stuck here too?”


This part was a bit tricky and something we kept very quiet. “I want to tell you the truth but you have to promise that it stays between the two of us.” I sighed when she nodded and quickly explained. “Most people are frustrated by the fact that there are half-breeds at all. We have a lot of fertility problems, so they tend not to ask questions. Cledwyn and Eire weren’t the only ones to have a child of mixed parentage. They weren’t even the first. They’re just the most well-known. When Eire went into labor, they decided to send her over the border. We are close to a pass that makes it a quick trip over to the Northern Wastes. She gave birth to Erland there.”


“And?” she asked impatiently.


“And, he was filled with magic, just like every Wraith is at birth. When she crossed over the border with him again, she made sure to pass back and forth a few times, just to be certain that everything was fine. He was. Cledwyn made some discreet inquiries about the other half-breeds and found out that all of them can pass the border, but it isn’t as painless for them. We don’t know why, but he has no problems with any of the borders. He’s like most of the Wraiths that way. And just like the rest of his mother’s people, he has to cross back over the border at least once a month so that he doesn’t suffer from magic withdrawals. Wraiths can’t go without magic for long. It’s why they’ve stayed in their homeland almost exclusively. Most places, they can stay for a few months but here…”


I paused and gestured to the land around me, completely devoid of life outside the walls of our compound. Humans may not have realized it, but magic was an essential part of life. Without it, everything would die.


But I didn’t have time to go over that with her. We were passing the curtain wall and into the compound. It was always nice to come home, to see all those familiar faces, people who genuinely cared and didn’t treat me like I was death incarnate. Pearl hadn’t seen much of that but I’d been careful to take her to people who didn’t care about my status. The reality was, I was an agent of the Council and sent out on a regular basis to enforce their rules. That didn’t earn me a lot of warm welcomes. That was why I created a spy network, so I could go in, get the job done, and leave before everyone realized I was even there.


Judging by the crowd in the main square, it must have been market day. We were lucky enough to have access to more food than most. It wasn’t enough to send to other communities but it kept us in better shape than most. Market days were common and drew everyone out to enjoy the company. With how large the city was, you could go weeks without seeing friends that lived just on the other side of the compound.


Speaking of friends, I thought as I spotted someone. “Aunty!” I called out as I hurried over.


Pearl was hurrying after me by the time I realized I’d left her alone. She was safe here, though. Moments later, I had my aunt up in my arms and was hugging her as hard as I could without injuring her. I felt Pearl behind me as I put my aunt back on the ground and kissed her cheek.


“Faron, you rascal! I thought you were going to be here nearly a month ago. At least, that’s what Cledwyn implied. Where have you been?” she asked, laughing even as concern showed in her eyes.


“I’m fine, Aunty. It just didn’t seem like a smart move to come here directly. We’ve been crisscrossing between compounds and dealing with problems as they arose. You know how it is.”


“We?” she asked while raising her brow, a slight smirk on her lips as she looked at my companion. “And who is we? I know your mother raised you better than this, Faron.”


I winced slightly at the admonishment and nodded, barely even noticing the smoke that wound around Pearl as I did. “Sorry. Pearl, this is Ambassador Eire of the Sudden Storm, wife of Cledwyn, Head of the Celestial Clan. Aunty Eire, this is Pearl Mercer of Mindep.”


“I see,” she said, glancing at me meaningfully but saying nothing more. It took everything within me not to blush. Then again, I should have known she would notice the smoke.


Pearl, thankfully enough, didn’t seem to notice the exchange, nor was she intimidated by my aunt at all. Instead, she put on her brightest smile and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ambassador. Faron was just telling me how you were an essential part of the survival of the Dragons. I’ve met your husband and I must applaud you for keeping him away for ten years.”


Eire pursed her lips before laughing lightly. “It wasn’t easy, I can tell you that. Dragons are ridiculously determined once they decide they want someone or something. Clay was utterly silly about it too. When I figured that he was safe, I left and went home. So, he found the highest place he could stand and would throw rocks at my window. Over a mountain. My family didn’t appreciate it, although my brother is still in awe of his aim.”


I smiled as Pearl started giggling uncontrollably. I knew she was imagining it. I was and I’d grown up hearing that story. The man was possibly the most important and influential Dragon of the last millennium and he acted like a schoolboy whenever it came to his wife. What she wasn’t telling Pearl was he hadn’t gotten any better over time. He still did everything he could to earn her attention and praise. He would do nearly anything to make her happy and had earned the loyalty of not only his wife but her entire family and village. That was impressive, considering how independent Wraith foresters were.


“Well,” I said, not wanting to cut their fun short but knowing that we both needed rest. “We’re heading over to see if Mom and Dad can put us up for a few days.”


Aunty Eire frowned. “You didn’t know? No, of course, you didn’t. We’ve been in communication with the Spider Clan and they went to see if there was any way they could help. They sent us all the information about the curse and the water. We’ve already sent some of it to our contacts further south and to Cledwyn. Oh! And your sisters and brother left to visit their in-laws. They wanted to make sure that they were all safe.”


Well, there went all my grand plans to have her meet my family, I thought a bit ruefully. Still, this is better than it could be. At least I can show her that not all Dragons are selfish and sick.


While I was thinking, Aunty Eire seemed to have come to some sort of conclusion. “You two will stay with me,” she announced before nodding decisively. “I leave in about a week, but there will be plenty of time to let you rest and figure out your next move.”


Pearl frowned. “Are you sure?”


My aunt smiled at her softly. “Yes, my dear. You both look travel-worn and if what I’m hearing is correct, your visits at the other compounds haven’t been very peaceful.”


Now it was my turn to ask questions. “Where are you going?” Ever since the Wraiths cut the Dragons off, Aunty Eire had stayed at the compound. There was no point in going anywhere else. She couldn’t advise the Council and a lot of the other Dragons became prejudiced against her people. Besides, she wasn’t someone who enjoyed travel. She loved her life with her husband and son and always said that she enjoyed being a homebody.


“Oh! Grandmother told me I’d be needed at the Queen’s Enclave for the end of Queen Gerda’s Coronation Journey. I’m going to see where Erland’s gotten with reestablishing our connection to my homeland. I just hope that she’s different from the last queen.”


Pearl smiled again. “She is. I met her a few weeks before George kidnapped me. She used the Fey as a distraction to take out her cousin and then personally came to let King Tiertanal know that the war was over and she wanted to reestablish their treaties. Oh, and she broke his curse, so there’s that too.”


My aunt sighed and completely relaxed for the first time in a long time. “Good. Gerda was always a sweet child, according to reports, but very isolated. I’ve worried that someone would get their hooks in her and skew her view of the world. It sounds like that hasn’t happened, though. Now, I only have one more place to visit, so let me grab the rest of my vegetables and we can head back to the castle and let you two relax.”


With that, she turned and headed over to the nearest stall with Pearl and me following in her wake.
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Pearl


Seeing Faron in his home answered a lot of my questions. He was so different than the other Dragons I’d met. It hadn’t made sense to me at first. Yes, everyone is an individual and will react to things in unique ways but that doesn’t stop there from being certain cultural differences that can be seen throughout a population. It was more than him fighting the illness that had swept his people and I didn’t know why until now.


The Celestial and Storm Clans were relatively small but had formed a tight community. They didn’t take care of one another because they were family or Clan. They did it because they genuinely cared about each other. There was little to no pretense and it definitely affected how they ran things. There were people from other Clans there as well, but they all seemed to be in mixed marriages. That would have made them exiles from their original Clans and it was clear that they’d come to the Celestial Compound to escape the prejudice.


Then there were the Wraiths. They weren’t just living there, they were an integral part of the community and treated the same as anyone else. The mix of cultures had produced a very different atmosphere. It was a place where relationships were valued above station, where people were treated with respect, and where almost everyone seemed to be happy or, at the very least, content.


We spent about a week touring the city and discussing this new curse with various elders. I found it interesting that they had been unaffected until I discovered that they didn’t get their water from wells. Instead, there was a cistern system that captured the rain from storms that blew off the Northern Sea. It was, apparently, quite a bit of water.


They also supplemented that with water brought over the mountains in the form of snow and ice. Every time a Wraith headed over the border, they returned with a bucket of snow or a block of ice. Anytime the reservoirs got low, someone would take a wagon out and cut some ice out of a freshwater lake that lay just over the mountains. Apparently, Cledwyn disliked water from the capital and brought his own with him whenever he went, which also explained why he was so much more clearheaded than all the rest.


While we talked to people, Wuzzy spent most of the time scampering around with complete abandon. I wasn’t sure why, at first, until I realized that it was the first place we’d been where I was completely safe. He hadn’t wanted to leave my side since the riot. The fact that he finally felt I was out of danger meant that I enjoyed the experience a lot more. It also allowed me to finally connect the dots on the lack of interest he was shown after we left the Water Clan. No one seemed to see him unless he went out of his way to draw their attention or they had some sort of affinity for water. To everyone else, he wasn’t there.


That’s why no one mentioned him when we were at the lake. We hadn’t talked to anyone with a water affinity! And I bet the Council didn’t really notice him either, just the smell.


Wuzzy wasn’t the only one pleased with our situation. Faron was happier here, as well. He didn’t seem edgy anymore, something I hadn’t even noticed before. He was as laid back as ever but it seemed different somehow. He was also a lot more attentive than he’d been before.


The day before we left, I finally asked him about it. We’d been busy planning our next steps and decided that the best place to go next would be Blood Canyon. Cledwyn had been informed of everything that was going on but the Council would probably need to hear from us directly.


“I enjoy showing you around.”


I laughed. “I’m sure, but you’ve left me alone before. What’s the difference now? You seem pretty intense about me liking this place. And you’ve told me more stories about your family than you ever did while we were traveling.”


We were in a sitting room in his family home–we moved there after Eire left for the Queen’s Enclave–and were enjoying the fire. The wood was collected from the other side of the Barrier. The frigid temperatures at night made it a necessity and Faron chose to stare into those flames while he thought through his answer.


“You know, I’ve been struggling with exactly that question for more than a month? As soon as I knew we were coming here, I started to get excited. That isn’t normal for me. I don’t tend to have strong emotions except for maybe anger and sadness. Happiness, though… that’s something that’s unusual for me.”


He seemed to drift for a moment before coming back to the present. “You’ve changed me. Not dramatically, but enough. You’ve given me something to look forward to, someone to impress. I think telling you about how Cledwyn courted his wife started to clear things up.”


I frowned, not certain where he was going with this.


“I think… I might be falling in love with you,” he admitted softly as he stared into the flames.


That shocked me to my core and I wasn’t sure what to do with the new information. I’d had people claim that they loved me. Most of them were just after my dowry or thought that I was beautiful. Everything was superficial. When they found out about my love of weapons and fighting, about my temper and history of violence, they ran. Or, more often, they transferred their affections to one of my sisters. If it was beauty they were after, they’d fall in love with Belle. If money, they’d go after Beryl. Most people thought that Lana wouldn’t receive a dowry so she was usually overlooked.


Faron knew about my bad side, though. He may not have seen the worst of it for himself, but he’d seen the aftermath of fighting Niall. He’d seen me practice my forms and clean my weapons. He knew about my anger and my violence. He’d even helped me manage my need for excitement and let me decide when I’d pushed too far. He didn’t need or have any use for my dowry and he hadn’t once mentioned my looks. That never happened. There was no flattery or false intimacies. Even when we were at each other’s throats, he’d never once made me feel uncomfortable.


And what he’s saying sounds a lot like what I’ve been going through. Still… “Why do you think you love me? You couldn’t even stand talking to me a few months ago.”


Faron laughed. “I admit that I didn’t think much of you at first. In my defense, I had to play bodyguard for a woman who looked a lot like you a few years ago and she left a bad taste in my mouth. She doesn’t hold a candle to you in looks and it made me worry that you’d be worse than she was.”


I fought a blush, hearing the compliment and appreciating that he’d had to look beyond my appearance for something redeeming. He was still talking, though, so I pulled my attention back to the present.


“I stopped pretending to hate you when you were careful to stay close in the market, despite the fact that we didn’t get along and you could have made things difficult on me. Then, you threw yourself into our problems, taking on problems that you had no need to deal with. You traveled with me without complaint. Well, mostly. The road to the Spider Clan wasn’t your finest moment. Still, all this time you’ve shown yourself to not only be caring and compassionate but also to be independent and in control of yourself. You are much more than I expected and I am quickly falling for you. It took me a while to understand it, though. I’ve never cared for someone this way before and it snuck up on me.”


He cleared his throat before continuing. “I should also explain the whole smoke thing. It’s… well, Dragons aren’t like other shifters because we are almost completely in tune with our creatures. They aren’t really separate, not like other shifters. The one exception is when they decide that they want someone as a mate. When that happens, we sometimes use scent marking in the form of smoke. It doesn’t happen much anymore because we don’t transform often, but to a Dragon, I’ve basically declared my interest.”


Now it was my turn to look into the fire. The smoke thing had been happening off and on since the second week of our acquaintance. Knowing the significance was a bit embarrassing but also helped clear some things up for me, like why I’d never complained about it.


“I–I think I feel the same way,” I admitted. “You aren’t what I expected. You have a big flaw that you don’t hide from. You admit to and actively fight against it. You go above and beyond what’s necessary to make sure that people are safe and you genuinely care about those around you… I’m just not sure where we go from here,” I admitted, still not looking at him.


Then, Faron put his hand over mine and sighed. “Me neither, Pearl. Me neither.”










CHAPTER 17: SURPRISE!
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Pearl


Our leaving for the capital was done with a lot of reluctance. Neither Faron nor I wanted to go back. It was a toxic place, in sharp contrast to his home. Unfortunately, they needed the information that we had. Not that I was strictly necessary. Faron had originally tried to make travel plans for me so that I could be taken to the border of Alenia or Freche, at the very least. All it took was one old woman with glowing green eyes to change his mind.


“No you will not!” a small woman with snowflake markings barked when Faron told me his plan.


He turned and started to argue. “But–“


“No. You will not take that girl home. You will be together until you reach that bloody canyon, you understand?” she told him as her eyes glowed eerily.


“Blood Canyon,” he grumbled as she walked away. As soon as she started to turn back, he slammed his mouth closed and pulled me out of the market as quickly as possible while the other Wraiths shook their heads at his foolishness.


Wraiths took Seers very seriously, as did everyone else in the city.


That meant, though, that I had to go back to Blood Canyon and deal with a collection of politicians and a group of people that tried to rip me limb from limb last time I was there. Not to mention the killer the Council sent for me. Honestly, there were a lot of reasons for me to stay away. I wasn’t leaving Faron to deal with it alone, though.


The journey back was going to take twenty-seven days. That would give me ample time to deal with my feelings for Faron and for us to come up with some sort of a plan. Several, actually.


The first thing we had to figure out was how much to tell the Council about my involvement. They still thought I was a phoenix. Well, I doubted that they really did but they thought they could use me as the phoenix. Neither Faron nor I were very pleased with the way they’d acted. So, we needed to make sure they didn’t take advantage of my presence.


“The problem is,” Faron began as we walked, “we don’t know what tactic they’ll take or even how many will be there. It used to be that there were always five Council members in attendance at any time. It was to make sure that they could always be reached if there was a problem and a larger group could be assembled twice a year. When you arrived, a bunch of them were present because of the transport charm that they were testing and to talk about all the people who were going crazy. Although…” he trailed off.


“What?” I asked, settling Wuzzy more securely on my shoulders. He’d grown a bit longer over the last few weeks and it was throwing off his balance. Either that or he was feeling particularly playful and just wanted the extra attention.


“I was just remembering something Cledwyn mentioned when I first got back to the capital. He said that there were more Council members there every time he visited and they never seemed to go home anymore.”


“Makes sense…” I mused before something startled Wuzzy and the drake was suddenly standing on top of my head and using his tail to hold on. “What the?”


Wuzzy warbled and I froze as he started tapping on my head. We were still working on full-blown communication but the first thing we’d figured out was a way for him to tell me if something was wrong.


“Faron,” I began but stopped when he turned to look east, the same direction as Wuzzy.


“Sandstorm. It looks like it’ll be here in about ten minutes.” He paused and took a quick look at the area we were in before grabbing my hand and pulling me toward a hill that was just past the road. “Come on. We can set up on the lee of that and avoid getting buried.”


That was new. He hadn’t worried about that the last time we faced a sandstorm. “What do you mean, ‘buried’?”


“This road isn’t always safe. It is technically in the bottom of a valley and it can get buried when a storm sweeps through. It’s one of the reasons that we don’t get a lot of visitors from the capital. The other roads are fine but this one isn’t safe.” He had to stop talking then as we were almost running, trying to get into position before the storm hit.


It was close. We heard the wind bearing down on us just as we set up our sleds and the sand was starting to hit as we strung the tent over the top. While we were trying to get under cover, my pant leg moved just slightly and I had to stop myself from crying out as I pulled my leg into the tent.


Wuzzy hissed and crawled down my chest until he could inspect the injury.


“I’d always heard that sandstorms could flay skin from flesh but I thought they were exaggerating,” I said from behind gritted teeth. Wuzzy had started to clean the wound out but he had a rather rough tongue and I was feeling a bit tender.


Faron came up behind me and had me lean back on his chest. “You’re lucky. That could have been a lot worse. Relax, your drake will take care of it,” he said while wrapping his arms around my waist and squeezing me lightly when I tried to stay stiff.


“I’m not used to…”


He chuckled and I felt it through my back. “I know. Me neither. I like this, though. And, it’s been three days since we talked about how we felt. Have you come to any conclusions?”


I snorted. “Of course, you’re going to ask me this while I’m being treated for an injury. And no, I haven’t.” I paused and then whispered, “I don’t know what to do, Faron.”


A sigh ruffled my hair. “I know what you mean. I can’t leave but… I don’t think that you can live here. Not with everything that’s going on. It isn’t safe, for one thing. Not with this curse and definitely not with people thinking you’re going to somehow save them.”


I don’t know whether it was the intimacy of the close quarters or how closeted I felt with the wind howling around us, but I suddenly wanted to share my secrets with him, my fears. And… I had a feeling that he’d understand why I kept them so quiet for so long.


“Did I ever tell you what I was doing when George found me?”


“Of course. You were on patrol with some Unseelie Fey and investigating a creature that was killing off the local livestock.”


I snorted. “Well, that was only part of the story. I shouldn’t have been there, technically. I was supposed to be with the rest of my family, helping Tier regain his country’s sanity. But, I wasn’t. I…” I sighed. “I was looking for answers for what was–what is–happening to me.”


Wuzzy finished cleaning the sand out of my wound and started blowing on it lightly before scrambling around to grab some of our water to pour on it. I watched it all happen in silence, avoiding what came next. When Faron hugged me a bit tighter, I knew it was time to continue.


So, I did. “I’m stronger than I should be. I’m sure that you’ve noticed it already. You seemed to when I was hauling things around at the Water Clan’s Compound.” He nodded but didn’t speak. “I didn’t used to be. Not like that. I–I shouldn’t be able to lift even a quarter of what I can. I don’t know how much stronger I’ve gotten. I haven’t tested it in a while.”


“A lot,” he murmured. “You’ve gotten a lot stronger. We should have been going slower after traveling for so long. We’ve gotten faster, though. I noticed but I never really thought about it.”


I sighed, relaxing a bit. He wasn’t dismissing me. That had been my biggest fear, that no one would believe or that it would end up being all in my head. So, I continued. “That’s not all, though. My emotions have been so intense lately, even before I came here. It was like I was overfilled with energy and it was coming out through my emotions. And then things got really strange. I was tired one evening. I was coming back from a trip to train a new militia. Lana had left a candle burning for me and I stumbled when I got to my room. I dropped it and caught it with the flame in the middle of my hand. I thought I’d dreamed it because it hadn’t hurt. But, I had cooled wax spread all over my hand.


“I ignored it for a while but it got worse and worse. I tried to discreetly ask the Fey if they’d heard of anything like it but no one had. And then, the day before I decided to leave, I was knocked into a fire. My clothes got burned but I was fine. I heard some of the soldiers talking about a sorceress and decided that I should ask her what to do. She didn’t know anything, so I decided to help the soldiers with their patrol.”


I felt Faron draw in a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “Well, that explains why you haven’t gotten sunburnt. I did wonder.”


I snickered but quieted down as I waited for the questions and the accusations. I knew that what I’d told him would make most people believe that I actually was the phoenix they were looking for. The affinity for fire would have been an overwhelming clue.


He didn’t do that, though. All he did was hold me and refuse to let go.


That was probably why my last thought before I fell asleep was, How am I going to leave him?
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When I woke up, I was still in Faron’s arms and Wuzzy was wrapped around my leg, keeping it elevated and out of the sand. Not that it needed that sort of treatment anymore. It was completely healed, just like every other injury he’d helped me with over the past few months.


I lay there, enjoying the peaceful moment a little while longer. I wasn’t used to leaning so heavily on someone, not emotionally or physically. I had my family but that was a little different. We functioned but not as a team. We were individuals with our own lives that rarely intersected. We all lived together and that had become our real connection. That time was over, though. Belle had been married for a few years and now Lana was living with the Fey…


The connection I had with Faron was different and special. We were different in so many ways but working together all these months? It was wonderful. Instead of butting heads constantly, like we did at first, we complemented each other. He was laid back while I was energetic, he was naturally cautious while that was a talent I was still working on developing, and he was a fantastic strategist who could match me turn for turn. We’d played a few games while we traveled and it was always exciting because we never knew who would win and always learned something from each other.


The more and more that I think about it, the more I wonder why it took so long to realize that I had feelings for him, I mused, enjoying the warmth of his arms around me. I knew that the society ladies would have been scandalized by the position I was in, but I also knew that Faron was completely honorable.


And, I can probably break him in half if I chose, considering my freakish strength.


I felt him stir behind me, pulling me in closer and nuzzling my neck and hair. I was pretty sure that he was still mostly asleep but I also knew the instant that he realized what he was doing because he froze before carefully moving back.


I huffed out a laugh and turned to face him. “Morning, Faron.”


“Morning. How long have you been awake?”


I took him in as he spoke, enjoying the way his hair was sticking up in so many odd directions and the gruffness of his voice. “Not long. Just enjoying this.”


He smiled and pulled me closer for a gentled hug before releasing me and gathering his things. We were well-practiced at this by now and quickly ate breakfast before disassembling the tent and packing our bags back up properly. Once our boots and sandshoes were back on, this time with my pant leg tucked in tightly, we were ready to go.


“I hope you know which direction we were headed because I feel pretty lost right now,” I said as I looked around and realized that the entire area had shifted. The area where the road had been was gone. At least, I thought the road had been there. It was hard to tell. There were sand dunes everywhere and all defining characteristics from the day before had disappeared.


“Yes. I’m used to dealing with this sort of thing. We just–“ He stopped and frowned as Wuzzy got up on my head again. He didn’t make any sound this time, though. That wasn’t a good sign. Faron watched him tap on my head and waited until he had settled back around my neck before asking, “What is it?”


I bit my lip and decided to heed my drakes warning and speak quietly. “Danger. There’s danger nearby. I’m just not sure what type. Not weather, though. He wasn’t afraid to bugle a warning yesterday.”


Faron frowned then nodded. “Right, we’ll stay off the road until we know what it is. Wuzzy, keep warning us if we get too close to whatever you’re sensing.”


Wuzzy gave a quiet chirp and nudged my head toward the right, away from the road. Taking that as an agreement, we began to make our way south, keeping farther from the road than we normally would. I strongly believe that it was our caution that saved our lives.


We’d been walking for about an hour or two when we heard it, men cursing and sand shifting. Faron and I looked at each other and began sneaking over to a nearby hill that we could use for cover.


“I told you we should avoid the road,” one of the men groaned as he finally pulled himself out of the sand and was able to lay there like a landed fish.


“You did not. You said that this was the only way that they could come. You know the Council is depending on us to bring the phoenix back alive,” the other replied.


The third one just grunted while the first continued to whine. “And we get to kill that traitor, Faron? The whole Storm Clan should be wiped out of existence if you ask me.”


“No one did,” the third finally said. “And you two need to stop jabbering. If he’s around, we might scare him away.”


The first snorted and started talking about how the sandstorm had probably scared us away first. I didn’t hear much more of it because we were already backing up and getting further from the road. Suddenly, it didn’t seem like such a safe way to travel.
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Over the next week or so, we avoided two other ambush points. And those were the ones not centered on the road. A little bit of eavesdropping revealed that there were five other groups that had decided to stake out the road in different locations.


Things weren’t looking good for us.


“I should have expected this, to be honest,” Faron admitted after our first encounter with the people searching for us. “I was fielding some pretty specific questions about the phoenix when we were in Oasis Lake.”


“How did I never hear them?”


He snorted. “Because they’d figured out you aren’t a Dragon and decided to snub you when they weren’t using you as a listening ear for their complaints. The Council must have tracked us based on the reports of a foreigner wandering around, probably starting with a note from the Water Clan.”


The fact that it was the Council who ordered it was disappointing. I kept wondering if it was going to do any good to tell them about the latest curse but Faron would always tell me that we had to. If there was even a chance that they would do something about the situation, we had to try. Besides, we both knew that it probably wasn’t the whole Council. Most likely it was just Mixcóatl and Bleiz. From what I’d heard and the little that I’d seen, they were usually the ones causing problems.


The other part that confused me was why they wanted the phoenix back. It had been so long since I thought about that, about the real reason I was here, that it felt like another life entirely. No one had brought it up when we were traveling. No one seemed to even notice that I wasn’t a Dragon until we got to the lake. Then again, most of them ignored me when Faron was around and the folks in the Spider Compound couldn’t have cared less that I was different.


We were only a few days outside Blood Canyon when I finally asked Faron about it. Judging the guilty look on his face, he knew more than he’d been telling me.


“I didn’t want to worry you, but there was definitely talk going on about you. Well, not you precisely. The phoenix.”


“What type of talk?”


He grimaced. “Rumors that the phoenix had been found and the Council was trying to bargain with her. And people noticed you. They knew you weren’t a Dragon. Well, the ones who were still thinking clearly, at least. The Water Clan let it go because you had a water drake with you and like we said before, Oasis Lake is full of snobs. The only ones who didn’t mention the phoenix were the Spider Clan and they don’t get a lot of visitors so they’re always happy to see someone new.”


I was a little disappointed that he hadn’t mentioned this stuff earlier, but he probably was trying to protect me. I did almost get torn apart by a mob because of it. So, I let it go and settled into his embrace, just like I had nearly every night since the sandstorm. It didn’t feel right to sleep apart. It would probably be different when there were actual beds and rooms involved, but out in the middle of the desert? There was no point.


Nearly a month after leaving Faron’s home, we found ourselves hiding outside the capital. There were people coming in and out and far too much traffic to try and get in right then. And that wasn’t even taking into account the added guards that were stationed at the main entrance. Not that those guards would be much trouble. The past few months hadn’t been kind to the folks at the capital.


“They look like they’re sunbathing,” I complained under my breath.


Faron just shook his head. “They might be. You’ve seen how Wuzzy acts when he’s warm. Dragons are the same. We like being warm. Well, there are a few exceptions, but in general, we are a lot like giant scaly cats.”


I snorted, remembering the last time Wuzzy had found a sunbeam. He’d stayed in it for nearly three hours, slowly moving to follow it as it shifted through the window at Eire’s castle. For some reason, it wasn’t the same when we were out in full sun.


“Okay, so what’s the plan for getting in there?”


He looked at me with a slight smirk. “Well, I know a few hidden ways in and out, but we’re going to have to be careful and not go in until night. No one can know about these tunnels.”


I shrugged. Who was I gonna tell?


We settled into the sand and napped on and off the rest of the day. As soon as full dark hit, Faron led me around the side of the canyon and up to a crevice that was nearly invisible unless you were about to walk through it. I followed along behind him, letting him lead me along with my hands on his shoulders and Wuzzy wrapped around mine. We walked in until all sound from outside disappeared and then a bit further to where some glow rocks were positioned along the wall. Faron stopped us and we took off our sandshoes and sleds, storing them in a small alcove that had been carved into the rock.


I had a feeling that this was the entrance and exit that Faron usually preferred using.


We got up again and I put my hands back on his shoulders before being led out of the dim light and into the darkness once more. I followed him in complete silence as we wound our way through the tunnel. Then, we stopped. I felt Faron raise a hand and heard fabric being moved just before a light rock was revealed on one wall.


Faron was still silent as he lifted as his other hand to a strange button on the wall. Then, he pulled the fabric back over the rock and I felt his other arm push on the button. A slight grating of stone on stone preceded the wall opening.


As soon as we stepped through, Faron closed the door and turned to me, saying, “Welcome back to the Celestial Clan’s townhome. We’ll head to the Council in a few days.”










CHAPTER 18: HERE WE GO...
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Pearl


We stayed in the house for two days, getting the lay of the land. Well, I stayed inside. Faron was sneaking around a lot. Things had changed dramatically in Blood Canyon and it didn’t bode well for us. The first piece of bad news was that Cledwyn had already left. Faron said that it looked like we’d missed him by just over a day. I could only hope that he managed to avoid the ambushes since he was probably headed home using the road.


The second was the state of the capital itself. Even without going outside, I could hear the unrest of the people. There were so many guards being called for on a near-constant basis that it sounded like they were being invaded.


Faron spent most of the day running around through his hidden tunnels to meet up with his spies, or, at least, to gather the messages that they’d left for him. Things were looking pretty grim.


“It reminds me of when I visited Oasis Lake for the first time,” he admitted to me. “There were complaints everywhere. Neighbors were turning against each other and it was like crime had appeared overnight. It seemed like there was a point where everything tipped into chaos before they got used to the new normal. Things calmed down at the lake a few days later, but here… from what I’ve heard it just keeps ramping up.”


I listened to him and frowned. “That supports our theory, though. About the water, I mean. If someone was pouring something into the river, then there would be a sharp spike before tapering off to a dull simmer.”


He hummed. “And, most of the severely affected are the wealthy. I always figured it was because they hid their vices more strenuously than others, but it may have to do with their access to water. The folks on the upper levels have to travel farther for water so they don’t take as much of it. They use the public baths, not private ones, so they don’t go as often. The more money you have, the more access to water.”


There was other news that soon gained our attention.


“The Council leaders are going into seclusion,” Faron informed me after lunch on the second day.


“What does that mean?”


He sighed. “They seem to finally be taking the situation seriously and some have left to deal with their Clans. Most though, have decided to hide in their homes. The number of Council members out and about is less than half of what it should be in these circumstances.”


I decided that it was a good time to play the optimist. “Maybe they’re trying to regroup and figure out what the next step should be.” Faron looked at me with raised brows and smirked. “Yeah, I don’t think so either. They’re probably the worst affected.”


“Which would make their choices for the last year or so pretty suspect.”


Then we found out possibly the worst news that we could. It was the morning that we’d chosen to approach the Council and Faron had just gotten back from retrieving his latest batch of reports. He read through them one by one before slamming them down on the table and running his hands through his hair before smoothing his beard.


“That bad?” I asked as I put a plate of food in front of Wuzzy. He liked to bother me if he wasn’t being fed immediately and I didn’t feel like changing just because he chose to trip me while I was carrying a plate of food.


“Worse. Every one of these papers,” he began, waving about twenty sheets in front of my face, “are from a major compound. Every single one of them is reporting that at least one citizen has gone out of their mind. We have a Clan leader who decided that he was allowed to beat someone into a coma because the man said the wrong word in front of the leader’s daughter. Apparently, ‘stupid’ is a big no-no in the Tree Clan. Then, we have a woman who has decided that she wants to have an affair with any man that is married. Only married men. Then we have a few riots starting over stupid reasons, like an apple being too red, and a couple who stole another couple’s child because they would do a better job as parents.”


He groaned and leaned back, looking up at the ceiling without really seeing it. “And the worst one is that Keandre? Of the Water Clan? Yeah, he gave up.”


I paused and looked over at him, a plate hovering above the table. “What do you mean, ‘he gave up’?”


Faron looked me in the eye and I saw an extra gleam from unshed tears in the swirling blue, purple, and silver. “He gave up. He stopped fighting to live. He decided that he’d had enough. Dragons can recover from a lot but when we decide that we’re done? Nothing can stop us from dying. It’s why this is so dangerous. A lot of us struggle with laziness. It won’t just cause fights, it will cause us to stop caring about breathing. It becomes an imposition. So, we’ll just stop.”


The assured way he said it made a shiver crawl down my back and I had to put the plate down quickly or risk dropping it. “Is–is that what you’re worried about?”


Nodding, he pulled the plate toward him. “Quite simply, it’s a death sentence. It’s not like we’re without options, though. We can rally. We can come back from it but it’s not as easy as it used to be. If we’re in a magic rich environment, in a place where the elements align with our Clan markings, and if we’re in Dragon form, we can survive for centuries by sleeping. Something will inevitably capture our attention and bring us out of our stupor, get our blood flowing. Here, though? In a place where our Dragon form is painful? Where there’s no magic to help sustain us and most of us are kept away from our elements? No. There’s not much chance of coming back from the brink anymore.”


He paused and considered something before continuing. “You told me about how Sifu trained you so that you would learn to control not only your anger but your extra energy, that you learned the slower forms because you recognized a need to learn control and to think things through. Sifu took me on for a similar reason. He taught me because he saw how easily I could fall into the danger of complacency. It’s in my nature. He showed me that I don’t have to be the person I was born to be. I sought out a job where I would have to travel, to keep moving, because I know that if I stop… sometimes I wonder if I can get started again.”


The rest of breakfast was spent in silence as we both considered the implications of an entire society that suddenly decided to stop living. I had a feeling that it might become a reality if we didn’t figure something out, and quickly.
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Getting to the Council chambers was quite the trick. We had to travel almost the entire way through hidden passages that pushed us toward the edge of the canyon and made us double back on ourselves twice. After that, it was just a quick jaunt across a crowded street where people were arguing about something.


And when I say quick jaunt, I meant an all out run.


With people on our figurative tails.


Then, we had to maneuver around the guards, which was easier said than done. They were bound and determined that no one was getting inside the building. I did my best not to permanently damage them, but there was only so much I could do when they kept getting back up! Growling, I tripped one of them and made sure that he fell toward the crowd. That seemed to work, considering he was swept away by them almost as soon as he hit the last step.


Faron saw what I’d done and used the same technique. Pretty soon, we were alone on the steps and able to move into the building.


I saw the opulence that had astounded me the first time speed by much faster than I thought possible. Then, less than a minute later, we were dodging another set of guards and bursting into the Council’s chamber.


Several of the Clan leaders rose, startled by our sudden entrance and the way we slammed the door closed before locking the guards out, but they seemed too stunned to say anything at first.


“What is the meaning of this?” demanded an irate Mixcóatl, the markings around her eyes sparking slightly as she regained her senses.


Interesting, I mused. I thought they could only do that when they’d been absorbing magic. But where would she be getting magic from?


“Council members,” Faron began, sounding as respectful as he could without allowing them to believe that they could control him. His bow was short and only a slight inclination of his shoulders, but it seemed to appease them. Somewhat. “We came to bring you important information about an illness that is quickly spreading through our population.”


The Council began to murmur amongst themselves, which was when I noticed how few people actually were there. It looked like they’d lost ten people since the last time I was there. The ones who had come weren’t looking too good. They seemed worn. At least three of them seemed to be fighting sleep and losing. And then, there were Mixcóatl and Bleiz. They looked the same as they had before, if a little angrier.


“And why exactly should we listen to anything you have to say after you kidnapped the phoenix and killed another Dragon?” Bleiz demanded.


Faron snorted. “Oh, yes. I was the one who kidnapped her, Uncle, not your son. Well, there was a mob trying to kill her, which seemed like a good reason to leave. And then there was the fact that the man I killed was in the process of kidnapping her, again, and is known to be an assassin that’s sent to kill problem elements. I deemed it safer to take her out of the capital until things calmed down. Besides, weren’t you complaining just before I left that I wasn’t out there doing my job?”


Bleiz flushed, mostly from anger, but said nothing.


“Now,” Faron continued, “while I was traveling, I discovered that something is in our water that is altering people’s minds, making their worst qualities into their strongest ones.”


That got their attention.


“What is it?” asked one of the Councilors.


“It is a form of a curse. I’m not sure exactly what it is but we have found a way to counteract it. One of the members of the Spider Clan developed a poi–“ Faron paused and coughed before he called it a poison again. I hid a smile but said nothing. “Sorry. She developed a potion that can stop it. We’ve tried it out on multiple people who were suffering and seen almost immediate changes.”


That seemed to cheer them up. Well, most of them. Quite a few were acting overly serious still.


“How much do you have?”


Faron sighed. “Not a lot. We have a tester sample but the Spider Clan is working to get more made. They’ve already sent for more of the ingredients that they need. The next caravan from the Dwarves should be here in a month or two. They’re trying to get enough made to supplement us until we can cleanse the waters properly.”


Things moved very quickly after that. Well, once they were finished yelling randomly, of course. That seemed to be the typical response when leaders received bad news. Within a few minutes, though, we were asked to leave the chamber while they discussed what to do. It didn’t take much more than a few minutes before we were called back in to hear their decision.


Faron was being sent out to keep doing his job. Supposedly it was a stopgap measure to buy Akuba time to produce more of the potion. He wasn’t happy that they had decided to act like everything was normal, but he didn’t argue. Much. He did point out that there should be water restrictions, maybe not on drinking water but definitely on bathing. It would help slow the progression. They promised to look into it and then dismissed him. When I turned to follow, they called me back.


“Not you, dear. It’s much too dangerous out there for you. You’ll have to stay here, for your protection, of course.”


Surprisingly, it wasn’t Mixcóatl making the demand. Instead, it was a kind-looking woman who was nearly dozing against the table.


“And, where, may I ask, am I staying?” I asked, suspicious already.


“Here, of course! We have lovely apartments and there’s no one at the Celestial’s townhome to guard you. Or shop, for that matter.”


I looked at Faron and he nodded slowly, understanding what I wanted to say. It sounded good but I didn’t trust them. Not with anything, let alone my life. I’d never been given a reason to think the best of them. In return, we downplayed my involvement in the adventures. They’d basically ignored me this entire time and it hadn’t been hard to leave out the small ways I’d helped. As a result, they thought I was useless and were using that as a reason to keep me in the capital and under their thumb. We’d planned on that happening, though. So, we let them lead and played along.


Faron would be back.


He had to be.
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The rooms the Council gave me was extravagant and elegant, probably the ambassador’s quarters that Cledwyn had mentioned when I first arrived. The fabrics were colorful and lush to counter the natural coolness of the caves. The light rocks were all exotic colors and plentiful, lighting the room up to a greater degree than I was used to. And, just to demonstrate how much they’d listened to our report on the danger of water right now, there was a fountain in the middle of the foyer.


Needless to say, I avoided that like it was a sleeping alligator from the swamps of Shessat.


It was odd, I’d grown up the daughter of the wealthiest and most respected merchant in all of Mindep, had even spent time in the palace, but I’d never seen such excessive luxury in my life, nor had I felt more uncomfortable than that moment. The place just felt… wrong somehow. Not that it was anything I could easily identify. Strictly speaking, the room was beautiful. It rivaled even the wealthiest noble’s home. Still, I didn’t like it. I longed to be sleeping in the sand beside Faron as we traveled endlessly through the desert.


I couldn’t do that, though. Faron left as soon as I had been settled in my room and my travel pack had been retrieved. That’s what they thought, anyway. We’d hidden most of my weapons and my real pack in one of the tunnels that connected to the Council’s chambers. We didn’t use it to sneak in because that would have instantly alerted them to a problem. It was better to keep it a secret and be able to use it later for escape if needed.


Faron had quietly reminded me of it just before he was asked to leave. We’d been careful about how much attention we gave each other as well. I wanted to be held by him one last time before he left but I also didn’t want to give the Council any more information than was absolutely necessary. They already had too much power over us.


Our goodbyes had been said three days before and I was starting to feel antsy. I wasn’t used to staying in one spot for so long, not even back home. Plus, Wuzzy had been acting strange about the food for the past day-and-a-half. He kept hissing at it and tossing it into the fountain. I just shrugged and started eating my travel rations. They weren’t very tasty but I knew for a fact that they weren’t poisoned or drugged. I couldn’t say the same for what they’d given me, considering it had fizzed when it was dropped into water.


Of course. It would be drugged.


Sufficed to say, it didn’t surprise me one bit when I was called into the Council chambers once again. I’d already prepared myself, mentally and physically, for what was coming. I was also heavily armed. I had hidden weapons all over my body in as many unique ways as possible, often disguised as accessories like jewelry or my bolo hiding as a belt. I’d never been more happy that my brother had gotten me a white sheath for a small knife and that it fit in my hair, disappearing seamlessly into the white strands. Even though I was basically a walking armory, going anywhere without a sword made me feel naked.


It’s necessary, though. Just keep reminding yourself of that, Pearl.


Faron and I had gone over all the possibilities before we left to talk to the Clan Heads and my being held by the Council was always the most likely outcome. They wanted to control me. That was obvious. It was easier and safer to let them think that they did. I was strong enough to escape if I needed to but I was also strong enough to withstand what they would do. I had to give Faron and the others a chance to get rid of the curse.


Walking into the Council chambers for the fourth time, I realized just how bad everything had gotten. There were only seven people there. That was a lot less than when I’d first arrived. Less than even three days before. It was even worse because they had blatantly told us that Faron could handle whatever was going on outside the walls of the canyon. They hadn’t left to help their people. And now, they were either in hiding or dealing with the curse. Even knowing that they were probably pretty badly affected, I couldn’t help but feel disgust. It shouldn’t have come to this.


“Ah! There you are,” Mixcóatl said, smiling at me kindly. I didn’t believe it at all, but someone else might have. She was a fairly convincing actress, overall. “We asked you here to let you know that there have been certain threats leveled against you.”


She paused and seemed to expect me to say something, but I wasn’t sure what. I’d already known there were threats. I’d experienced them and was nearly torn apart because of them. There was no reason to act like it was new information.


“Right. Well, in light of that, we’ve decided to move you to a more secure location.”


Seriously? “More secure than an apartment in the seat of your government?” My eyes flicked to the other people but they didn’t seem invested in the conversation at all. In fact, I was pretty sure that the woman who had talked to me last time was wearing the same clothes as before and had fallen asleep in her chair.


“Oh, you know how it is. People are in and out of here all the time. There’s no way to fully secure this building, not when we need to be available to hear petitions and complaints.”


Not once since I’d been there had anyone come in. I’d actually sat in a partially hidden alcove just off the main entrance in order to keep an eye on what was going on outside. No one came in. Not even replacement guards. I had no doubt that the building was on complete lockdown. She’d never admit that, though.


“So, where am I going to stay then? Since this is clearly an unsafe location,” I said, unable to hide my sarcasm.


“We have just the spot. Guards! Please escort the phoenix to her new room.”


The guards in question, who had uncharacteristically been in the chamber with us, grabbed my arms and pulled me out of the room. We wound our way up and up and up, through all number of halls and passages until we suddenly stopped beside a very plain looking door with way too many locks on it.


“Welcome to your new abode, phoenix,” one of the guards said as he opened the door to reveal a long room that was filled with prison cells. They dragged me down to the one at the far end, one that received full sun through the bars on the walls, and then they threw me in. “Best get comfortable. You’ll be here a while.”


They smirked and disappeared out the door, slamming it behind them.


I sighed and leaned back against the one solid wall that was in my cell, feeling the heat of the sun baking me already. A small chirp came from around my stomach, just before Wuzzy crawled out from under the blousy shirt I was wearing.


“Well, boy, it looks like it’s just you and me now.”




To be continued…
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AFTERWORD





WOW, THIS ONE has been crazy! To start with, I originally planned on this just being one book. Clearly, that didn’t happen. I wrote an entire blog post about how sorry I am for writing a cliffhanger because I hate them with a fiery passion, but it was either that or a ridiculously long book. Well, long for me.


I’ve got good news though! I’m already about 75% of the way through the first draft of the next book. I’ve also come to realize that I have to write one book all the way through or it messes with my head. You learn something new every day!


Alright, thank you time! Thanks to my beta readers, Scott and Becca. You two are God-sends! A big thanks to my mom and sister for helping me photograph the cover. You did a great job holding that wallpaper book! Thank you to Wallquest for making wonderful wallpapers that I use for pretty much every cover I make (with the exceptions of Salamander Prince and Snow Queen). If you want to find out more about why I chose to write my story this way, keep an eye on my blog. I will be releasing posts about the process and the fairy tales I used for source material.


And, last but greatest, thank you to the Author of all, my creator and Savior. Without God, without His Son, I wouldn’t be here and I certainly wouldn’t be writing.
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