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Prologue
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Lydia Seaton stood at the enormous window, gazing out at the sweeping vista beyond the thick stone walls of Storbrook Castle. In every direction mountain ranges stretched as far as the eye could see, the uppermost peaks painted white with snow that never melted. Waterfalls tumbled past sheer rock and crashed into the valleys below, where they merged to forge a deep path between huge boulders and through alpine forests, into the plains beyond. She drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs with the fresh scent of pine drifting through the open window, carried on a breeze that frolicked around her long hair, sending tendrils swirling across her face. The window was nothing more than a huge opening set into the stonework, starting at her waist and reaching to an arch twelve feet above – large enough for a dragon to glide through with its wings tucked in. 

The door to the chamber opened, and Lydia turned to see Lleland, her husband of seven years, step into the room. He paused at the entrance and looked at the gleaming white dragon sprawled over the hard stone floor at Lydia’s feet. By dragon standards the creature was small, about eight feet from the tip of his snout to the end of his tail, which lay curled around him. Small spikes, only an inch tall, ran along its length, while luminous wings stretched from his back and tumbled to the ground. Beneath a pair of short horns, the dragon’s eyes were closed in sleep, while sparks escaped his nostrils with each breath.

“He wore himself out flying with Aaron,” Lleland said. 

Lydia looked at the dragon, her eyes softening as she took in his sleeping form. “He’s bigger and stronger after only a fortnight’s absence. How can we leave him for longer than that?” 

Stepping around the sleeping creature, Lleland joined his wife at the window. “There is none I trust more with our son than your father. He is better equipped than anyone to train him as he grows into his powers. And Aaron can teach him all he needs to know about the clan.” 

“True,” Lydia said, “it’s just ... my heart is breaking, Lleland.” 

Lleland wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. “Mine too, darling. He is our miracle child, and now we must leave him. But until he changes form, he cannot go amongst humans.” 

“What if he never changes?” 

“He will.” Lleland spoke with confidence, but Lydia knew him well enough to recognize the trace of doubt. “He must,” Lleland said firmly. “Aaron thinks ...” 

“I know what Aaron thinks. But Father could be wrong. Until recently, he considered the old prophecies to be nothing more than fables. Yet now he believes our son is the chosen one?” 

“Has there ever before been a dragon like our son? We both know that Xavier is one of a kind. Just the fact that he was born from a dragon mother sets him apart.”

“I didn’t bear a child, Lleland. I laid an egg!” 

“The most fantastic thing I have ever witnessed! You were absolutely magnificent! So huge and dragonish. And the egg you produced was gleaming white in its perfection.” Lleland grinned. “When you growled at me, I knew I’d made the right choice in marrying you!” 

Lydia groaned. “I prefer not to remember how beastly I was.” 

“You, my love, achieved what no dragon woman has ever done before.” He glanced at the sleeping dragon. “Look at him – his power is so evident, it leaks from every pore! He is almost blinding to look at. And the fact that he’s never needed human blood makes him even more amazing.”

“He gets that from you, Lleland.” She sighed. “He may be a powerful dragon, but if he cannot take on human form, how can he possibly lead the clan? And he might never change.” 

“You know most children only take on their dragon forms at puberty. Perhaps with Xavier the reverse is true and that is when he will take on human form. But regardless of whether he can change form or not, you cannot deny that our child is unlike any dragon before him, and has a special purpose.” 

“Perhaps. But regardless, what mother leaves her child when he is only six years old?” 

“We both know that he’s too young to travel with us, my love. And we’ve left him with your parents before. This will just be for a little longer.” 

“That knowledge doesn’t make it any easier!” She pushed stray wisps of hair from her face. “So when do we leave?” 

“Tomorrow, after Xavier has given Aaron his oath of fealty.” He wrapped his arm around Lydia’s shoulder. “It’s only a few months, love. We’ll see him again soon.” 

She smiled weakly. “You’re right. After all, what’s a few months in the life of a dragon?” 

Xavier shuffled nervously as he stood in the great hall the following morning. He was to give his oath of fealty to Grandfather, the Dragon Master. Father had explained that Grandfather was a very important dragon, and it was a great honor to give his oath to the Master at such a young age. On one side of Xavier stood Mother and Father, while on the other stood Grandmother with Uncle Zach beside her, holding a gold cup and a dagger. Xavier swallowed hard as his gaze fell to the knife, but when Uncle Zach caught his eye he winked, and Xavier smiled. He turned to look at the huge golden dragon towering over him.

“Remember what we talked about, Xavier?” Grandfather asked.

“Yes, Grandfather. You’re going to cut me and drink my blood.”

Grandfather dropped to his haunches and looked Xavier in the eye. “That’s right, lad. Once you’re bound to me as your master, you will be a true dragon, with a clan to protect you.”

“But don’t I already have a clan to protect me?”

“The members of your family would give their lives for you, but with my blood in your veins, all dragons will know that you belong to me. This is a rite every dragon goes through. You are just giving your oath sooner than most.”

“All right.” Xavier’s voice wavered slightly and he drew in a breath, straightening his neck. His snout reached halfway up Grandfather’s chest. “I’m ready, Grandfather.”

Grandfather rose to his full height and nodded at Uncle Zach, who placed the knife in Xavier’s talon and guided his paw to Grandfather’s chest.

“You’re a dragon, Zave,” Uncle Zach said. “Brave and strong. Now drive in the dagger as hard and far as you can, and I’ll catch the blood in the cup.”

Xavier stared at the knife for a moment, before pulling it back and plunging the blade into Grandfather’s chest. Blood began to flow from the wound, and Uncle Zach quickly placed the cup beneath the stream, catching the thick liquid until it slowed to a stop. Taking the knife from Xavier, Zach handed him the cup. Xavier looked at the crimson liquid for a moment. He had drunk the blood of animals before, but never another dragon’s.

“Drink it, Zave,” Uncle Zach said softly.

With a quick breath, Xavier tipped back the cup and drained the contents. He could feel the flames in his belly reaching eagerly for the liquid as it slid down his throat and spread into his veins. A thin stream of fire escaped his mouth and curled around Grandfather, who was watching him closely. The cup slipped from his grasp, but was deftly caught by Uncle Zach before it reached the floor.

“From this moment on, you’re my master,” Xavier sputtered. “I pledge you my fealty and obedience.”

Grandfather nodded. “Thank you, Xavier. Are you ready for the next part?”

“Yes.” He watched as Grandfather’s talons curled around the handle of the knife, and closed his eyes with a slight gulp as the blade slid into his hide. He felt the hard metal of the cup being pressed against his chest, and a moment later looked up to see Uncle Zach pass it to Grandfather. Grandfather gave him a smile, then tipped his head and poured the blood down his throat. For a moment all was silent as Grandfather swallowed, but then chaos erupted as the chalice went flying across the room and Grandfather stumbled back. Flames leaked from his jaws, and he lifted his head and roared, filling the room with fire. His body was no longer solid, but a burning furnace that reached to the rafters.

Grandmother cried out and Xavier spun toward her. The flames had reached her gown and she was swatting her legs frantically. A tearing sound ripped through the air as Uncle Zach flung open his wings, shredding his tunic as he pushed Grandmother to the floor to protect her from the flames.

“Aaron,” Uncle Zach shouted. “Stop!”

“What’s happening?” Xavier whispered in bewilderment. He was certain this was not supposed to happen, and he wondered what he’d done wrong. 

Father placed a hand on Xavier’s shoulder. “I don’t know, son,” he replied. As they watched, Grandfather’s human form began to appear through the blaze, and the burning tongues of flame slowly disappeared. Before he had fully regained form, he dropped to his knees beside Grandmother, running his hands over her body.

“Keira, are you hurt? Did I burn you?” 

“I’m all right, Aaron.”

“I’m so sorry, my sweet!” He patted her legs, checking to see that no sparks still clung to the burnt fabric of her gown, then gathered her into his chest, his arms holding her tight. They sat like that for a long moment before he helped Keira to her feet. When he turned to face the others, he kept his arm around her shoulder.

“What just happened, Aaron?” Uncle Zach asked.

Grandfather scraped his hand over his face. “Xavier’s blood bound me.”

“Bound you? He’s your master?” The shock was evident in Uncle Zach’s voice.

“No!” he growled. “It means that Xavier is already more powerful than me, and when the time comes and he calls on me to submit to him, I will have no choice but to obey.” He turned to Xavier. “Do you understand what is happening, son? One day you will be master of the clan. It will be you demanding a blood oath, even from the dragons here in this room. You will be responsible for their safety and well-being. But for now, your job is to learn as much as you can so that when the time comes, you will be a better master than all who have gone before.”

“But you’re the master, Grandfather.”

“For now, yes, but from this moment on, I hold the role in trust for you. And I will teach you all I know about being a wise leader to your people.”

“But ...” Grandfather’s words didn’t make sense. Xavier was just a child – he couldn’t be the new master. And why had Grandfather placed Grandmother in danger with the flames? He sensed rather than saw Mother step up beside him, and when her warm arm slid over his shoulder, he leaned his weight into her, breathing in her scent.

“It will all become clear one day, my son,” she said. “What you must do now is learn all you can from your grandfather and be the best dragon you can possibly be.”

“Yes, Mama,” he replied. Mother’s arm curled around his neck, and he buried his snout in her hair. Her scent was calming, and he breathed in deeply. He had no idea what had just happened, but if Mother said it would be all right, he knew it would be. For now he would do as she said – be the best dragon he possibly could be.
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Chapter 1
(22 years later)
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Late spring and already the weather was hot, despite the rains that fell each night, adding to the rivers swollen with snow melt. Trickling streams had become raging torrents and crashing waterfalls. The early morning sunshine steamed the earth, making the air muggy and movement an effort. Riotous displays of color blazed between the trees as bluebells and anemones spread over the forest floor, basking in the warmth. High above, Xavier moved his wings languorously through the heavy air as the humid moisture steamed off his brilliant white hide. The sensation was pleasant, and he blew a thin stream of flame to increase the heat. The reaching fingers of tall pines brushed his belly, and he dropped lower to follow them into a valley, before soaring back into the clear blue sky, his tail streaming behind his huge body. 

With a wingspan of nearly thirty feet, he was larger than any dragon he had ever met, including his grandfather, Aaron. His eye caught that of an eagle for a brief second before the raptor dived to the ground; it mounted the breeze a moment later, its prey in its talons, and sailed towards a tall stack of rock where eaglets squawked, impatient for their meal.

In the distance Xavier could see the entrance to his cave, and he raced toward it, not slowing as the towering rock face loomed before him. He skated onto the hard bare floor of the cave a moment later, skidding to a halt on his belly. A fire smoldered near the back wall and he threw himself onto the embers, adding his own flames until it was a burning furnace. The blaze licked and caressed his hide as he groaned in ecstasy. Releasing his hold on his form, he opened himself to the flames as they burned away his frame, making him one with the conflagration. It was his favorite form, and he reveled in it; spreading himself over the floor, he sank into cracks and crevices, and twisted around rocks and up columns. As a pup he had often terrorized the village in this form, creeping along the ground until the frightened citizens hauled pails of water from the well to douse the flames, chasing him away. Even as a youngster, he’d had mastery over his flames, and the greatest damage done was to the nerves of the villagers. It had finally come to an end when Great-Grandfather Richard realized that Xavier was the culprit and complained to Aaron. 

His adventures hadn’t always ended so smoothly, however. Once he had crawled into a tree and changed into flame, curious to see what would happen. It had been a legitimate scientific experiment, he’d protested to Aaron when he was punished for starting a forest fire – he wanted to know at what temperature trees began to burn. And then there was the time he decided to warm the water in the pond, sure the fish were cold, and ended up cooking them alive – he had enjoyed his unplanned meal, but felt great remorse when Lleland scolded him later. As for the village, his curiosity about the people who lived there always landed him in trouble – they just couldn’t understand that the dragon at the end of the street meant them no harm, and would come after him with brooms and rakes. 

He was seven when Aaron decided it was time to hire a tutor, and Corbin had returned to Storbrook. The fact that he had been Mother and Zach’s tutor did not impress young Xavier, but the older dragon knew how to deal with curious and impudent youngsters, and they became fast friends. Corbin had taught Xavier everything he knew about natural history and the sciences, suggesting safer ways for the young dragon to experiment and satisfy his curious nature. They had traversed the mountains, finding new plants for Xavier to examine, and studied the animals in the forest. But Corbin hadn’t been Xavier’s only teacher; Aaron instructed him in dragon lore and clan law, teaching him the importance of such knowledge for a dragon master. Lleland had taught him philosophy, opening his eyes to the works of the great masters. Mother taught him languages, including Latin, while Zach, whenever he was around, drilled him in mathematics. By the time he was sixteen, Xavier could hold his own in debates against Lleland and Zach, arguing his points in four different languages, and could thrash Aaron at chess, although not without some mental exertion.

The only time Xavier had lost interest in learning was when he first took on human form, fourteen years earlier. The change had happened suddenly, not like other dragon children who grew into their dragon forms a little at a time. He had been with Aaron and Zach in the great hall, both in their human forms as they discussed a matter of clan business – a conversation that held little interest for the thirteen-year-old. Instead, he had been contemplating Aaron and Zach’s pathetic human frames when in a flash of light he changed into human form himself. He’d fallen to the floor – confused and unaware, at first, of what just happened – while Aaron and Zach both turned to stare at him, surprise written across their faces.

Xavier had pushed himself to his feet, wondering how humans managed to stand on such thin and puny limbs. “Good lord, look at that hair,” Zach said. Xavier touched his skull tentatively, the lack of scales disconcerting, and pulled a hank of hair forward, grimacing at the resulting tug. He stared at the silvery white strands for a moment, then looked back at his uncle with a grin.

“Doesn’t someone with white hair need to be respected, Zach?” 

Zach’s response was to cuff him playfully. Of course, all the family had been delighted with his change, but Xavier found his new body uncomfortable and unsettling. He was relieved to discover that he could still have his wings in this new form, a steadying counterbalance to his strange dimensions. 

It had taken a number of years for him to fully adapt to his human shape; his sharpened dragon senses overwhelmed his human form, while the restrictions of his human body chafed him. Even now, so many years later, he would rather soar over the mountains than walk as a man in the village.

As Xavier grew through his teenage years, he had become more aware of his growing power. He had not forgotten his oath ceremony, and as he matured he began to understand that one day Aaron would bow to him. Only once had he ever pitted himself against Aaron, curious to see how his grandfather would react. It had been over some piddling matter – Xavier had wanted to explore the mountains beyond the limits set for him, and Aaron refused him permission. In a fit of temper, Xavier wrapped his mind around the bond that tied them and gave it a sharp tug. 

“Tell me that I can go further than before,” Xavier demanded. Aaron remained silent, his expression furious, but when Xavier yanked even harder, he’d dropped his gaze.

“You may go as far as you wish,” Aaron said, his voice trembling with anger as he said the words Xavier wanted to hear. He smiled triumphantly as he dropped the bond and soared out the window, heading towards the distant mountains – but the further he flew from Storbrook, the more hollow the victory became. Aaron had always encouraged and supported him, and Xavier had twisted their bond into something unpleasant. By the time the sun was dropping in the sky, he was back at Storbrook, his eyes downcast as he apologized to Aaron.

“You are growing more powerful each day, lad,” Aaron had said, “but you still have much to learn. Now that you know you can force me against my will, will you submit to me and allow me to continue training you?” 

“Yes, Master,” Xavier replied.

“Good. The time will come when you need to exercise your power against other dragons, but it will be over far more important matters.” 

“I understand.” 

“I think your grandmother asked Cook to make some sticky buns. Perhaps we should have some before they grow cold.” 

Relief had flooded the young dragon. “I think we should.” 

Xavier crept his flames up the walls of the cave as the memory flitted through his mind. He had been eager to assume mastery over Aaron at the time, but becoming master over the clan had never appealed to him. He knew how much time Aaron spent on clan matters, and how frequently it took him away from Keira. Xavier had no interest in finding a mate, but the demands of the clan would deny him the peace and solitude that he craved. As long as Aaron was healthy and well, however, Xavier could continue to live as he pleased. The time would come soon enough when he would need to take his place at the head of the clan. He pushed thoughts of leadership from his mind and welcomed the emptiness as he drifted on the air, swaying and moving with air currents that swirled into the cave from the mountains beyond.

He lost all notion of time, as he always did like this, and it was early morning when he felt a tug at his mind. He ignored it, but a moment later it came again, pricking him back into full consciousness. His master was calling him, and if he didn’t respond, Aaron would track him down. Slowly, one tendril at a time, he pulled himself back together into his dragon frame. He felt weak, as he always did after embracing the flames. He would need to hunt on his way back to Storbrook. The fire he had lain upon was now just a few flickering embers, and he whacked out the last of the flames with his tail. The ash stained his white hide, and he sent a burst of flame over himself, burning away the soot.

He soared through the mouth of the cave a few moments later into the bright morning sky. Anyone standing below would have been hard-pressed to make out the white form that shot from the cave, but few ventured this deep into the mountains. Something rustled in the trees below him, and dropping lower he cruised over the branches until he saw a large stag bounding through the forest. He waited for it to reach a clearing, then dived, plunging his talons into the pulsing neck of the creature as he slammed into his prey. His long jaws ripped the flesh and clamped over the fountain of blood before it spilt to the ground. His strength returned as the blood weaved through his massive form and the meat filled his belly, nourishing him. 

Like his father, Xavier had never eaten human flesh, and Aaron surmised that as Lleland’s son, Xavier had a latent wellspring of humanity. Unlike other dragons, Lleland was not born but created, and his humanity was strong enough that he did not need human flesh to sustain it. As for himself, it was ironic, Xavier thought with a snort, that humanity prevented him needing human flesh, since he was the least human of all the dragons. 

He had just finished his meal when Aaron yanked their connection once more. Xavier growled in frustration, an emotion he was sure Aaron would feel, and headed to the swollen river to wash himself in the cool current. It rushed over him, cleaning the blood from his snout, and he lowered his head into the stream and drank deeply, laughing to himself when he saw some fish darting away in haste. He was the ultimate predator, and he felt a certain satisfaction that other creatures ran for cover when he approached.

Water streamed from his back and sides as he lifted himself into the air and headed towards Storbrook. The castle sparkled in the distance, the light yellow stone a sentinel to all who dared to cross the mountains. To Xavier’s knowledge, the only one who had been foolish enough to try had been his father, when he was still human. 

Aaron was standing at his chamber window as Xavier approached Storbrook. He flew through and landed on the hard stone floor a few feet from Aaron.

“It’s been a week since I last saw you, lad,” Aaron said. “I hope you enjoyed your time roaming the mountains.” 

“Of course.”

“Good, because it may be the last time you get to do so for a while.” 

Xavier cocked his head at Aaron, his bony eyebrows pulling together in a frown. “Why?” 

“It’s time to get used to your human form, Xavier. We’re going to the city.”
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Xavier stared at Aaron as flames roiled through his belly, spilling through his pores and leaking around his scales. Surely he had not heard Aaron correctly.

“You are going to the city,” Xavier clarified.

Aaron smiled wryly. “Your grandmother and I are going, and you are coming with us.” 

“But ...” 

Aaron lifted his hand. “I know how much you dislike being amongst people, especially large crowds, but the time has come for you to start showing yourself to the clan.” 

“The clan doesn’t meet in the city.” 

“True. But some troubling rumors have been circulating around Civitas recently, and coupled with other recent events, it bears some investigation. It’s the perfect opportunity for you to learn more about clan matters and become acquainted with dragons who live within the city walls.” 

Xavier released a stream of flame. In all his years he had never been to the city. The closest he’d ever gone was to Drake Manor, the home of Aaron’s cousin, Favian. The thought of being amongst so many people, crowded together in a small space, made him shudder. Being in such close quarters would make it impossible to change form; even beyond the city walls, Zach had told him, crowds of people traveled around the countryside, making transforming difficult. He glanced at Aaron to see that he was being watched closely.

“You think the clan will be ready to accept me?” 

Aaron began pacing the room. The circumstances around Xavier’s birth were mystifying, to say the least. Since the beginning of time, dragons had lived under a curse; not only did they need human flesh to survive, but dragon women were unable to bear children. Xavier was the exception to both of these rules, the only one in all dragon history: not only could he survive without human flesh, but he’d been born to a dragon mother. The clan elders were aware of Xavier’s parentage, but knew little about the circumstances of his birth, and they were certainly not aware that Lleland, Xavier’s father, had once been human. 

It wasn’t until Xavier had taken on human form that he attended his first clan meeting, a dozen years earlier. Although Aaron had readily claimed Xavier as his grandson, most in the clan assumed that his father was Zach while his mother was an unknown human, a rumor that Aaron did little to dispel. 

“We will tell them the truth,” Aaron finally said. 

“That I was hatched from an egg? An egg laid by Lydia?”

“Yes. There are enough who know the circumstances of your birth to verify the details. Apart from your parents, Zach, Max and Anna all know the truth. And the clan knows I have no reason to lie.”

“They may suspect you of attempting a family succession. They will wonder why you did not tell them the truth from the start.” 

“Yes, there will be skeptics, but your power is clearly evident, and once you’re Master the clan will recognize you as their leader. Of course, anyone may challenge you for mastership, and some will be foolish enough to try, but you will deal with them easily.”

“And will you tell them about Father?” 

That was the real rub – a subject that Aaron was reluctant to share with any except his closest friends. From the few snatches Xavier had overheard over the years, it was clear that Lleland’s turning and subsequent marriage to Lydia had caused some friction between Aaron and Favian, his closest friend and cousin. The fact that Lleland had once been a dragon hunter, determined to kill all dragons, had been a sore point for Favian. 

Lleland had not chosen his life as a dragon, however. As a child he saw his father killed and devoured by Black Jack, a dragon turned rogue, who had subsequently given the child some of his blood, bonding the young mind to his. The bond broke when Jack was killed by Aaron, leaving the boy with a hatred for all dragons. 

Unknown to Lleland, however, the presence of Jack’s blood in his young veins began a transformation that was completed when Lydia gave him blood to save his life, turning him into the beast he hated most. It was this fact – that a human, born with no dragon blood, had become a dragon – that was the cause for concern. Aaron’s biggest fear, should this be revealed, was that other dragons would attempt to replicate the circumstances of Lleland’s turning, begun when he was just a child.

“Lleland’s changing must remain a secret,” Aaron finally said. “The knowledge is too dangerous to be shared. The clan already believe he came from beyond our borders, and we will not tell them anything different.” He stopped his pacing and turned to Xavier. “Be ready to leave in the morning. And make sure you pack some clothes, including a pair of boots.” He gave Xavier a pointed look before striding from the chamber.

Xavier turned back to the window, eager to escape the suddenly airless room, but before he could launch himself through the window the door opened once more, and the smell of his grandmother wafted through the air. He turned to see Keira standing at the door, carrying a pile of clothes with a satchel on top. 

“May I come in?” she asked.

“Of course,” Xavier replied. Of all the humans Xavier knew – which he admitted was not very many – Keira was his favorite. She was of an age when most humans would already be old and gray, but her face was still unlined and she walked with a spring in her step. She stepped into the room. 

“I’ve readied some clothing for the trip. I knew the day would come when you would need more than the simple attire you prefer, so I put together a few items.” She laid the pile on the bed. “You’ve never been to Civitas before. How do you feel?” 

“Perhaps if I ate human flesh it would be more appealing,” he said dryly.

Keira frowned. “Is it really so terrible to be human?” 

“It’s not being human that bothers me as much as not being able to escape. You know how I dislike going into the village. Knowing that I cannot change when I want to makes me feel trapped. A human body is weak and insignificant, and I am a dragon!”

“Certainly, but being human allows you to experience things you cannot as a dragon.” 

“Such as?” 

“Walking through the market, enjoying the sights and smells. Watching a play. Holding a girl in your arms.” 

“None of those tempt me. I’m perfectly content soaring above the mountains and living in my cave.” 

“Perhaps if you gave them a chance –” 

“Well, it would seem I have no choice but to do so,” he cut in.

“There’s always a choice, Xavier. You are choosing to submit to Aaron, even though you don’t have to.”

He glanced out the window again, taking in the spreading vista. “From the time I was a mere pup, I’ve been told that I have a destiny. I was given no choice in the matter – it was thrust upon me without my consent. I can choose to refuse Aaron, but sooner or later my destiny will catch up with me, whether I want it to or not.”

“You are different from every other dragon, it is true. Your grandfather says that the power within you is so strong it shines with a blinding light, no matter what form you take. I do not know what you will be faced with in the future, nor what choices lie before you, but until you choose, your destiny still lies within your hands. You can embrace it or reject it. But because of who you are, whatever choice you make will have repercussions that will impact all dragons.” 

“So not much of a choice, then.”

“Still a choice.” Keira’s tone was earnest. “You may not even recognize the impact of your choice at the time. Perhaps it will creep up on you, and you will do what is right without thinking.” 

Xavier snorted. “I’m not sure whether that is an encouragement or not.” 

“I’m just saying, sweet boy, that you should not concern yourself with your destiny. You will make the right choices when you need to. Now, are you going to join us for dinner?” 

“I’ve already eaten. But I’ll join you at the table and show you how human I can be.” 

Keira smiled. “Excellent.” 

Xavier drew in a deep breath as she exited the chamber, then pushed away the light that filled him, driving it past his scales and hide and into the room beyond. He threw back his head as he exploded with brilliance, then coalesced into human form. It had been a week since his last transformation, and he stumbled as he sought to gain his new center of balance, leaning against the wall for support. He closed his eyes against the swaying floor, then reopened them when the buzzing in his head subsided. He was dwarfed by the huge chamber, and even the window ledge seemed inordinately high compared to his human frame. He pushed himself from the wall and took a few tentative steps forward. Walking on two feet instead of four was disconcerting, and he thrust out his wings to aid his balance. He straightened his back gradually, then lifted his head to look at the ceiling which now seemed so far away. He took another cautious step forward and was relieved to find that he was regaining his equilibrium. 

Heading to the large bed where Keira had laid his clothes, he pulled on a pair of pants, grimacing at the unfamiliar feel of cloth against his skin, then muttered a curse when the sleeves of his tunic twisted, making it impossible to get the garment over his head. A second attempt was more successful, until the tunic caught on his still-outstretched wings. With a growl of frustration he yanked his wings into his back and the tunic finally slid over his torso. The doublet was easier to don, but by the time he was done, he was silently regretting his promise to Keira to join them for supper. His sleek silver hair hung to his shoulders, and he pulled it roughly behind his neck and secured it with a leather thong as he made his way downstairs.

The noise in the great hall ceased when Xavier entered a few moments later; he could smell the curiosity of the staff as he crossed the floor and headed to the main table. His absences were often noticed, and they wondered where he disappeared to. As he passed one of the tables the girls smiled at him. He could not immediately recall their names, but knew them by their scents. He flashed them a quick smile that sent them into giggles.

“I see you’ve worked your charm on our grandson,” Aaron whispered to Keira, taking in his attire.

“Why Aaron, you make him sound like a beast in need of taming,” she replied innocently, smiling at Xavier as he made his way towards the dais and sat down beside Aldwin, Aaron’s steward.

“Exactly! If it was up to him he would join us completely unclothed, if he joined us at all,” Aaron said. He looked at Xavier. “Good of you to come, lad.” 

“Thank you, Grandfather. As much as I tried, I could not resist Grandmother’s persuasion.” 

“She is a most persuasive women.” Aaron smiled at Keira, then brushed a kiss across her knuckles. Xavier turned away and idly wound a ribbon of flame between his fingers. Beside him Aldwin swallowed nervously, the scent of his discomfort filling the air, and Xavier smiled in amusement. A decade had passed since Aldwin joined Aaron’s household, taking over from his uncle. Thomas had served as Aaron’s steward for many years, until old age made it impossible for him to continue with his duties. He had remained at Storbrook, however, living out his last years in peace and quiet. But where Thomas had taken Xavier in his stride, Aldwin had never been comfortable in his presence. 

“So what are the rumors you mentioned?” Xavier asked Aaron as he poured a glass of wine.

“The food’s about to be served. Come to my study after supper and we’ll discuss it then.” Aaron glanced around the room, then half rose to his feet. “Tobias,” he called, “I hope you have your fiddle.” 

“Aye, Master,” the man called out. 

“Good! Make sure it’s tuned and ready to bring us to our feet with some dances.” 

“Aye, Master!” 

Aaron sat down as a serving maid placed a tray on the table. He turned to meet Xavier’s questioning gaze.

“You’ve been away from humans for too long,” he said. “You need to practice some social niceties before we leave in the morning.” Aaron grinned at Xavier, who poured himself another glass of wine and gulped it down, hoping it would fortify his nerves for the coming ordeal.
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Xavier turned from the window as Aaron and Aldwin entered the study. The evening meal had ended a few hours before, and Xavier suffered through a few dances before excusing himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy dancing – in fact, moving gracefully across the floor brought to mind soaring through the air – but he had little patience with girls who could not speak for giggling. 

Aldwin glanced nervously at Xavier, who was idly pulling flames from his hand, as he gathered a pile of papers from Aaron’s desk.

“I’ll have that report ready for you by the morning,” he said to Aaron, gripping the pile against his chest and scurrying to the door.

“You shouldn’t tease him as you do,” Aaron said as the door closed firmly behind him.

“How did you land up with a steward who is terrified of dragons?” 

“He’s not terrified of dragons, just you. And you do little to set him at ease.” 

Xavier snorted. “I’m the least terrifying of all the dragons he’s had to deal with. Apart from Father, I’m the only one who won’t make a meal out of him.” 

“I’m not likely to eat my steward,” Aaron retorted. “And you’re the only one who makes it clear you’re not human.” 

“It was never an issue for Thomas.”

“Aldwin is not Thomas. Show him some respect.” 

Aaron crossed to his desk, and Xavier took a seat across from him. “You were going to tell me about the events in Civitas.” 

“You remember the stories about Black Jack?” 

“The dragon that started the change in Father? He’s been dead for years, hasn’t he?” 

“Yes. I killed him more than fifty years ago. But before I did, he spent weeks terrorizing the citizens of Civitas. He murdered dozens of people in the streets, and set homes and warehouses alight. People lived in fear of the black beast that was ravaging their city. For years, people trembled at the mere mention of the word dragon. A league of hunters was formed, and a number of clan members were killed.” 

“The same league Father was part of.” 

“Correct,” Aaron said. “But as time went by and no dragons were seen, people forgot their fears. The league was finally disbanded and things settled down.”

“I’m guessing something’s happened to change that?” 

“Yes. Rumors have been spreading through the city that dragons are on the rise and preparing to invade.” 

“What’s got them started?” Xavier asked.

“That’s what we need to discover. None of our clan members have done anything to cause alarm, which makes me think this is a deliberate attempt to stir up trouble. But there’s more.” Aaron ran a hand over his forehead. “I’ve been receiving reports about dragons being attacked. Last month, in three separate incidents, dragons were shot at with longbows, and just last week, a youngster lost his life. We’ve grown complacent, sure of our superiority, forgetting that there are those who would see us dead.” 

“You think the rumors are related to the attacks?” 

“Perhaps. That’s why we need to travel to Civitas.” 

“And then what? Even if they are related, we can still easily protect ourselves. After all, there is little humans can do to harm us.” 

“Something has set this off, Xavier. We could ignore it at our peril. We’re far stronger than humans, it is true, but they are just as crafty as us, and we’re not indestructible. A wise leader will always seek to understand the threats against his people, rather than just ignoring them.” He leaned back in his seat. “You have a great deal of knowledge, Xavier, but you have much to learn about leading the clan. Even if these threats are harmless, it will be good for you to be involved in the investigation.” He tapped his desk with his fingers. “We will leave first thing in the morning. But first I need to feed.” 

Xavier rose from his seat. “I’ve never understood how that doesn’t drive you crazy. I don’t think I could feed on a human. Kill him, yes. Eat him, no.” 

Aaron met his gaze steadily. “Do you not think I would stop if I could? You know as well as I do that it’s part of our curse, that I would die without it. I long for the day when we are freed from this need.” 

“You really think the story of a savior is true?” 

“You know that I do. You also know I think it may be you! I have lived a long life, Xavier, and seen many things that I would not have believed possible a hundred years ago.” He waved his hand in Xavier’s direction. “You, for one – which strengthens my belief that you have a special destiny before you. So I, like most of our clan, cling to the hope that this curse will one day be broken – that we’d no longer need human flesh to survive, and that our women could bear our young.” 

“You still would have married a human, though.” 

Aaron grinned. “True. There is none other like your grandmother. Now go, and leave me to my despicable needs.” 

The sky was turning pink when they left Storbrook the next day, their dragon bodies warming the crisp dawn air as they turned in the direction of the city and crossed the Northern Mountains. Keira rode on Aaron’s back while Xavier flew behind, the satchel Keira had given him thumping annoyingly against his chest. They stopped at nightfall at the edge of a forest, and Aaron and Xavier formed an impenetrable fortress around Keira while she slept. 

The first rays of light were staining the sky when they took to the air the following morning, and it was early afternoon when a sprawling manor came into view, built within sight of rolling hills that spread as far as the eye could see. The original building had been built in a horseshoe plan around a central courtyard, but various additions had created a haphazard arrangement. Xavier landed behind Aaron on a wide stretch of lawn as Favian stepped from the house, his red hair gleaming in the hot afternoon sun. He was joined a moment later by his wife, Cathryn.

“Master, welcome,” Favian said, thumping his chest with a fist.

“Peace to you and your home, Favian,” Aaron replied. “It’s good to be here.” 

Keira slipped from Aaron’s back and embraced Cathryn, and Favian turned to Xavier.

“It’s been a long time since we last saw you,” he said. “As Aaron’s grandson, you are always welcome here.” 

“I trust you will welcome him as your master one day,” Aaron said.

Favian’s gaze returned to Aaron. “You know my feelings about that. I like the boy well enough, but his father is –” 

“My son-in-law,” Aaron cut in. “Favian, I have always trusted your loyalty and love. Do not fail me now.” 

“My loyalty remains with you, Aaron, but how can the son of a hunter be our next master?” 

“You know the circumstances of his birth. And look at him – his power is evident.” 

Favian turned back to stare at Xavier, who met his gaze steadily. “I will keep an open mind,” he finally said.

Cathryn cast Xavier a shrewd glance. “Why don’t you go change on the roof, Xavier, and meet us inside.” 

The roof of Drake Manor had a clever design which allowed dragons to change without being seen. A stairway led into the house, and in a few minutes Xavier was striding down the passageway to the parlor. He entered to find Cathryn and Keira already seated, while Margaret and Owain, Favian’s parents, sat across from them. 

“Margaret, you’re looking well.” Xavier said with a smile as Owain rose and grasped Xavier’s hand.

“Welcome, Xavier,” he said. He cocked his head and gave Xavier a critical look. “You are looking strong. I think Aaron may be right about you being our next master.” 

“I’m definitely right, Owain,” Aaron said, striding into the room, Favian on his heels. “Not only will Xavier be the next master, but I believe he will be the one to break our curse.” 

Owain’s eyebrows flew up. “That’s a bold claim, Aaron.” 

“And time will bear me out. But we aren’t here to discuss Xavier’s future. Do you know anything more about these rumors that Zach has written to me about?” 

“Will’s been keeping his ear to the ground,” Favian said, taking a seat beside his wife. “No-one seems to know how they originated, however.” 

“According to Zach, fears within the city are growing. He hears talk daily about a possible dragon attack.”

“Will has said the same thing,” Owain said. “Clan members are growing concerned. I also received news today about another attack.” 

“Who?” 

“Rueben Brant. He was injured, but managed to get away. The arrow was tipped with wolfsbane.”

“The clan must be made aware of these threats and look to their safety. Owain, ensure that communication is sent to all within our borders, but make it clear that they are not to go on the offensive. I don’t want to start an unnecessary war.” 

“Of course, Aaron.” 

“What do you plan to do?” Favian asked.

“We need to get to the bottom of the rumors and discover who is behind the attacks.” 

“Do you think the palace is involved?” Margaret asked.

Aaron considered for a moment. “I don’t believe so. John has his own concerns.” 

Cathryn gave a most unladylike snort. “You mean, he’s too busy pleasuring his whores to care?” 

Aaron smiled blandly. “I don’t follow the affairs of the king.”

“Well, I doubt he is long for this life. They say his indulgences will be the death of him.” 

“How long do you plan to remain, Aaron?” Margaret cut in.

He gave an amused smile. “We’ll stay the night and travel to Civitas in the morning.” He glanced at Favian. “Are you coming?” 

“Who else is joining you?” 

“Max, I believe, and Lydia and Lleland.” 

“I’m not sure I can be spared at the moment, but send word if you need me.” 

Aaron nodded. “Very well.”

The guests were served a hearty meal, followed by an evening spent in pleasant conversation. Xavier did not know the others well, and after a few hours, he excused himself and headed to the chamber prepared for him. He glanced at the bed, piled with quilts and furs. Once he arrived in Civitas, there would be little opportunity to take his natural form. Stripping off his clothes, he jumped to the window ledge and flung himself into the night air, spreading his wings as he soared into the sky. He changed form as soon as he was beyond the house, and headed to the nearby hills. With the knowledge that he would soon be restricted to small buildings and narrow lanes, finding a place to rest with solid ground beneath his belly was a temptation he could not resist. A cave, a few hours from the manor house, offered him the seclusion he sought, and he spread himself over the floor with a smile of satisfaction. Breathing in deeply, he captured the rich earthy scent in his mind, knowing that soon all he would be able to smell were the rank odors of humanity. 

By the time he arrived back at Drake Manor the following morning, Aaron and Keira were outside, waiting for him so they could leave. Within minutes they were soaring towards Civitas, landing a few hours later on a stretch of grass hidden from the main road by a small hill. The city lay just beyond the river, stretching into the distance, while a pall of smoke hung over the valley. Beneath the gloom the city seethed with humanity, a constant hum echoing around the surrounding hills. With Keira walking between them, the two dragons joined the throngs of people crossing the bridge that led to the huge city gates. 

Never before had Xavier seen so many people in one place. Noises and smells assaulted his senses, and his skin itched from the dust churned up by thousands of passing feet. The crowds bustled and bumped into one another as the bridge creaked and groaned with the weight of so many people. No sooner had he entered the gates than Xavier felt the city close around him. Buildings loomed over the streets, blocking the sunlight, and the roads teemed with people.  From every direction hawkers, housewives, children and livestock could be heard, their shouting, laughing and bellowing creating a cacophony while their scents mingled together. Dogs scavenged for food, darting between feet to snatch falling morsels from travelers, while pedestrians moved quickly to avoid the passing horses and carriages. With a sympathetic smile, Keira hooked her hand around Xavier’s arm and drew him close.

“I’m never completely comfortable in the city, either, but you’ll grow accustomed to the crowds.” 

“Never,” he averred with a shudder. “How any dragon can choose to live in such a place is beyond me.” 

“Not everyone is as solitary as you, lad,” Aaron said. 

“There’s not even enough room to stretch your wings.” 

“As Keira says, you will grow used to it.” They turned down a wide street, and Xavier relaxed slightly as the crowds began to thin. They came to a stop outside a tall house and Aaron rapped his fist against the door. It was opened a moment later by a young woman who glanced between them nervously as she stepped back. 

“Good afternoon, Paulina,” Aaron greeted her. “I believe Master Favian sent word ahead of our arrival.”

“Yes, Master.” She opened the door wider as Lydia rushed into the hall, Lleland a few paces behind.

“Xavier! You’re here, in the city!” 

“Hello, Mother,” he said. “What a ghastly place. How do you manage to stay here so often?” 

She smiled as she ran her hands down his arms. “You grow used to it.”

He shuddered. “I hope not.” 

“I see Keira has decked you out with some suitable attire.” She sent her mother a grateful smile. “But your hair needs a trim.” 

“Really, Mother?” Xavier said good-naturedly, running his hand through his silver locks. 

“At least tie it back, son. You look like a ruffian.” 

“Xavier,” Lleland said, thumping him on the back and sparing him making a response. “Good to see you again. You must be parched with all the dust. Come have some ale.” 

They followed the pair into the hall, where Lleland gestured to a brimming jug of golden liquid. Xavier poured himself a cup and was just finishing it when the front door opened and a blast of hot air blew into the room. Xavier grinned as Zach and Max entered.

“Well, well, look at the monster Aaron managed to drag down here,” Max said, laughing when Xavier rolled his eyes in a very human gesture.

“Am I going to hear this from every dragon I meet?” Xavier asked.

“Probably,” Zach replied. He slapped his nephew on the back. “How does it feel to be wearing human skin?” 

“Terrible.”

“Don’t worry – you’ll get used to it.” 

“I’d rather not,” Xavier muttered.

“How’s Anna?” Keira asked.

Max’s smile softened. “She’s well. She wanted to come to the city with me, especially when she heard you would be here, but Betty is still struggling with the change.” Betty was the youngest of Max and Anna’s children and just starting to show signs of her dragon nature. Max and Anna had been blessed with a brood of six, an unusually large family for dragons. “She’ll join me if she can,” Max added. He turned to Aaron. “So what is our plan of action?” 

Aaron gestured to a bench. “Tell us everything you know.” 

“There’s not much more, unfortunately,” Zach said, taking a seat. “We’ve been unable to trace the source of the rumors.” 

Aaron nodded, his expression contemplative, before turning to Xavier. “How do you think we should proceed?” 

Xavier pulled a ribbon of flame from his palm as he considered the question. “How many dragons live in the city?” 

“About six dozen,” Zach said.

“We should call them together and see if collectively we can pool our knowledge and see what we know.” 

“Good idea,” Max said approvingly.

“I agree,” said Aaron. “Let’s spread the word that we’ll meet tomorrow at noon, and see what we come up with. Hopefully we can get to the bottom of this within a few days.”
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Evelyn dipped her quill into the pot of ink that stood in the corner of the small desk.

‘Dear Mother,’ she started. She stared at the sheet, wondering what to write. It had been over a week since her last letter, and yet she had no news to offer. She glanced at the latest missive received from Mother, reminding herself of the news from home, then lowered the nib of her pen. 

‘I trust this letter finds you well. I received yours yesterday, and am glad to hear that Mary has recovered from her twisted ankle. I am sorry to hear that there has been a fox in the henhouse.’

A spiral of hair fell over her shoulder, the end trailing through the ink on the page, smearing the lettering, and she leaned back with a sigh of frustration. Her wayward curls were always escaping the pins and ribbons that were meant to hold them in place and securely out of the way. Across the room, Nan looked up from her task of sweeping cinders from the fireplace.

“Here, let me,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron as she crossed the room. Loosening the ribbon, Nan swept the curls into one hand and retied the ribbon into a bow, adjusting the pins. “Your hair has a mind of its own,” she said with a smile.

“I know,” Evelyn groaned. “It’s the bane of my existence.” 

“It’s lovely,” Nan admonished as she patted the last curl and returned to her task at the fireplace. 

Evelyn turned to stare out the parlor window at the street below, hoping to find some inspiration for her letter from the scene outside. It was a lovely day, the sun shining brightly in a cloudless sky. The kind of day when one should be outdoors, perhaps strolling along the river or painting in the park. But instead Evelyn was stuck within, chafing at the fetters which tied her to the house.

“Nan, I don’t suppose you can go for a walk with me?” Evelyn asked as the maid began to trim the candle wicks.

“I wish I could, Mistress, but Cook has given me a list of chores that’s as long as my arm.” 

Evelyn slumped back in her chair with a sigh. It had been weeks since Myla, her companion, had left, and although Uncle had strictly forbidden Evelyn from leaving the house unchaperoned, he’d done nothing to secure a new companion for her. For the hundredth time she wished that Father hadn’t died.

The day of Father’s accident had been gray and dreary, with an incessant drizzle that seeped into every item of clothing. He had been on his way home from the courthouse where he served as a solicitor when a horse, spooked by a cat being chased by a dog, broke free of its bonds and thundered down the road right at him. The one mercy was that his death had been instantaneous, the doctor had told them.

It wasn’t until after the funeral that Evelyn realized the extent to which her life would be impacted by Father’s death: Mother had informed her that she was to go live with Uncle in the city. Evelyn had been horrified – she had no desire to live with an elderly relative she had never met – but no amount of arguing could persuade Mother from her chosen course of action.

“Now that your father is gone, one would expect that his only living relative help with the upkeep of his children,” she’d said. “Your uncle is a well-off man who has no other dependents. Now, I have friends in the city who will introduce you into society. Martha Blackwell was my dearest friend before I married your father and moved from the city, and she will ensure you are properly introduced. I hear that her son Arthur is very handsome, and as yet unmarried. Perhaps he will offer for your hand. If not, you will have plenty of opportunities to meet eligible young men once you are introduced. I just wish I could be there with you.” 

“I have no desire to be introduced in the city, Mother,” she’d retorted. “There are plenty of eligible young men right here in town. And as for Uncle, I’ve never even heard of him.” 

“Enough, Evelyn,” Mother said severely. “None of the men in town are worth our consideration. And I don’t know why you’ve never heard of your uncle, since he was your father’s sole surviving relative. His father’s brother, in fact, which makes him your great-uncle. He never married, and with the demise of your father, everything he owns will come to your brother upon his death.” 

Evelyn knew the futility of trying to resist her mother’s will. Not a woman to be thwarted, she was a formidable force to try and stand against. But Evelyn’s reluctant acceptance had not meant she was happy about her sudden change in circumstances. She loved the country home at the outskirts of the small coastal town where she had grown up. Mother hated the house, always complaining that it was too dark and drafty, but for Evelyn it had been a place of adventure. Beyond the house, the little town, with its cobbled high street and pleasant beaches, was her backyard. As a child she would search for shells or watch the fishing boats as they came in each morning. The town had a wide high street that swept along its length and ended at the promenade that ran alongside the beach. Houses, built of local stone hewn from the nearby cliffs stood interspersed between shopfronts, where goods brought from along the coast and across the ocean were displayed. For those in the know, these goods could be obtained by cheaper, and more dubious means through whispered dealings, conducted with a sly wink within the shadow of the courthouse, which stood proudly at the top end of the high street. It was the courthouse that put the town on the map; it served the surrounding area, including the much larger port town a few miles up the road. But it was the countryside that Evelyn loved the most. Windswept moors and high cliffs standing sentinel over the ocean made for a wild playground when she was growing up, and she had spent many hours wandering over rocks and between scrubby bushes with her siblings. Evelyn was the second of five, closest in age to her brother Francis and sister Juliana. As she grew older, wild games were replaced with a new love of painting, and Evelyn would spend hours sketching and drawing the raging ocean, the ragged moors and the town that lay in the valley.

The day before she was due to leave for the city, Evelyn had spent the day rambling through the countryside with Juliana at her side.

“What do you suppose Uncle will be like?” Juliana asked.

“Old and doddery,” was Evelyn’s reply. “I don’t remember Father ever talking about him. I wonder what Mother said to convince him to take me in.” 

“You know Mother,” Juliana replied wryly. They shared a grin. There were few who could withstand her when she set her mind to something. “Father used to live in the city, did he not?” 

“He was born there, but after his father died and Grandmother remarried, they moved out here. He often remarked how happy he was to leave the smog and crowds.”

They had remained out until the sun was low in the sky, and early the next morning Evelyn was off, sharing a coach with two strangers as they traveled for three days over bumpy roads, before finally arriving at Uncle’s house. The house itself was unremarkable – the front door opened into a long hall, behind which lay the kitchen. An arched doorway to the left led to a study, where Uncle kept his papers, while further along was a storage room. A flight of wooden stairs led up to the parlor, which overlooked the street, and three bedchambers.

Contrary to Evelyn’s expectations, Uncle was not doddery, despite his advanced years. Instead, his back was straight and tall, his blue eyes clear and intelligent, and his thick gray hair cropped short. On her arrival, she had been led into his study where he worked behind a large desk neatly stacked with papers. Laying down his quill, he’d given her an appraising look for a few uncomfortable moments before speaking.

“So you’re Robert’s girl. I suppose I can see the resemblance. Your mother has demanded that I feed and house you; however, let me be clear that I enjoy my solitude, and have agreed to this arrangement only out of duty to my dead nephew. I am a busy man and do not wish to be disturbed. Unfortunately, your mother insisted that you need a chaperone and has engaged some old biddy to attend to you. I’m sure you are aware of this.” 

Evelyn swallowed hard. “Yes, Uncle.”

“Very well. I expect you to ensure that neither of you interfere with my routine. Supper is served at four-thirty sharp and I require your attendance in the hall at that time, otherwise what you do with your time is your own affair. Do we understand each other?” 

“Yes, Uncle.” 

“And one more thing; you may hear people coming and going late at night. I conduct business with many associates who, for various reasons, cannot always keep regular hours. I tell you this so you will not be concerned by any noises you may hear in the late hours. Now go. Someone will show you your chamber.” He returned to his papers, dismissing Evelyn from his presence. 

So this is Father’s uncle, she thought as she left the room. It was no wonder that he had never mentioned such a crotchety, miserable relative. She wondered what kind of business he was involved in that brought people around late at night, then dismissed it from her mind. But she was glad of the warning later that evening. She had just climbed into bed when she heard people crossing the hall, until a door closed and all fell silent. The heavy tread and rough, low voices had brought to mind an image of men who were rough and dangerous. Evelyn had quickly turned the key in the lock, before returning to the bed and pulling the quilts to her chin as she stared at the unfamiliar surroundings.

Myla, the chaperone Mother had arranged, arrived the next day. In her thirties, she was quiet and friendly. She had grown up in the city, the youngest of eight daughters. With no independent wealth, she had been unable to secure a husband, and had fallen into that awful state of being a dependent relative. The opportunity to be Evelyn’s chaperone had been welcome, she later confided. The thought of remaining with her elder sister for even one more day was more than she could bear.

Together, the two women had explored the markets, admiring fabrics in the brightest hues, breathing in the fragrant spices and marveling at the intricate metalwork of the goldsmiths. As a native of Civitas, Myla knew where to find milliners with exquisite hat creations, haberdashers with a huge array of buttons, and bakers with divine pastries that melted in your mouth. In the afternoon, the pair would wander along the docks to the theater and watch the performers act out various tales, from the sublime to the ridiculous.

Myla had also undertaken the daunting task of accompanying Evelyn as she introduced herself to Mother’s list of acquaintances, but it quickly became apparent that they weren’t overly interested in the daughter of a woman they hadn’t seen for more than twenty years. Even Mother’s dearest friend, Mistress Blackwell, could not muster up
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