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The path of anam cara are never smooth, new or established, storms will come.

From the Journal of Rowan, the High Priestess of the Morrigan
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Adam and Great-grandfather Nicodemus’s arguments echoed off the walls of the cave. Their volume was steadily escalating and echoing. I briefly wondered if they might actually come to blows like a couple of young males. Maybe Isaiah and I should separate them before they did, well I knew I could, but I shouldn’t, or we could just let them beat the crap out of each other after kicking them out of the cave. Unfortunately, they were needed to splint the wing. Though centuries younger, I was losing my temper with them. Maybe it was the headache building. I ignored the older male dragons and continued to study the drawings Adam had made of where he thought the break in Great Grandmother’s wing was. I traced a finger along the location of the break, imagining a dragon in flight. If the break had healed badly, this wouldn't affect the wing's movement. Then traced the back of one hand, feeling the bones. Compared to a human hand, it would be the bone in the middle of the hand right before the wrist. I was no expert at dragon anatomy, but I’d ridden Grandpa Luke many times as a child and when I was very young, he’d let me slide down his wings. I was certain that where Adam had the break in his diagram was wrong. “This is wrong,” I muttered.

The female dragoness who had met us at this cave moved closer. Her golden hair brushed my arm as she leaned over to look. “Why do you think that?”

There was something familiar about her features, but I didn’t have the time or energy to figure it out right now. All my attention was on the upcoming re-break of Grandmother Demaris’s old injury. We were all confident that if we could set the bone properly and allow it to heal in the correct position, she should be able to fly again.

“Nothing I can put my finger on. It just feels wrong. Here, look.” I handed over the drawing.

I watched her as she studied the drawing, a frown pulling at her lips. She placed one hand over where Adam had indicated the break was, then moved her arm a little, her brows furrowed. I could see her thinking and after a minute, she met my eyes. “You’re right. This break wouldn’t prevent Gran . . . Demaris flying. Even if it had healed wrong.”

I cut my eyes over at Isaiah, who gave me a slight nod. He had caught her slip as well. So, she was a granddaughter too? But who were her parents? Perhaps Grandpa Luke had a sister? It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, as we had learned when Nova and Delilah introduced themselves. I pushed the thought aside again. It was not the time to focus on unimportant things. Fixing Grandmother’s wing was the priority. “The original break had to be here.” I pointed to a spot on the wing, below what I could consider the wrist and the long bone of the arm was in the drawing.

“We have no way of confirming it,” the female muttered. “But, if you’re right and Adam breaks it where he is planning, it would not fix the problem and could make it worse. She would go through all that pain for nothing.”

“Exactly. I have a way of confirming if the break is where I think it is.” My hand went to my pendant as I weighed the options. Isaiah wouldn't like what I was thinking about doing.

Isaiah leaned on my shoulder. “What are you thinking about doing, leannán?”

With effort, I let go of my pendant. Damn my habit of fiddling with it. Because of it, he knew I had something I was contemplating, no matter how hard I tried to keep it from him. I looked at my anam cara. It was going to take a lot of power to do what I’d need to do if my suspicions were correct, and I made certain to keep my full plan hidden from Isaiah. He would not approve. “I need to take a better look at it.”

“How?” The cautious tone in his mental voice told me more than anything he was confused and worried I’d do something stupid.

I arched an eyebrow at him, shooting him a memory that both excited and worried him at the same time. I squeezed his arm in reassurance. “It’ll be okay, Cop,” I said, moving to stand in front of my grandmother.

She was enormous in dragon form. Her pearly white scales danced with rainbows in the firelight from the torches. Grandfather Luke was huge, and Great grandfather Nicodemus was larger still, but my great grandmother dwarfed both of them. The sight of my great grandparents in flight might be enough to make Aurumden soldiers run home to momma screaming. Yet despite her size, I saw the fear in her eyes when she turned to look at me. I flicked a quick glance to Adam and Grandfather, who had stopped arguing and were now glaring at one another with Keziah, Grandfather’s anam cara, in the middle.

“Grandmother, I’d like to try something. It would allow us to know where the break is. Will you let me?” I used my most comforting tone, the one that soothed Morgan and Rowan when they awoke from nightmares.

She studied me with her pale blue eyes, but dipped her head. Behind me, Isaiah’s warmth blazed into me. Even without the bond, I knew he was there. If I fell, he would always be there to catch me. He’d proved that. Sending out tendrils of psionic energy, I used the hands I created with them to probe along the bone, feeling for where it had broken and how the bone had healed crooked. Grandmother shifted slightly. The feeling of hands moving through muscles and over bone couldn’t be comfortable. Within a couple minutes, I’d confirmed what I suspected. Adam was wrong. It was below the wrist, not above it, exactly where I thought it should be. I couldn’t let Adam break her wing where he planned. He was so firm in his conviction that he had the correct location of the break, he wouldn’t listen to any argument I made. I had no other choice. I had to carry out my plan. “Isaiah?”

“Yeah?” His tone was suspicious, and he had good reason to be. Rarely did I call him Isaiah when it was just the two of us talking.

“Tell Adam and Grandfather to get ready and don’t be mad. This is the only way.”

Before he could say anything, I directed a blast of power at the break. Grandmother let out a roar that shook the ground and I wrapped her as tightly as I could in a psionic shield, centering it on the fresh break. No one around me moved to set the bone. As minutes passed, darkness began to creep into the edges of my vision. Isaiah’s arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me tightly against him. Good thing too, I was losing strength fast. She was damn strong and holding her was taking more energy than I expected.

“Damn it, Cain, you’re using too much power.” His concern washed over me, and I momentarily felt bad for causing him to worry. This was better, though. Grandmother would fly again, and I would recover after a couple of days’ rest. Isaiah would be furious because I had exposed my power level, but it was for the best cause.

“Someone better splint this before I pass out,” I tried to say, but my words were so slurred I wasn’t sure anyone could understand me. Isaiah barked out something and then I vaguely registered two forms scaling my grandmother’s sides. I held her in place as long as I could until blackness claimed me.
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I took the rest of Cain’s weight as he slipped into unconsciousness and slowly sank to the ground, pulling him into my lap. Even though I knew from our bond that he was only out cold, I still checked his heartbeat and breathing. Both strong. If this hadn’t happened after the surge, I wouldn’t be as calm as I was. Although this differed from the surge. He hadn’t passed out right away then, but neither had he completely drained his psionics that day. Adam and Nicodemus finished splinting Demaris’ wing. The old dragoness had lain down, her neck stretched out, looking exhausted and watching us intently. Her worry for Cain was almost palpable. There was also something else in her gaze. A tinge of fear? “I didn’t know he was going to do that. He didn’t give me a chance to stop him and I would have if I’d known. Please don’t let anyone know how strong he truly is. Not even him,” I begged her.

She let out a sigh, and she sagged onto the stone more, relaxing. “My grandson was foolish, but he has Vashti’s generous heart. Isaiah, Extract a vow from everyone. No one can ever be told the immense amount of power he holds, or what he could still grow to wield.”

“Do you know something I need to know?” Fear gripped me at her words. Did she mean Cain would only get stronger? Yes, most psions continued to get stronger as they aged but I knew of none that had ever reached Cain’s level or didn’t constantly bleed off an aura like he did. As his anam cara, protecting Cain was my job, and I’d already planned to get a promise from the other four before she’d said anything. Even if I had to beat it out of them. It didn’t matter that they were older and stronger than I was. Protecting Cain was my only priority, even if it was protecting him from his own foolishness.

“I only know what the Morrigan has shown me,” she answered, and I really couldn’t vent my anger at her. Whatever had injured her happened long before I was hatched.

Really wasn’t an answer, but with Demaris you took what you got.

“Is he alright?” Adam asked, crouching next to us.

“This wouldn’t have happened if you two old fools weren’t arguing like hatchlings,” I snapped, directing the anger caused by my worry at them. Good thing too, it was building in a terrifying, even to me, way. I wouldn’t want Cain to bear the brunt of that.

Adam had the decency to bow his head in shame, but Nicodemus just met my gaze steadily, unblinking, which just pissed me off more. The young dragoness took a step toward us, her gaze alternating between my anam cara and Demaris. Demaris said this female had healing ability, and she was obviously deciding which needed her attention more. I waved a hand at her. “I know how to take care of him,” I told her. “He just completely drained himself. Heal grandmother.”

The dragoness nodded and stepped back, then transformed into her dragon form. I had always thought that a female dragon had one color, but she was a honey gold and deep emerald green. Cain’s uncle Jordan had the single color of females, though the last time I saw him his top scales looked a shade darker, so why was I surprised there might be a female with two colors? She opened her mouth, and a soft golden glow came from her mouth toward Grandmother’s wing. Her breath weapon was not something that damaged, but something that healed? I brushed the hair off Cain’s face and sighed. It was a good thing he was unconscious. He would definitely think I was angry with him. His earlier admonishment not to be mad confirmed that. I was only worried, but after a few days of rest, he would be fine. Then we were going to have a very long talk about him revealing how strong his psionics were in front of others.

“How did he do that?” Keziah asked, as she looped an arm around Nicodemus’ waist. “I didn’t even feel his aura . . . it’s like it came out of nowhere.”

I shrugged. “That’s how his psionics work.” Then I fixed all of them with a pointed glare. “And if you breathe a word of this to anyone—”

Grandmother let out a soft growl, interrupting me. “You will have to get in line behind me, hatchling, to take their heads. No one outside of this cave is to know how his psionics work or the amount of power he has.”

I wanted to growl back at her for taking protecting my anam cara from me. But I was younger than any other dragon in this cave, and still considered a child among dragons. They wouldn’t have taken me seriously, even if I resorted to trying to beat the promise out of them, especially Grandpa Grumpy Nicodemus. Demaris? Even Nicodemus wouldn’t cross her.

The younger dragoness immediately dipped her head in agreement, as did the two male dragons. Nicodemus must have relayed the message to his anam cara. Keziah’s lips drew into a thin line as she shook her head. Nicodemus ducked down a little to look her in the eye, putting his hands on her shoulders, and finally, she nodded. I relaxed a little. Cain didn’t want anyone knowing how strong he was, and after Demaris’ warning, I couldn’t allow anyone to talk about it. But what wasn’t she telling me? I felt it was more than just the Morrigan asking him to keep it a secret, but even the goddess hadn’t seen fit to tell Cain why. Fortunately, the way his power worked, no one could tell until he used it and he had taught himself to make his power mimic other psions whenever he needed to do it in front of others. Unfortunately, what he did here today was not what any other psion could do, and he’d completely drained himself by doing it. His well of power, though stronger, was more shallow than other psions and when he drained his ability, needed longer to recharge. I needed to get him home and into bed. “We’re going to need a ride back to the Stronghold. Cain is going to be out for a while, so he cannot ride solo.”

Adam rose from where he crouched near grandmother’s head, stroking her cheek scales and moved to my side, patting my shoulder. “Consider it done.”

Nicodemus’s gaze went from Demaris to Adam and back. “I’ll take him. Stay with Demaris until I return.”

It was hard to miss the way Adam went rigid and looked like he was going to take a swing at Nicodemus again. Then I saw the glow, milky white with the palest pinks shooting through it. Exactly what I saw with every anam cara bond, the pink would change over time to match the bonded. Adam and Grandmother? I shook my head. Not my business. Cain was my concern, and I needed to get him home and in bed.

When we returned to the Stronghold, I tried to sneak into our rooms without Cain’s mother seeing him, but my luck didn’t hold out. Ruel was reaching for the door when she came down the hallway, headed toward her and Gabriel’s suite. As soon as she saw Cain in my arms, she hurried down the hall. “What happened?”

“He’s fine, Mom,” I said, waiting for either of them to open the door. Ruel won out, and I went inside, carrying Cain directly to the bedroom.

Jael raced around me, had that door open and was at the bed pulling back the covers. She went to the other side and climbed onto the bed, gently stroking his forehead as I removed his boots. I then pulled the covers over him and sat on the edge of the bed, holding his hand.

Ten minutes later, his eyes fluttered open, and he caught sight of his mother. “Ohhimomma.” he said, his words all running together. If he was conscious this soon, he would be fine.

She looked sharply at me, her amethyst gaze demanding an explanation. I stayed where I was and reached to stroke Cain’s cheek. He nuzzled my hand before he sighed and fell back to sleep. “The fool used his psionics to help hold Grandmother while they re-broke her wing. He used too much energy, but all he needs is to rest for a couple days.”

Jael folded her arms and glared at me for a moment. “You will make sure he rests.”

I dipped my head to her. “Of course.” Like I was going to let him move from this bed until the day after tomorrow? Did she really believe she had to tell me how to care for my anam cara? Her son or not, caring for Cain was now my job. I did envy him his mother’s love and care. Always had. Always would. 

She stroked my hair in the way only she could do, other than Cain. “Good hatchling,” she murmured. The motherly attention warmed me but while yes, I was very young to have found my anam cara, I wasn’t an idiot. Cain had kept his promise. He was my everything too. Thank the gods for connecting a bonded pair’s lives. I would never know a day without him in my life.

Once she left, I kicked off my own shoes and pulled my shirt over my head. Then I snuggled into bed next to Cain. Once he woke up, he’d get an earful and in two days a spanking. For now, he’d rest.
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The two weeks in the cave waiting for my wing to heal had not been as unpleasant as I imagined it would be. Nicodemus and Keziah were very doting, and Adam visited every few days. Nicodemus and his psion disappearing as soon as they knew Adam was coming got to be a little tiresome. As did the knowing looks the two would give me. I was not some foolish youngling. The exhilaration of flying again was well worth enduring the pain of the break and the memories it recalled. I had taken my time on the return trip to the Stronghold. Partly because though I stretched and exercised that wing daily to keep it strong, it still tired easily but also so I could enjoy the feel of the wind flowing past my wings, riding the thermals up. Too soon I had reached it. No sooner than I landed intending to seek Cain to caution him about his abilities when I heard Rhiannon’s call. She must have flown with the wind at her back. I was not expecting her for another few hours.

As I waited, I contemplated Nova’s latest report. Aurumden’s troops were moving away from their southern border, and they were also sending many delegations to Seladon. I didn’t think King Darcy was foolish enough not to heed my warning, but his son was another matter entirely. The Seladon king was old by human standards and, according to reports, his health was failing. Would his son throw in his lot with the larger nation? I chuckled at myself. If it meant more blonds for that brat to take to his bed, of course he would. It was only a matter of time before Aurumden renewed their efforts against Kaldona. It had been the same pattern for centuries. A flash of purple and blue on a lower terrace and then the transformation light drew my attention. Adam paused and looked through a satchel, pleased with whatever was in there, likely plants for his garden.

The male was looking healthier these days. At least he had put on the weight he needed and his scales no longer looked dry and cracked, but his loneliness still hung about him like a cloud. He looked up and met my gaze, letting that little hum build in my mind, then bowed his head in greeting. The action was one I was used to, but a brief flash of a hatchling’s glee filled me. I scolded myself. I was too old for such foolishness and merely nodded my head in acknowledgment and turned my gaze back to the sky. The disappointment that followed when he disappeared into the Stronghold made me snort. Then I caught sight of the gold and emerald form of Rhiannon approaching. None of the males circling the castle tried to stop her. I’d already informed Solomon of her arrival.

I stepped back, giving her room to land. Her clutchmate was not here and I couldn’t help but wonder what he would think of the sister he didn’t know existed. They were an interesting pair. The gods had seen fit to grant him a female’s single scale color and Rhiannon sported the dual color of the males. Though some histories mentioned that a pure gold male’s body scales would darken as he aged. A true gold dragon was rare, and it had been decades since I’d seen Jordan’s dragon form. I was curious to see if indeed that was true. 

Rhiannon’s top scales were a gorgeous honey gold and the scales on her underbelly were glittering emerald. I closed my eyes as she took human form and summoned my son. It was long past time he met the daughter he didn’t know existed.

Rhiannon gave me the usual bowed head greeting. “Hello, Grandmother.”

“What news from the other females?”

“As you expected, Iona, Fiadh and Tamar are leading the three aeries that don’t want to return. Atifa, Arden and Solinara are solidly with you. The others have yet to decide.” She shrugged. “As usual, Katiya has not decided. At least that’s what she claims. I’m certain she will go with the majority and is just waiting.”

I nodded my head. It amused me she didn’t refer to her maternal grandmother, Faidh, as her grandmother, but there was no love lost between them. They only wanted what Rhiannon could do for them, not Rhiannon herself. It wasn’t a shock Faidh and the mother of the twins were leading the dissenters. The twins’ birth convinced Tamar that Luke was cursed by Bebinn, while Faidh and her ilk still solidly believed that separation of males and females was the wisest choice, just like Iona. Vashti had differed completely from her mother. That dragoness had possessed the same kind and generous heart, her son, your clutchmate and grandson. I often remembered the day she approached me about mating with Luke on her next heat and her promise to give any female hatchling to me so I could repopulate the Aerie of the Morrigan. Iona . . . she wasn’t a surprise, either. She’d never had much use for males. I honestly thought she should have found herself a good female. Though she and I had never seen eye to eye on anything and I wondered how much of her dissent was just to spite me. I brought myself back to the present, smiling at the dragoness before me. “Well done, hatchling.”

“Thank you, Grandmother. Shall I return and try to persuade those who haven’t decided?”

I shook my head. Rhiannon thought I asked her to come to give me a report, but the real reason, Luke and his anam cara, was almost here, given the psionic aura tickling my awareness. “No, I think it’s time you met your father.”

Her eyes widened as I stepped to the side, out of Luke’s way. She knew what her father looked like. I had shown her my memory of him, so she knew exactly who stood beside me.

“Mother?” he asked, looking from me to the young female, who stood wide-eyed at the edge of the terrace. There would be many such meetings soon. Some males at the castle sired daughters they didn’t even know they had and Rashida was just one of the many females who were eager to meet the sons they left for their fathers.

“My son . . . meet your other daughter, Rhiannon.”

He gave me a puzzled look as Rhiannon moved closer. I rolled my eyes. “Ignorant male,” I grumbled, though the fault lay with me and his father for not teaching him all the traditions. “Vashti had a clutch of two at your first mating with her. As tradition dictated, she took Rhiannon away before you came to get Jordan.”

His eyes widened, and Sophia let out a small gasp. My hatchling didn’t disappoint me and immediately went to embrace his newfound daughter, and I could sense his joy at meeting Rhiannon. Sophia stepped close and rubbed Rhiannon’s back, a soft smile on her lips. I nodded in satisfaction, turning to resume my search for Cain. I needed to speak with him. Luke and Sophia needed some time alone with the daughter they never knew he had. Parent, anam cara and child needed time to bond without a grandmother’s supervision.

Cain was in the small library in the family wing and thankfully alone, although once I started questioning him, I knew a certain young dragon would join us. I shut the door behind me and he greeted me hesitantly. “Hello, grandmother. How is your wing?”

“Exactly how powerful are you?” I asked, keeping my voice low. As I stood over him, glaring down.

His eyes widened, and he swallowed hard. “I. . .”

The door slammed open and Isaiah charged in, just as I expected. I pointed at him, stopping him in his tracks. “Close that door, lock it, then stand there and be quiet like a good hatchling. This is between me and my great grandson.” The dragon growled softly, but the click of the lock showed he was going to obey my command, no matter how much he disliked it. I returned my attention to my grandson. “How powerful are you?” 

He glanced at Isaiah and then swallowed again. “I don’t know exactly. It keeps getting stronger every few years right before my birthday. The last surge was the biggest I’ve ever had, so I think this is it. I could have another surge next year, in two years or five years. I don’t really know.”

“Cain, you can never reveal how powerful you are,” I warned in a hushed tone. As Coimeádaí Staire, I knew the lore well. Dragons once had psionic abilities, and it was a terrible curse on the world. The gods separated that ability from dragons and given it to the humans to prevent a dragon from ever being born with it. I suspected it was why until Cain, his siblings and Hannah, no child between a dragon and their Royal had ever lived. I never suspected Jael and Gabriel’s mating would produce a being as powerful as dragons had once been.

“I know that, Grandmother. Isaiah was the only other one that knows,” he said firmly. “Well, was the only one that knew before I re-broke your wing. That is why I rarely use any psionics around anyone. Even my parents don’t know exactly how strong I am. That I don’t produce an aura allowed me to practice in my rooms.”

“Why have you never told your parents?” This was not a secret easily kept, especially by a child as young as Cain had been when his psionics first appeared, from his parents. Even some adults couldn’t keep a secret that large. Yet he had, which elevated my opinion of him even more. The boy was cautious and knew not to brag. A skill more males and females of both species could learn.

He bit his lip and avoided meeting my eyes for a long moment. “After every surge, when I was a child,” he spoke softly and if there was a spy or nosey nelly outside the door, they would never hear him. I wondered if even Isaiah, who stood at the door could. “I dream of a woman with raven black hair surrounded by crows. She places a finger to her lips. I knew it meant I was never to tell anyone.”

Great Morrigan! She had been protecting this child for so long and not given me the first hint he was the one she had shown me. All she showed me was a faceless child, androgenous as only children can be with gunmetal grey hair and wings of the same color. I thought for sure when I’d first been informed of Rowan’s birth that she was the one to hold the power, since psionic ability was more common in females than males. I had no hint Cain was any more powerful than his father and thought him perhaps a little weaker. When I saw her hair was as black as her father’s, I thought there would be another girl with hair of gunmetal grey. Yet . . . here was the child she had shown me, hiding before my very eyes. Though . . . could the reason for the facelessness of the child in my dreams mean another of his siblings would have the same strength? It wasn’t something I could discount, so any future children of Jael and Gabriel’s would need to be watched closely.

“What about your brother and sister?” I asked, just to verify.

“They are psions, but not as strong as I was at that age.” The relief in his voice matched my own. “They also can communicate telepathically with dragons. A gift I don’t have, but Hannah does, though she has no psionics. I think it is that balance of gifts that will keep them from developing the same strength I have.”

“Monitor them. If they show any sign they are growing as strong as you, we must warn them. And any other children your parents may have.”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

I walked to him and stroked his hair. Cain was a good man and I had spoken harshly. He’d kept this secret for decades and no one knew. I felt a little ashamed I had questioned him so harshly. I turned to his anam cara. The strength of their bond and Isaiah’s willingness to sacrifice all to protect Cain had been demonstrated in spectacular fashion. I had no fear the young dragon would not do everything in his power to keep Cain’s secret. But for Isaiah to understand the full implications, he needed to know what had long been forgotten by many. “Lost in history is the story of how in the past, dragons had psionics. Their power was so strong the gods became afraid the dragons would kill them and took away the dragon’s psionics thousands of years before the great sleep and gave it to humans. We dragons are not meant to have them. The world would suffer under that kind of power. Now I understand why the Morrigan made you two anam cara. There are still a very few who remember the lore and I might not be the only one. Pray to the Morrigan I am. They would be afraid of your anam cara and seek to kill him. Do your duty, dragon, and protect him.”

He inclined his head slightly. “Yes, Grandmother, always. May I ask why you believe the Morrigan paired us?”

“Isn’t it obvious? If Cain had bonded to a dragon female, the possibility of another dragon with psionics would be high. Just look at Hannah. She is a dragon, despite having a Royal as a parent.”

I smiled at both of them. “Now, though you’ve already met her, it’s time for a proper introduction to your Aunt Rhiannon.”
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The hallways of the Stronghold were a maze until you got used to them. Luckily, I was used to them now and could navigate through most of them easily. I knew I was on the right path because the hallways became less busy as I made my way to the King’s study. The family’s living quarters were further down the hall and somewhat private.  Personally, I thought it would have been better to have his study in a public portion of the castle. Gabriel liked it in a more private and better protected area. Couldn’t fault him for that. It was a sound security measure. I had hoped to catch up with Rhiannon, as I hadn’t seen her in a few months. She, Nova and I had been raised by Demaris, so the three of us were more like sisters. I had treated Rhiannon as my baby sister from the moment her mother had brought her to grandmother as a new hatchling. It had taken longer for Nova to realize that the new hatchling would not change my feelings toward her. It had also taken some time when Nova first came to convince her we didn’t need to compete for everything, from food to clothes.

No matter what I wanted, Jael’s summons, given that she was my aunt and bonded to the King of Kaldona, could not be ignored. More than that, I wouldn’t ignore it. She had given me no information on her summons, just requested I come. It was hard to remember I was older than this aunt as well.

A few other dragons, some of Noah’s rangers, walked up, with a nod they waited against the opposite wall not crowding me as I waited outside the closed door of the study. I’d already informed Jael I was here, but she had not answered yet. I didn’t question them. There could only be one explanation. A mission, one that required at least a modicum of stealth. I excelled at sneaking into places and thrilled the King used my skills more often than he used my gift of future sight. In fact, he never asked me for my visions. 

I smiled at Solomon and Kara, who stood guard at the study door. The two were never far from Gabriel. If it wasn’t them, it was Tidus and Pip. Tidus was in charge of training dragons, any humans who wanted to be soldiers and Cain in any fighting style my cousin wanted to learn. Pip was in charge of training psions and their dragons to fight as a unit. They opened the study door after a knock and receiving the permission for the three of us to enter. The males bowed their heads deeply and waited for me to enter first. It was hard not to feel a little special. It was nice having all these male dragons defer to the females present, even if it was simply tradition and not because of anything special I had done. I could not let it go to my head. It was politeness, tradition, and not a recognition of my skills. They were going to have collective heart attacks or, at the very least, sore necks when and if the other females rejoined the rest of society unless something changed. Gabriel’s study was on the small side, almost cozy with a giant desk featuring prominently to one side. The surface covered with papers and books in a scattered mess. I suspected the disarray was all for show to throw off those he met with in this study. Gabriel was no scattered brained fool, and any who thought otherwise was delusional. He would never allow his desk to get into such a mess unless he was trying to convey a feeling of him being overwhelmed and moving the viewer to feel that they had to do everything they could to help him. Well, everyone told me he was sneaky. The Queen stood nearby and studied another map. Gabriel looked up as we entered, but Jael kept her eyes on the map in her hands. “Thank you for coming so quickly,” he said, his gaze meeting each of ours. I’d seen Demaris use the same tactic. I’d say he learned it from her, but more likely he’d learned it from Abigail. It meant our presence was noted, appreciated, and were needed for whatever task he had planned.

I almost snorted. As if any dragon would delay to respond to the Queen’s call or his little show. When Jael spoke, dragons listened. Instead, I nodded, as did the others.

“Delilah, Devon, Aaron, I have a request.”

Request . . . translation mission. When it came to sending rangers or soldiers out on a mission or to fight, King Gabriel rarely gave a true command, he always framed it as a request. Even though the King of Kaldona asked and it always seemed no was an acceptable response, no one would refuse. Their King did not demand their obedience, he asked for it, and gave them the respect they deserved. Every dragon and human gave him the same willingly and proudly. The other reason was every dragon and human soldier at the Stronghold knew when a battle started, Gabriel would be the first on the field and last one off it. Few rulers would do that. His son was no wilting violet either, and though it had been decades since a battle, I knew his son, Cain, would stand and fight at his father’s side. Unlike the rulers of the other nations who sent their men to die and sat in their secure homes, safe and sound. But not our King or our prince.

At our nods, he continued. “Aurumden troops are on the move. Though they are nowhere near our borders yet, I would like the border towns evacuated, just in case. They have attacked them in the past. I do not enjoy seeing casualty reports and like them even less when a civilian’s or child’s name is on it. I’m asking the three of you to go and speak with their village elders and mayor or whatever they call him,” Jael cleared her throat and Gabriel smiled. “Or her.” He quickly amended. “We are not moving them soon or in a rush. As we evacuate each town, I will fill it with soldiers. My hope is Aurumden doesn’t realize that every town along the border is a trap.”

“Yes, my King,” was the echoed response. How could we refuse this? Even if we wanted to. Which none of us did. The plan appealed to our very nature. Most dragons preferred to lie in wait for their enemy to come to them. Why waste energy to get to your enemy or even prey when eventually they would come to you?

“Where shall we tell them to go?” I asked.

Gabriel shook his head. “There are options we are exploring, but nothing solid yet. I want them to be prepared to go the moment we know where we are sending them. It will be deeper into the mountains in protected valleys. Aaron, will you alert the towns in the north?”

Aaron bowed. “Yes, sir.”

“Devon, the towns in the central areas?”

Devon repeated the bow and acceptance. Then he looked at me. “Which leaves the towns in the south for you?”

“It shall be my honor,” I said, nodding to him, though I still wondered why he called upon me. There were surely plenty of dragons he could ask to do this. Any dragon could deliver a message. I was better at sneaking into places.

He dismissed us to prepare, but Jael asked me to wait. Only after the two males left did Gabriel speak again. He beckoned me over and pointed to a location on one map. It was not a town in the far south, but it was very close to the border. It looked like just a simple clearing on the map. “Miri and Jordan’s orphanage is there. Will you start there? I need them evacuated first. They have a lot of orphans of all ages and children should always take priority. Those children have already suffered too much loss in this war.”

Something clicked in my mind and denying his request seemed repulsive. I needed to go there first, even if it meant backtracking and deep down, I knew it had nothing to do with Jordan being my uncle. At least I knew the reason he asked me. He wouldn’t trust family to anyone else but family. “Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,” the King responded. “They are family, after all.”

His answer confirmed my suspicion. I turned to go, but Jael stopped me with a hand on my arm. 

“Be careful, niece.”

“Aurumden does not know what a female dragon can do,” I said confidently. “They will be in for a surprise if they try anything.”

She shook her head with a small smile. “You only hope they do not know what a female dragon can do. We don’t know if they remember the strength of a dragoness. Be careful and don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want to have to explain to Jeriah I got his daughter killed.”

Sometimes it was hard to remember Jael was younger than I. The burden of rule had matured her. Or was it her bond with Gabriel and being a mother? Or maybe something else? I inclined my head in acknowledgment and finally left the study to begin my mission.

​
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I placed the load of wood on the stack in the shed, stepped back and looked at it with satisfaction, evaluating if we needed more. Yes, we did, but this should get us through most of the winter, at least. Thankfully, this far south, there were only a few months cold enough to require a fire. I wasn’t good for much around here or anywhere, but I could collect and stack firewood, at least. This year I’d started early, so there would be plenty of time for it to dry and be usable. Also, there was nothing else to do today, I told myself as I wiped the sweat off my brow and lifted the patch covering my right eye to clean the sweat from under it. I wore it more for the comfort of others than out of any actual need. I was blind in that eye, which didn’t bother me much, but the way the milky blueness of it and the scars made everyone uneasy did, so I kept it covered. The stares when wearing it were only curious instead of horrified or filled with pity.

“Yuri!” I looked over to see Emmye coming toward me, her blue gingham print apron weighted with something. Please let it be the pine cones I’d sent her to gather when she’d offered to help me and not some forest creature she wanted to adopt. At seven, she loved to help everyone and every creature she found, even if that help wasn’t needed. I still remembered a year ago when she’d brought back a litter of skunk kits. Their Momma was not happy about that one bit, and neither were the kits. Who knew a skunk kit that young could spray? Please don’t have Momma’s litter for this year, I prayed to the gods.

“What do you have there, Em?” I asked, burying my nervousness.

“Pine cones!” she said happily, her grin wide, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Do you remember where they go?”

“Uh huh.” She nodded so hard her brown ponytail almost slapped her in the face. “In the box by the door.”

“Good girl. Go ahead and dump them in and then go wash up.”

“Okay, Yuri.”

I watched her as she carefully removed each pine cone from her apron and placed it carefully in the box. Once she finished, she ran and threw her thin arms around my waist. I patted her on the back.

“Thank you for letting me help you today.”

“You are very welcome and thank you for helping me by gathering the pine cones.”

She gave me an enormous smile and started towards the main building. I loved when the kids gave me a smile. They accepted me with or without the eye patch. She looked over her shoulder to wave. “Hi, Miri, Hi, Jordan. I helped Yuri today.”

I turned as Miri and Jordan approached. Jordan followed behind Miri, which was something that had changed in the last few years. Before he would walk by her side and his smile was a little forced these days. Whatever was bothering him, he wouldn’t talk about it and Miri didn’t seem any different, so I never pushed. It was their issue to solve, not mine. My focus had to remain on keeping the kids happy. Miri stopped at the shed door and looked at the firewood. I gave her a smile. This might be an orphanage, but Miri and Jordan weren’t just the caretakers, they tried to make it seem more like a home and were fine with being called Mom and Dad by any orphan that wanted to. It was usually the younger ones that didn’t remember their own parents who called them Mom and Dad. I never could bring myself to call them that, but I had been twelve when I came, and it didn’t seem to bother them. Well, it seemed to not bother Jordan, but it did Miri. I loved them both, but I still remembered my birth parents, calling them Mom and Dad felt wrong. As one of their first foundlings shortly before the King had built the orphanage, I tried to be big brother to all the younger ones and help as much as I could. I was old enough to be making my way on my own, although, with my handicap, what could I do beyond the things I could do around here? Yet another reason to stay put. “Almost got all the firewood we need, Miri.”

She put her hands on her hips and gave me a scolding look. “I told you that you didn’t have to push so hard to get this done, honey. You’ve been doing this all by yourself?”

I shrugged. “It’s something I can do.”

“Yuri . . . you aren’t—” She put her hands on my shoulders and then immediately removed them. “Ew, honey, you need a bath.”

I laughed at her, but something drew my attention skyward. A dragon circled overhead, a beautiful lean white-gold dragon. I hadn’t ever seen a female dragon, but she was too gorgeous not to be a female. I stared as she let out a trumpet of greeting and spiraled lower.

“Delilah.” Jordan said, thoughtfully. “What’s she doing here?”

Delilah . . . a beautiful name to match. I had to meet her. What was she like? For some crazy reason, I wondered what I could say to keep her here. My feet moved on their own, headed in that direction, and then I stopped. I realized just how sweaty and dirty I was. I was strange enough without being a filthy mess, too. No way could I meet her looking like I’d been chopping wood all morning, even though I had. “Um . . . excuse me. I’m going to take that bath now.”

As I jogged toward the orphanage, I heard Miri ask. “Now what’s gotten into him?”

Jordan’s laugh followed me, the first one I’d heard from him in months. “I think I know.”

I didn’t hear anymore. I was inside and bolting up the stairs toward my room to get everything for the bath. In my haste, I bumped into a few people, forgetting about my blind side. Apologies tumbled off my lips. I had to hurry. If Jordan didn’t know what she was here for, then she could be gone by the time I finished. I dashed into my room, pulled out a fresh change of clothes and then waved to my friend Dimitri, who had been caught in the same blast as I. He lost an arm instead of an eye. I made for the hall bathroom, praying it was empty.
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I circled the location of the orphanage, and at first didn’t see it, but circled lower and finally got my first look at it. Kellan’s builders planned well. The landing field was the first thing I saw, of course it meant a steep decline to land and sharp ascent to leave. It was also large enough for even Grandpa Grumpy to land in if he could make the descent. The building itself was hidden from a distance and from altitude. I only saw it once I was below the treetops. Miri and Jordan were there to greet me after I landed and shifted to human form. The weather was perfect now that winter had given way to spring and it to summer, the months of hot weather hadn’t arrived yet, nor the rains of late summer. The bees were buzzing in the flowers surrounding the landing area, the sky was cloudless . . . and why was I noticing all this? I should do my job and go back to my usual boring life. I dipped my head in greeting to my uncle. He still didn’t know about his clutchmate, Rhiannon. I briefly wondered if now was the right time to tell him. More importantly, was I the right person to tell him?

“Delilah, honey, it’s good to see you. I haven’t seen you since. . .” she looked away from me, a slight frown on her face before her smile returned.

I hadn’t seen her since we rescued the princess from her former friend. I understood Miri’s reluctance to talk about it. She was not one for conflict. Miri put her arms around me in a brief hug and with the contact a little of her life flashed into my mind. I stiffened as the images filled my senses.

A six-year-old girl with a cloud of dark hair ran giggling from a small house, leaping into the arms of a woman with similar curly hair. “Gamma!”

The woman spun her around and they both giggled. “Miranda, I’ve missed you, my little one.”

A man . . . no dragon in human form tickled the girl. “No greeting for old granddad Karryghan, little Miri?”

The girl giggled and held her arms out to him. Then the world exploded. The dragon wrapped the two in his arms to protect them. People running, screaming. The cries of a dragon dying joined by a psionic scream as his anam cara joined him in death. An anam cara pair going into the beyond together. Aurumden soldiers. Gunfire. The acrid scent of smoke and gunpowder. The little girl, crying in the arms of a Republic soldier as they retreated away.

The vision changed, they tied the girl to a bed, an IV in her arm as a nurse pushed some drug into the tubing.  

“This isn’t recommended for children this young, General. We don’t know what damage it could do to her brain.”

“I don’t care.” The General barked. “She’s a strong psion and I want her to forget everything those barbarians ever taught her. She needs to believe my nephew rescued her, and that is all you need to worry about, doctor.” He turned to the man on his left. “Let’s go Langley. My nephew and his wife will be here when the treatment is done. It’s not time for her to meet me yet and she needs to believe my nephew is the one who rescued her.”

When the vision finally released me, Jordan was shaking me gently and calling my name. I blinked away the last traces of the vision. “I’m fine,” I assured him, trying to process what I had seen.

“What happened, honey?” Miri asked, her eyes worried.

Why hadn’t I seen this when I first read her? I couldn’t recall if I’d touched her. I’d been focused on reading her ability, not her past. This memory was so hidden I needed the skin contact to see it. This was not a conscious memory for her. From her question, I knew she hadn’t seen what I did. If I told her, how would she take it? Had she intentionally repressed the memory, or had it been repressed? I would tell Gabriel and Jael first. Aunt Kellan knew her friend better than I did, and I wasn’t sure I should tell her about the last part of the vision. I didn’t want to question Miri about the vision without confirmation, on at least that point. I also had to find out who Karryghan and his anam cara were. “Just a vision of the past. Nothing to worry about,” I said, patting her shoulder. “I came to deliver a message.”

Jordan kept his arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the orphanage. As we passed through the door, I was pleasantly surprised by the size and how they had made it seem homey. The second floor was open giving the feel that Jordan could easily play with the kids in his dragon form if he chose. Well, except for the sofas, chairs, and tables arranged in conversation clusters. The central staircase was large enough for many children to come and go at the same time. I watched as one youngster straddled the banister and slid down.

“Benjamin!” Miri scolded, running to him. “How many times have I told you not to do that? You could have been hurt.”

“Ben,” Jordan called out, his tone all disciplining dad. “Since you have been told not to slide down the banister but did it anyway, go get the wood polish and polish the banister and railing.”

“But...”

“No buts, go.” The boy slumped his shoulders and trudged towards the door on the left side of the entrance, glancing over his shoulder at Miri pleadingly. Probably wanting out of his punishment.

“Jordan, he’s only seven.” Miri complained.

“And he broke the rules. So he’s going to polish the banister and railing.” Jordan glanced at the door where the boy paused. “And if he doesn’t get it finished before dinner, no cookies or ice cream.” Jordan returned his attention to me. “Let’s go to the library and talk about it,” he said. His narrowed eyes conveying his worry.

I finally shook off the last vestiges of that vision and let him lead me towards a double door on the left. There was something demanding my attention, something pulling at me in the opposite direction from where Jordan was trying to lead me. I looked around for the source of the pull that drew my gaze to the staircase and up to the landing. A young man stood, his gaze focused on me as younger children moved around him like the eddies of a stream around a stone. His dark hair was damp, his left eye was rich chocolate brown, the right eye was milky blue. Small pale scars covered the right side of his face and neck, disappearing under his shirt. But it wasn’t the scars that captured my attention. It was something else, and I slowed my steps, pulling out of Jordan’s embrace and moved towards the stairs, wanting to speak to this man.

“Yuri.” Jordan called and the man at the top of the stairs startled as if my uncle had yelled.

He came down slowly, one strong hand skimming along the banister, not meeting my gaze, and nervousness flowed over me. Who was he? Why was I so drawn to him? “Delilah,” Jordan said, “This is Yuri. He was one of the first kids who came to us shortly before we moved here.”

I stared at him, willing him to raise his gaze. Why wouldn’t he look at me? Why wouldn’t he speak? “Pleasure to meet you.” I tried to coax him into looking up with the human pleasantry.

“Yuri, this is my niece, Delilah,” Jordan continued.

Finally, he raised his gaze to mine and there was an electric buzz in my mind, shutting out any other thoughts. 

“Nice to meet you,” he said, holding out his hand.

Right, that was the way humans greeted each other. I put my hand in his and a tingle went up my arm. I didn’t want to let go. Curiously, I had no visions of his past, no glimpses of his future. He was a blank slate for me. Even with family, I could sense their strengths and weakness and sometimes I could see glimpses of their past. This human was definitely not blood related, or at least I very much hoped he wasn’t. I frowned, like breathing, it just happened, why wasn’t it happening with him?

He pulled his hand away, and I resisted the urge to snatch it back . . . barely. I wasn’t ready to let go yet, but I reluctantly did. He looked down again, a feeling of defeat in my mind. Was it what he was feeling? Jordan tapped my shoulder. “We can go talk in the library.”

Talk? About what? At Jordan’s amused look, my brain started working again. I was here for a purpose. What was it? I racked my brain for a moment trying to get the thoughts of getting that handsome human, Yuri, out of my head and refocus on why I was actually here. Ah yes, Gabriel’s message. What was the message again? Evacuation, right? Right. Now I was fully back on track, but I had a genuine desire to let myself be pulled off track again. Reluctantly, I turned away from Yuri and followed Jordan into the library. Miri joined us not long after. I had a mission, and it sure wasn’t being distracted by a man I’d just met, no matter how fascinating I found him or how my instincts demanded I keep him at my side.

Jordan didn’t close the library door all the way, and I wondered at the action but didn’t say anything. My entire family was filled with sneaks. There was nothing to hide. The children here were victims of the war. None of them were strangers to the harsh realities of it and all of them were familiar with moving. 

“Hungry?” Jordan asked, lifting a tray of cookies.

I laughed and shook my head. “No. I am actually not staying long.” I was a little hungry, but if I ate now, it would delay my mission.

Miri looked at me for a long moment. “Honey, why do I feel like I need to sit down for this conversation?”

I shrugged. Jael had warned me Miri could be difficult if she wasn’t the center of attention. “Maybe you should?”

Miri and Jordan shared a look, and she sat in one chair, while Jordan took the couch. I glanced at the open door. Not because I was worried about being overheard, but because I could feel him. I almost laughed with joy when I saw him peeking through the crack, yet didn’t call attention to it. I didn’t want to embarrass him into running away when what I really wanted him to do was come through the door and join us. Maybe I should call out for him to join us. I put the thought aside and refocused my attention as I addressed the matter at hand. “The Republic of Aurumden is moving their troops from where they were stationed along the southern border for over five years. Which is part of the reason for the peace lasting this long and now they are returning to the capital. But they aren’t staying in their barracks there. Gabriel is almost positive they will move toward our border, slowly.” I shrugged. “I’ve learned to trust him on things like that.”

The curtains fluttered in the wake of Miri’s upset, temporarily blowing away the heat of the day. Jordan reached to put a hand on her shoulder, but she glared at him and he dropped his arm. Strange, I’d never seen an anam cara brush off their partner’s touch unless they were angry. Were Miri and Jordan fighting? What could they be fighting about? “Are they attacking?” Miri asked, her tone a little defensive.

I weighed my answer carefully, some instinct warning me not to trust her, so I hedged. “Not yet. They seem to be waiting for something from Seladon. Commitment of troops, maybe? Or deciding who to send. I don’t know.” I glanced at the door again. Even though I couldn't see him, I could feel his presence. “Gabriel is still working on finding locations to resettle everyone in, but he wants you ready to evacuate at a moment’s notice. He didn’t say it in so many words, but I think he fears there may only be a moment’s notice.”

“He probably has agents in the military in Aurumden,” Jordan said with a grin. “They stationed me in Jackson City for twenty years, and I know the team I was assigned to has changed members, but the team leader is still there. Don’t worry about where he gets his information. It’s always good. My brother-in-law never tells anyone everything. Not even Jael. Trust me, he has agents in Seladon too, though where I couldn’t begin to guess. If Donaldson and Shaw are working together, Gabriel knows about it.”

Miri gave Jordan a disgusted look but spoke to me. “They wouldn’t attack an orphanage. We can’t leave. What if there is a child that needs us?” Miri protested.

I folded my arms and looked at her. “Yes, they would. How many homes have they attacked all ready? Homes with children, toddlers, infants? They’ve attacked the nesting grounds and crushed dragon eggs, killing those hatchlings. Naturally, the rescue chain will be alerted. They wouldn’t bring a child here. If I’m not mistaken, you have had no war orphaned children in the last ten years.”

“I refuse to believe they will intentionally harm children,” she insisted.

“Are you willing to take the risk?” Jordan asked quietly. “Because I’m not.”

I agreed with my uncle. Why wouldn’t she believe they wouldn’t harm children? How many Kaldona children had died in unprovoked attacks? She was a victim of such an attack. But she didn’t remember it. A sick feeling settled in my chest. Was the reason she didn’t remember was what I was shown in the vision?

“It will upset the children, uprooting them like this,” Miri said, taking a different track yet continuing to argue.

“Yes, it might,” he agreed, his voice strained. “But isn’t their safety more important? They will understand we are trying to keep them safe if Aurumden does attack here. The war has uprooted all the children before. This won’t be the first time we have moved them. The most important thing is that they are safe.” The two were silent for a time, probably engaged in telepathic communication. I didn’t say anything. There were no other arguments I could give that were any more convincing than the safety of the children. Miri would have to agree to the relocation mainly because it was Gabriel’s priority, and he would order the move if he had to, no matter Miri’s objections. Any grown male dragon or human soldier would simply throw her over his shoulder, and that would be the end of that.

Jordan and Miri loved their children and would do what was best for them. I was certain of that. Miri though would be an issue. She reminded me of a three-year-old sulking or throwing tantrums when she didn’t get her way. I stood and walked to look out the window. I rested my hand against the window shelf as I looked out the window on a beautiful summer day. 

Glass shattered outward at the force of the explosion, angry flames of red and orange licked up along the wood paneling and over the furnishings. The noise was deafening but couldn’t cover the screams of someone in pain. Bricks began to crumble and fall, dust filled the air as another explosion rocked the foundation of the building.

I yanked my hand away, cutting off the vision. Miri might not believe it, but at some time some force would bomb this building. My visions were never wrong, though sometimes
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