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Chapter One
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“Tell me again why we’re doing this.”

Terra Heggan chuckled softly, searching the rock wall above her for a crevice with the fingers of her free hand. She found one, set the piton in a groove of the ancient stone then tied off.  Relaxing back into her harness, she turned, shining the head lamp over her shoulder. It landed on her twin sister, Lanni Heggan. “Because it’s fun. Because it’s the only place left in this world to get an honest adrenaline rush. Because –”

“Because it’s also the only place Nolan can’t or won’t follow you,” her younger sibling mocked.

Terra climbed another ten feet, hoping the snarl in her next words wasn’t as telling as it sounded. “That’s a perk, not a reason.” 

She heaved herself up by the fingertips, grabbed the next crevice, and for just a moment hung suspended nearly two hundred feet in the air while she set a piton. Tying off, she watched her younger sister carefully, ready to grab the rope joining them and take up the weight if there was a problem. Seeing her sister set her own piton, she relaxed. “It’s no one’s fault that Nolan Harrington V was raised a mama’s boy and has no desire to muss his manicure.”

Lanni’s reply was breathless as she brought herself up to Terra’s level. “Then why in the world are you marrying the guy?” 

“Because we need the money,” Terra said. “Mom and dad are on the verge of losing everything and the Harrington’s are loaded.”

Lanni reached across the space between them, laying a hand on her sister’s forearm. “That’s a perk, not a reason,” she said, throwing Terra’s own words back. “You don’t love him, Ter.”

“No, I don’t.” She shifted the hard hat back and wiped the sweat off her brow with a forearm. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m well past the age where love matters all that much. My family’s security –” Terra stared her sister in the eye. “Your security – means a great deal more to me than some fanciful notion of love.”

“Ter,” Lanni said. 

Terra raised a hand. “No, no, I’m honest enough with myself to admit I’ll never find love. Not true love anyway. So what’s the point of keeping that hope alive? I’m settling, and I know it, but it’s ok.”

Lanni gave her a skeptical look. “Uh huh...” She shrugged when Terra didn’t comment further and took the lead for a bit, scampering up the rock wall like a monkey in the jungle. 

Not that Terra had ever actually seen a monkey scamper, but she’d read enough books on the subject and had enough of an imagination left to get the picture. They only had another hundred feet or so left on this adventure. Soon they’d reach the ledge marked on the map she’d obtained before arriving in what was left of the Grand Teton Mountains of Wyoming. It was one of the few places on earth that hadn’t been overrun with humanity in the last hundred years or so. As she’d said, one of the few places left on earth where an honest adrenaline rush could be obtained without the aide of cybertronics.

Terra smiled softly and followed her sister up the wall, setting pitons along the way, until they reached the ledge of rock. It wasn’t really a ledge, but an entrance to a cave. A dark, musty tunnel yawned before them, and Terra swung her head left and right. The lamp barely penetrated the darkness, and she was tempted to explore it, despite its ominous presence.

“What now?” Lanni asked.

“Let’s explore.” Swinging her pack off, Terra set it down in the dirt and pulled out a heavy flashlight. “Feeling adventurous sis?”

Lanni shrugged. “Sure. Why not? I mean, it’s not like we’ve got anything else to do, right?”

Terra smiled widely at the prospect. “Right!”

The cave was marked on the map but no other details were readily apparent. No hand-drawn tunnels leading off of it, no markings to indicate whether it was dangerous or not. Probably because no one had bothered to take a closer look.  

No surprise there. Given the current state of the world, not many humans took the time to enjoy the simple pleasures in life. No one rock-climbed much anymore, at least not in the real world. No one spent time away from their computers and videos and various and sundry available cybertronics. Why expend the energy to do something when you could get the same effect through a vid-helmet and never had to leave the comfort of your own couch?

Humans had become extensively lazy in the last millennium. As technology had improved, the need to do things for oneself had been lost. There were robots and computers to do for you these days, so why expend unnecessary energy?

That was the thinking of most at least.

Some, like Terra, still preferred the old-fashioned way. She loved working up a sweat and the sense of accomplishment she got from a completed project. She scooped up the pack again, slinging it over her shoulders and pointed the flashlight ahead.

It barely penetrated the darkness, but she wasn’t worried. 

There was no indication this was dangerous.

With a smile and a shrug, she led the way down the tunnel. Lanni followed and a companionable silence fell between them.

Lanni finally broke it when the passage narrowed. “I don’t think we can go any further.”

Terra waved the light over the enclosing rocks. “Sure we can, just one at a time.” She pulled a coil of rope from her belt and tied one end to Lanni’s waist.

Her sister’s voice was full of nervousness. “It’s probably a dead end. Let’s go back, Ter.”

Terra laughed. “Not on your life, sis. Come on. If it gets any tighter, we’ll head back. I promise.” 

“Ok.”

Lanni still sounded worried, but Terra wasn’t about to be outdone. Not today. This was her last chance, her last gasp as it were, to do as she pleased, and she wasn’t about to give that up. Not without something to remember!

Terra took the lead, and within moments of starting down the passage, her upper arms scraped against the rocks on either side. With every step the walls closed in and she was thankful she wasn’t claustrophobic. Her gear rattled, pitons and d-rings clinking together, mingling with her heavy breathing as she worked her way along.

Lanni’s equally labored breaths made Terra grin, and she realized how lazy she’d let her sister become, too. But it was too late to change. In just a few days, she would be married and not allowed to sneeze without an ok from her husband.

The walls seemed to shift another inch closer, and Terra sucked in her stomach, wriggling through a surprisingly tight passage. She pushed beyond it, and the press of rocks expanded again. She took a confident step, and the sand under her boot gave way.

She screeched as the weight of her pack shifted unexpectedly, as if an unseen force had shoved her in the back and sent her further along in a rush. She grabbed for the rocks to slow her progress, but they’d turned slick with condensation. Her stomach knotted with fear as she rushed forward. Her feet had a mind of their own and continued to churn through the sand, working against her attempts to stop.

The rope around her waist tightened, jerking her progress to a halt.

“Ter? You ok?”

Terra straightened, panting slightly and twisted the flashlight and helmet lamp around. “I’m fine,” she called back. “Just stumbled.” She paused, judging the new opening for a moment. “Come on through. Watch your step though, the sand is loose...”

Lanni, apparently not as fleet footed on land as on rock, slammed into her back with a grunted oomph.

“Back there.” Terra chuckled, turning to give her sister a hand in gaining her balance again. “You ok?”

Lanni laughed, the sound light but still holding an undercurrent of nervousness. “Yeah. Just wasn’t expecting that dip.”

Terra swung her lamp back the direction they’d come. “Dip?”

Lanni nodded quickly. “It– it –” she stuttered. “I felt like I was being pushed down a hill.”

Terra had felt much the same, but nothing behind them seemed out of the ordinary. And, with a new cavern ahead, she had a definite itch to explore further. “Well, we’re fine. Come on. Let’s keep going.” 

Her voice echoed off the stone, and she swung the flashlight here and there, trying to get a feel for how large this new cavern might be. It seemed massive and never ending. She took a step forward, intrigued, and didn’t see the slope until it was too late...

Terra’s scream bounced off into the darkness, propelled along as she slid wildly down the sand. She kicked her feet and rolled onto her stomach, grappling with the soft surface, hoping to slow her descent. Finding nothing, she kicked herself onto her back again, watching the flashlight bounce along at her feet and with a weird sense of awe and dread of an inevitable death settling in the pit of her stomach.

Would she plunge off a cliff in the end and fall into a dark pit, never to be heard from again? 

Would she continue to gain speed, slamming into hard rocks that would break every bone in her body? 

Would she drag Lanni along to their deaths? 

Would anyone ever find their bodies?

She’d made a classic spelunking mistake and not left behind any sign of where they’d gone. Other than the pitons they’d need to climb down again, there was no indication they’d entered the cave...

“Lanni! Grab—” she tried to warn but was too late.

The rope at Terra’s waist pulled taut, driving the webbing up into her ribcage and a second scream pierced the darkness. The air was forced from her lungs in a rough whoosh, and she barely had enough time to draw in more before she slid to an unexpected halt in a tangle of arms and legs against something...soft?

Lanni wasn’t far behind and once more slammed into Terra’s back, her booted feet landing on her shoulders.

“Oomph!” Lanni grunted. “What the hell?”

Terra scrambled to right them both and searched for the flashlight. Its faint glow under the pile of sand they’d brought down with them drew her eye and she reached for it. Digging it free, she passed the cone over whatever had halted their progress. It seemed to be a wall of some sort, but it glittered in the light, a faint sheen of condensation creating tiny rainbows as she swept it back and forth.

Then it moved. Literally.

The sparkling rainbows shifted, undulated and parted to reveal...a giant...eye.

“Holy, shit,” Lanni whispered. “Is that – a dinosaur?” 

The reptilian eye blinked once then focused sharply. 

Terra scooted backwards, air stuck in her lungs as a voice vibrated across every fiber of her being.

“I am not a dinosaur,” it said. The wall moved a second time, drawing away from them, and turned, revealing two very large nostrils and an equally long snout. “I am a Dragon.”

Terra exchanged a stupefied look with her sister, at once on the verge of screaming hysterically and yet fascinated by what her eyes were seeing and her brain was telling her couldn’t be true. 

A Dragon? An honest to Gods, real, live Dragon?

White smoke coiled out of its right nostril in a huff, and its majestic head lowered, turning to look at them. The lids narrowed and the voice rumbled against the ground. “And what might you be?”

The simple question shook Terra out of her stupor. “We’re human,” she answered much more calmly than she felt.

The long snout jerked up and back, his voice reverberating with what might have been shock. Or awe. She couldn’t really tell. 

“Human? Humans!? Here? Oh, no, no, no...flagnok and double flagnok!”

Without pause, the thing uncoiled its long body and rose onto four short, thick-looking legs. A claw as large as the rented SUV they’d left at the cavern’s entrance, reached out and scooped them together into its palm, talons as tall as Terra was, curling around them.

“Oh no, no, no,” it muttered, turning away from where they’d slid to a halt and heading off down a passage his body had previously blocked. “No, no, no...it’s too soon! You weren’t – you can’t! It’s not yet time!”

Tossed off her feet, Terra worked onto her knees, shouting up at the thing. “What the hell?” She pushed at a nearby talon, trying to move it and slip free. “What are you doing?”

He said nothing, and they emerged from a tunnel into the bright sunlight a few minutes later. With care Terra didn’t know a beast so large would be capable of, it set them down again in some knee-high purple grass and started pacing.

“What to do, what to do!?” it muttered, talking more to itself than to them. “I can just – no, not that. I could –” he paused and shook his head. “No, no, that won’t work either. There’s always –” Another pause and another shake that rained sand and pebbles down around them.

Terra covered her head and, out of the corner of her eye caught Lanni doing the same.

In the bright light, Terra got her first good look at the creature and was filled with a sense of its majesty. From nose to tail it was easily the length of two football fields and almost as tall as a three story building with scales the size of a modern-day vehicle. The surface of its body flickered through a rainbow of colors as it paced back and forth, rattling the ground under their feet with each step.

“No, no, I can’t do that, either.” It spun to the left, turning a bright pink, and its scales rippled as it drew in a long breath. “Maybe I could –” 

It spun around to the right, a wave of bright blue rolling along its body. It stopped, and yet another band of color twisted down its length. The rainbow finally settled on a mix of bluish-green, and it rose up enough to clap its two front feet together. “That’s it! Come on, climb up!” it ordered excitedly, lowering its head to the ground. “Hurry, hurry now,” it added when neither of them moved.

No longer in awe, Lanni stepped forward, her normally diminutive sister bristling with anger. She stomped a foot and crossed her arms. “Now, see here! We’re not going anywhere with you until you start making some sense!”

Terra intervened, putting herself in front of the creature’s massive maw. “Easy, sis,” she warned. “I’d really hate to get eaten a couple of days before the wedding.”

The Dragon’s head jerked back, white puffs of smoke coiling out of its nostrils, and spoke in an incensed tone. “Eaten? Eaten? Why, I, haven’t –” it sputtered, sending a rain of spit into the air. “I would never!” It put a paw to its breast and tears pooled in its eyes. “I’ll have you know I’ve not eaten another creature in three hundred Suns!”
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Chapter Two
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Draven Taraxus stared out his window, only half-listening to Jarex Copsa and Kyde Phara, current Regents of the Griffon and Pegasus populations go at it.

“I will not stand by and let you insult my Roost, horse, much less my people,” Jarex squawked. His short beak clacked together a couple of times, and his wings expanded, flapping loudly. “I demand you withdraw these accusations at once!”

Kyde snapped a hoof against the stone floor of Draven’s private conference room, sparks shooting off in several directions. “I will not!” Kyde’s large head nodded toward the table, and he snorted. “The evidence of the Griffon’s involvement in the raids is right there! Your Majesty, I implore you to not only sanction Roost Baltus, but all the Griffon Houses.”

Draven didn’t move. Internally he sighed, really wanting to set aside his crown to The Five Kingdoms and give the two overbearing, arrogant leaders a lesson in manners. He wouldn’t, but that didn’t stop the desire from coursing along his arms. Silence stretched across the room, and out of the corner of his eyes he caught two of his personal guards shifting ever so slightly.

They were nervous in the face of their natural enemies, and Draven couldn’t blame them. He hated dealing with them as well, but as King, he didn’t have much choice. Not anymore.

He stamped down his primal instincts and turned, keeping his tone appropriately measured. “I will peruse the evidence presented and adjudicate my decision in four rotations.”

Jarex’s green eyes narrowed, but he bowed his head in acceptance. The Griffon couldn’t argue with the decision, and they both knew it.

Kyde’s head dipped regally, and he spun, hooves sparking against the stones as he left. 

Jarex waited two heartbeats and followed, his long front talons scraping the floor.

The scurrying of much smaller feet across the table drew Draven’s gaze. 

Furiem Corlant darted toward the sheaf of papers the Pegasus had left and stacked them together with his small hands. “Well done, Sire,” the Ferret said. He rolled the evidence up, stuffed it into a tube and then tucked it into a bag he dragged along behind him. “I will compile a report forthwith,” he added, patting the canvas cover.

A smile tugged at his lips. “Thank you, Furiem. I look forward to it.”

The animal bowed its head and scampered off the table again, humming a jovial-sounding tune. He skipped across the stones and disappeared through a small door at the other end of the room. 

Draven liked the little guy and was thankful he’d hired him as the official Reporter. 

Left alone, save for the guards, Draven turned back to the window. Staring up at the fluffy blue clouds in the sky, he wanted to be up there, right now, instead of stuck in this cold, impersonal place, waiting for the next dispute in need of settling. 

He longed to feel the wind lifting him higher and higher. He ached deep in his chest to float among the masses of fluff, almost desperate to feel the moisture slide across his scales...

It wasn’t to be, though. He hadn’t had a free flight in a number of Suns. Not since they’d set that ugly monstrosity on his head.

The door behind him swung open, and his second-in-command strode calmly across the room. Catching the reflection in the glass pane, he smiled.

Arin Manus returned it and stopped beside him. Handsome in his own way, he swiped shoulder length tawny hair back over his shoulder, and his golden-brown eyes swung toward him with a look Draven couldn’t read. Dressed in a three-piece pinstriped suit of black, Arin folded his corded arms across his chest and sighed softly. “How did it go?”

Draven snorted once and clenched a hand into a fist. “The same way it always does when the Griffons start shit,” he answered honestly. “How about you?”

Arin shrugged a shoulder. “The market took a hit today,” he said calmly. “According to rumor, the Centaurs are on the verge of revealing some new machine that will greatly improve harvesting. Buzz is, it will revolutionize the farming community, and the Goblins are all over it, buying up stock as fast as they can mine the gems to do it.”

“And the Ogres? How did they take your questions?”

Arin snorted softly, and his thumb grazed across his upper chest. “Fine. I handled it well enough.”

Draven scrubbed a hand down his face and dropped his eyes to the city below, watching the throng of his citizens moving here and there. It wasn’t yet evening, and the city still hummed with life. Buildings of stone and steel stretched away from his vantage point, some almost as tall as his own offices. 

They were a contradiction in terms, and he could only blame his bastard of a father for the change in their lives. A hundred Suns ago, the aging ruler had just...disappeared. When he reappeared, he was full of tales of the human world. A place that most believed no longer existed, Draven included.

His father had ranted and raved about technology and computers and vehicles that moved faster than any Centaur or Dragon and great machines that moved the soil with hardly any effort and foods more delicious than any in the Five Kingdoms and drinks more intoxicating than even Goblinale—

The Council thought him utterly mad, of course, and voted immediately for impeachment.

And that left Draven with the crown firmly seated on his head, something he’d never wanted! He’d been happy before that, content to take flight whenever it suited him, or while away the daylights and darkfalls in whatever bed of whatever female companion he might choose at the time.

Two Suns after the council had declared his father insane and Draven’s Coronation had taken place, he’d found the laptop the King had brought back with him and all the marvelous wonders it contained.

It was too late to help his father, though. Sadly, the King had taken his own life after being removed from the throne. After finding the device, though, Draven realized that some of the things from that other world could be used to vastly improve the lives of everyone in the Five Kingdoms. Along with Arin’s help, he’d slowly been introducing the advances to their world.

Draven’s father may have had his issues, but it was only fair to honor what few good memories he had of the man by doing what the King could not during his tenure. 

And it worked. Over the next ten Suns, the wars between the various races had ceased in the face of ever improving technology. Age old feuds were set aside when factions realized they could use one another and both gain profits from the interaction.

For the last ninety Suns, life had been good. Peace reigned, and Draven was proud of all they had accomplished.

Until now. Now, life seemed to be nothing more than a never ending series of reports and meetings and conference calls and, and, and...

The door swung open, again drawing his attention. One of the guards stepped in front of their newest visitor, his hand falling to the sword at his hip. 

Draven couldn’t quite see who was trying to enter, his view blocked by the broad shield the guard carried. The guard’s head bobbed once, and whoever it was retreated as another closed the door in the visitor’s wake. Tane, if he remembered the guard’s name correctly, spun on a heel and started across the long room, the look on his face a combination of shock and confusion. He stopped right before them and bowed to a knee, chin dropping to his chest. “Forgive the intrusion, Sire, but there is news you should hear.”

Draven waved a hand. Realizing a bit belatedly that Tane couldn’t see the gesture, he added, “Go on.”

The man’s head snapped up and concern flashed through his eyes. “Humans, Sire. Two of them.”

Draven blinked, pressing his lips together. “Impossible.”

Arin turned and gestured wordlessly for the man to say more.

Tane turned a look toward his commander then back to him. “They were spotted, this morning, near the Northern Caves.”

***
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Despite the mythological antiquity of the creature under them – one that shouldn’t even exist – the city toward which they flew looked as modern as the one Terra had grown up in. Buildings, some sixty stories tall, stretched toward the masses of blue clouds above, glittering brightly in the late afternoon sun rolling toward the west.

She hadn’t known what to expect, couldn’t have guessed really, but from the moment they’d met Enon the Dragon to now, a part of her had wanted there to be a majestic castle looming in the distance. It would fit the beast better than the modern-day skyline ahead, that’s for sure!

“Is – is that a city?” Lanni yelled above the wind.

Enon’s head swung around, and he smiled, exposing two rows of body-length, very sharp-looking teeth. “Sure is,” he replied, his tone gleeful. “That’s Bra’ka!”

Terra dug her fingers deeper into Enon’s scales as they tilted over and began to descend. Even after the proclamation that he hadn’t eaten anyone in a long time, she’d still been tempted to grab Lanni’s hand and rush back into the cave. 

Seeming to read her thoughts, though, Enon had blocked the entrance with his massive body and again lowered his head. “You can ride, or I can carry you, your choice.”

Thinking back on it, she should have taken him up on the offer to be carried. Sandwiched between two of the hard scales along the ridge of his back, his talon laden paw might have been more comfortable. It certainly would have been warmer! The wind had long since ripped off the hard hat she’d worn for the spelunking, and hair covered her eyes. She swiped it away, wishing she was able to reach her pack and dig out a pony-tail holder.

Enon landed on the tallest building and lowered his head. 

Her stomach lurched into her throat, but she slid to the gravel covered rooftop. Her legs were shaky, not only from the climb earlier, but also from gripping into the Dragon’s neck during the long ride. She wobbled for a minute, then forgot her own pain when Lanni landed beside her. Reaching out to steady her sister, she spoke to the beast again. “Where are we?”

“My office.”

The two words rumbled over her in a wave of heat the likes of which she’d never felt before. It started in the pit of her stomach, similar to an oven on low, and then built quickly, spreading through her body in a blaze of wildfire she couldn’t have stopped if she tried.

“Thank you Enon. You may return to your post.”

The majestic beast bowed low before lifting off again with a hard flap of his wings. The burst of air kicked up the tiny pebbles, pelting everyone on the roof, and Terra closed her eyes against the barrage. When the wind stopped, she sputtered, swiping the long, unruly mass of hair out of her eyes, and spun to confront the man giving such calm-sounding orders.

The air stuck in her lungs, and her heart stopped dead in her chest. She clutched a hand at her flimsy t-shirt, twisting the material in a fist as if that would start the muscle up again. Her mouth fell open, and she tried to suck air past her lips, failing miserably as she stared into the most gorgeous pair of eyes she’d ever seen...

Molten-colored, like the lava of a volcano, the eyes drifted up and down slowly, roaming over her from head to toe. Something flashed through them, lightening the irises to the color of a setting sun. The man’s chest expanded, his nostrils flared, and the color shifted to a bright red then settled back to the original, glowing orange.

She couldn’t breathe – much less move – and felt similar to a deer in the headlights of an oncoming car.

“Who are you?” Lanni asked.

His gaze swung toward the question, breaking the spell, and she gratefully dragged air into her starving lungs. When she could, she gathered her wits and gave him the same once over. 

Strong shoulders stretched beneath a double-breasted jacket of light grey and his smoky hair fell past the collar of a pristine white button-down shirt. His stance was wide, and grey slacks that matched his jacket covered his long, thick legs. The muscles of his thighs bulged as he shifted his weight forward minutely.

“Who are you?” he countered on a growl, those delicious eyes narrowing.

Her beloved sister didn’t seem as mesmerized. 

Lanni cocked a hip out, crossed her arms and waved a hand toward him. “I’m Lanni Heegan. This is my sister, Terra. And you are?”

The man’s spine straightened. The reaction was nearly imperceptible, and she’d have totally missed it if she hadn’t been looking right at him. She knew that move. It was the same one her father used whenever an underling questioned his authority.

“Draven Taraxus,” he said in a firm voice. His mouth opened then snapped shut with a clack as the door behind him opened. He cut a look over his shoulder, clearly irritated at the interruption. “What?”

Another man, just a hair taller than Draven with long tawny brown hair and golden eyes, stepped out into setting sun. He was different, not quite human though. His face was slightly elongated, with a short snout and a black, triangular nose. His jaw was thick, block like, his eyes were sunken back into his skull, and reminded her of a bi-pedal lion. Crossing his arms over a barrel chest, he shrugged. “Nothing, just wanted to see if it was true for myself.”

Draven turned back and grey smoke coiled out of his nostrils. “Apparently, it is.”

Shaken out of her stupor, she put herself between the men and Lanni with a single step. “That’s it. Someone better start telling us what the hell is going on, right now!”

***
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Arin shoved an elbow in Draven’s ribs and jerked his chin toward the women, a hint of teasing in his next words. “Feisty one, that.”

Draven snorted softly. No one in a hundred Suns had spoken to him in such a manner. Despite the fact he’d never wanted the crown, it was his by birth, and every creature in the Five Kingdoms respected him for wearing it. At least they pretended to, but civil unrest was brewing. 

The latest evidence of it was the confrontation, just that morning, between the Griffons and Pegasus.

“Do you know where you are?” Arin asked, interrupting Draven’s thoughts.

He swung his eyes back to the pair, locking with the sparkling silver of the one named Terra. He did not expect the same reaction to her as before. 

But it happened.

His three hearts seized roughly, each catching on a beat and straining to start up again. The need to become his true self nearly overwhelmed him, making his bones ache to expand and twist and crack before reforming into a beast not unlike Enon. Fire coalesced in his blood, swirling through his body until it threatened to burst from every pore.

He’d been alive hundreds of Suns, slept with hundreds of females in just about every type known, but none had ever lit his Dragon Fire. 

Until now...

Oh sure, they all tried. It was tradition. But none had succeeded.

He drew in the burst of cold air that rolled up the side of the building, trying to calm the insistent need to throw the woman over his shoulder and take her back to his private suite. 

It didn’t work. 

His palms burned to squeeze the breasts pushing against her too-thin shirt. His dick expanded, filling with blood and fire and a desperate need to plunge into her folds. The muscles in his arms vibrated, impulsively wanting to wrap around her and never let go. His fingers itched to dive into the fire-red tresses dangling down her back...

The other one – Lanni – stepped around her sister, her answer to Arin’s question breaking the spell for a second time.

“If we knew, we wouldn’t ask to know, now would we?” she said, tapping a boot against the roof.

Draven could hear the wariness in Arin’s reply. “I suppose not. Very well. You are in Bra’ka, the Capitol City.”

Terra spoke up, once more drawing his gaze. “Of?”

Draven blinked, almost scared to look at her again. “Of?”

Those gorgeous silver eyes pinched into a glare, rolling over him like he was a stupid, just-hatched youngling. “Of what? The Capitol of what?” 

“The Third Kingdom,” he replied. “Bra’ka is the Capitol of the Third Kingdom.”

The two humans exchanged a look, and it was Lanni that spoke, her voice a low whisper he had no trouble hearing with his hyper-sensitive ears. “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, sis.”
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Chapter Three
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This had to be a practical joke. Something Lanni cooked up and implanted in a vid-helmet as a pre-wedding gift. The one last hoorah Terra had wanted, but with a twist? Had to be! It was the only thing that explained – well everything. 

No! 

She remembered the flight from Denver to Casper, Wyoming. Remembered the day it had taken them to drive to the mountain range, remembered sleeping in the tent the night before they set out to explore the nearby caves...

But still. This was all too fanciful to be real. 

Wasn’t it? 

Riding on a Dragon? Third Kingdoms? An all-too handsome hero that took her breath away?

Lanni knew Terra’s love of all things mythological, had seen the collection of books on fairy tales she prized above most things. It had taken her years to find them all, and she hoarded the ancient volumes, letting very few see – much less touch or read them – even her beloved sister.

So, that had to be it. Lanni had purchased this fantasy to give her one last adventure before she settled into the loveless marriage that would save their family.

Terra reached out and touched Lanni’s bicep, feeling the all too real dirt, sweat and grime against her palm. For a moment she doubted her speculations, but it was the only reasonable explanation. “Thank you.”

Lanni’s matching silver eyes turned her way, and her face dipped into a frown. “For what?”

She waved a hand around. “This.”

Her younger sibling’s frown darkened. “Terra, what are you talking about?”

She smiled patiently, squeezing Lanni’s upper arm. “You did this for me, and I just wanted to say I appreciate how much the program must have cost you.”

Lanni blinked in confusion. “Ter, no. This isn’t me.”

She gulped and jerked a thumb toward Draven. “You mean – he’s real?”

The man in question snorted again, and out of the corner of her eye she caught more smoke coiling from his nostrils. 

“Of course I am real. Why would I not be?” He turned toward the man beside him. “Is she mad?”

The other one’s thick brow dipped, his weirdly golden eyes narrowing slowly. “I am unsure. Anything is possible.”

Terra sputtered, striding forward with the intent to prove her theory that he was nothing more than a fantasy, despite her sister’s words. Vid-helmet programming could only go so far. Usually the subject participating in them was too engrossed to question it. Most were more than willing to go along for the ride, so the designers hadn’t tried to enhance them much further than a detailed 3-D projection sent directly into one’s brain. She wasn’t an expert on such things, but she had been through one or two in her years, mostly out of curiosity.

She lifted a hand, expecting it to pass through his body and prove her point. But very real heat coiled around her outstretched finger a scant second before she touched his chest. An unexpected burst of energy sent her flying backwards. She landed on the roof, arms and legs flailing, the air ripped from her lungs in a whoosh as she slid toward the edge...

“Terra!”

She bounced against the low wall at the far end, momentum sending her feet-over-head in a dizzying spin. She scrambled to grab the wall but missed, her fingers clutching at empty air as she began to fall.
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Draven’s triple hearts slammed together as the woman he’d just met tumbled out of sight. Instinctively he bolted across the roof, pebbles crunching under his feet as he dove after her. Folding his body into a streamline, he caught her eyes as they fell. Hers were panicked beyond reason, and he smiled before giving into the fire of his blood and allowing his true self to emerge.

His torso expanded, pores opening to release the heat that had been boiling under the surface since they’d met. It curled around him, tendrils of flame licking along his skin as it hardened into scales. His neck stretched, the extra vertebrae he needed growing of their own accord. The fire covered his face, momentarily blinding him, and he shook it away. 

A ripple of panic coursed over his thoughts as he lost sight of her, and then he relaxed. She was just below him, and he reached out with elongating fingers, massive talons ripping through the ends of each just in time to wrap around her protectively.

His office building was the tallest in the city, and that saved them both. No sooner had the rest of his body filled in than he spied the ground rushing up to meet them. With a bellow, he unfurled his long wings and caught just enough of an air current to slow their rapid descent. 

But he wouldn’t be able to stop them from crashing. With a curse, he rolled onto his back, folding the newly-formed appendages around his body, covering her with a second layer of protection as they slammed into the ground...
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“Will he live?”

“His Majesty is fine, just bounced his thick skull on the ground. He should wake shortly.”

Arin’s relieved sigh worked its way into the darkness, and Draven cracked an eye. “Not my most graceful landing.”

Arin snorted out a chuckle. “Definitely not. Definitely not.”

He groaned, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Did I hit anyone?”

The bed shifted with Arin’s weight. “Fortunately no. Most had already left for the rotation.”

Well, at least he hadn’t unintentionally killed an innocent bystander. His eyes snapped open. “Terra?”

Arin patted his arm. “She’s fine. Shaken, but fine.”

He sat up, searching his private suite. “Where is she?”

“In the dungeon,” Arin replied. “Why?”

He leaned back on his arms, frowning up at his long-time friend. “For what reason?”

Arin shrugged casually. “She touched you.”

He loved the man next to him like a brother, despite their differences, but sometimes Arin’s outlook on their laws was enough to drive him to drink! He flopped an arm over his eyes and laid back on the bed, hoping the darkness would ease the pounding in his head. “She did not touch me. My shield—”

“Stopped her, yes.” Arin finished. “She still tried. An offense, as you know, that is punishable by five Suns in the dungeon.”

He lifted his arm enough to see Arin again. “Did it occur to you to ask her why she tried to touch me first?”

The Chimera frowned. “Well, no. I just assumed—”

He smacked the man in the side of the head. “Bring her to me.”
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Lanni paced the stone cell, one eye on the door, the other on Terra. She hadn’t moved since they’d been dumped in the cold, cramped room. At least they’d been nice enough to stretch her out on one of the two ledges before exiting without so much as a by-your-leave. 

Her sister’s eyes were closed, her breathing even, but she’d still checked Terra over for any injuries. Finding none, she’d been relieved and thankful. She didn’t know what happened once the man had dove after Terra. By the time she’d reached the edge of the roof, they were on the ground, sixty stories below, several vehicles crushed and mangled under the large body of a dragon.

She’d figure it out later. 

Right now, they had bigger problems. Like being charged with assault and sentenced to spend the next five suns, whatever that meant, in this cell.

She spun and stalked toward the wall. “Some nerve,” she muttered only half under her breath. “My sister nearly dies and they throw us in the dungeon!” She went the other way, raising her voice toward the door. “Why, I have half a mind to charge him with assault! And attempted murder!”

“It would not be wise.”

The statement brought her up short, and she whirled around trying to find the speaker. “What? Who? Who’s there?”

“Down here, M’lady.”

Lanni stopped, slowing her gaze until she spied the small, rodent-looking creature perched on the edge of the stone ledge jutting out from the wall. She tried not to freak out, she really did, but she’d always hated rats! Something about their intense black eyes and wiggling little noses and squeaks and nails scrapping against things...

But this one wasn’t squeaking. And it wasn’t scraping. And its nose wasn’t wiggling.

It was just sitting there. Looking at her with – she leaned in a bit to see it better in the shadows – blue eyes? 

Blue eyes? Rats didn’t have blue eyes! 

Did they? No. They didn’t.

She took a step toward it at the exact moment the sun chose to shoot a beam through the small window set high in the wall. It landed right on the thing, and Lanni gasped sharply.

The creature wasn’t a rat at all. It looked almost like a ferret she’d seen once in a vid. With a long body covered in very soft-looking purple fur, it had four short legs, two of which were folded calmly together across its tiny chest. A long tail was curled behind him in a loop, seeming to help him sit upright, and his blue eyes continued to regard her with intelligence glittering in their depths.

“I’m sorry?”

He smiled, his little snout lifting to expose sharp teeth, and his whiskers finally did wiggle. “I said, it would not be wise. Attempting to levy charges against the King is a fool’s gamble at best.”

“The – the King?” she stuttered. “What are you talking about?”

It shifted down onto all fours and moved closer, pushing upright again at the end of the ledge. “The King is the one that saved your sister,” he said, jerking his snout toward Terra. “But that is for later. Right now, we must go.”

Lanni blinked at him. “Go? Go where? How?”

His hand dipped to his waist, disappearing into a small pouch she hadn’t noticed before. It reappeared, and he opened it, blowing against a small pile of dust on his palm. Green grains lifted into the air and swirled across the cell toward the far wall. They landed against the stone seconds later and formed into...

A door, complete with a glowing knob on the left hand side?

She gulped hard, nearly jumping out of her skin as the creature scurried up her leg and perched on her shoulder.

“If you will kindly open it, we will be on our way,” he said next to her ear.

“Um, what about Terra? I can’t carry her.”

The little guy chuckled. “Just open it. Your sister will be attended to.”

After only a moment’s hesitation, Lanni did as she was asked and walked forward. With a shake in her hand she couldn’t stop, she reached for the lightly glowing knob and gave it a twist...
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“Sire!”

The door to Draven’s private suite bursting open brought his head up, a growl in his voice that sounded harsher than he intended. “What?”

“The – the humans are gone,” one of his guards said breathlessly.

He shot up off the bed, pausing momentarily to shake his head against the pounding pain that hadn’t quite subsided. “What?!”

The guard gulped, shifting nervously from one foot to the other. “They – they were in their cell one minute,” he stuttered. “And then gone the next.”

He drew in a long breath, calling on his years of diplomatic dealings to remain calm. “Start. At. The. Beginning.”

The poor man gulped again and dropped his eyes to the floor, wringing his hands, causing the gauntlets on his wrists rattle softly. “As I said, Sire, they were in the cell. I looked away to sign the dinner sheet, and when I looked back, they were gone.”

He ground his teeth, doing his best to keep another growl out of his voice. “Did you replay the file?”

The man nodded quickly, still not looking up. “Of course. They just disappeared.”

Draven ran a hand through his hair, gripping the back of his neck to stave off the increased pounding in his brain. “Show me.”

The guard turned for the wall across from Draven’s bed and pressed an inset button. The area parted on silent mechanics, revealing a large screen. Pulling the keyboard out, the guard pressed a series of buttons, and the surface filled with an image of the two women. As he’d said, they were in the cell, and Draven watched with a mix of horror and fascination as they simply...disappeared.

“Back it up. Start from the time they were placed there,” he commanded.

The guard pressed another series of keys and backed up the file to the proper spot. 

Draven stood, feet braced, and watched the one called Lanni talk to herself then stop dead. She bent toward the empty ledge and then stood upright again with a jerk before they both just vanished.

Cutting his eyes cut to the corner of the frame, he noted the time. “Again. Slowly.”

On the second, frame-by-frame run-through, Draven again noted the time and found a ten second discrepancy from the moment Lanni stopped dead to the next frame in the file.

“Flagnok!”

The guard started at his choice of words. “What, Sire? What did you see?”

Not bothering to explain, he grabbed a shirt from his closet and headed for the elevator. Tapping a foot while he waited for the car to arrive, he nearly shoved himself through the doors once it did. Hitting the button for the lowest level, he used the time it took the small car to traverse the seventy-plus stories down into the dungeons to focus on the implications of the women’s appearance in their world and their subsequent disappearance. 

Arriving, Draven said nothing to the guard on duty, and simply turned left, heading for the cell. The Keeper and several of his staff milled around the door, talking in low voices. He pushed past them, as well, and into the cramped space.

Suppressing a shudder to keep his claustrophobia in check, he closed his eyes and opened himself to the magics inherent in his blood. It took him a good five heartbeats to find it – five heartbeats with the walls threatening to close in on him after every one – but eventually he did. On the far side of the room the faintest outline of a door remained.

He took two steps and touched the surface, jerking back just as quickly when dark evil sizzled against his palm.

“Unicorns!”
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Chapter Four


[image: image]


“You cannot be serious!” Arin berated after Draven explained his plan to go after the women. “We’ll send a Roc Faction. Take them from above.”

Draven stopped throwing things he might need into a travel pack and glared at his friend. “And tell them we are coming? I think not. This requires stealth.”

Arin tapped a boot against the floor, raising an eyebrow. “And a two-hundred-length dragon is your idea of stealthy?”

Draven went back to packing. “No. But if I leave now, I will arrive after darkfall. I can land and make my way in on foot.”

Arin snorted. “It is a bad plan. We know little about their lands. You could be walking into a trap.”

He zipped up the pack. “It is most definitely a trap. Why else would they have taken the humans?” Arin didn’t seem to have an immediate answer, but Draven did. “They were here less than a rotation, which means we have at least one traitor in our midst. Find out who it is.”

Arin’s shoulders stiffened, and he grunted. “No. I will set Furiem to that task. I am coming with you.”

Without waiting for Draven to approve that bit of news, Arin disappeared out the door and was back just as quickly. He’d changed from the three-piece suit he’d worn earlier to a black shirt and pants, and was sheathing his battle tested Rustac-metal sword, Thonu, across his wide back.

“Riding or flying?”

Arin tapped a finger against his chin. “I think I will ride in comfort this time. If you are eight-Nether-worlds-bent on this fool-hardy mission, someone has to bring your carcass back.”

Draven chuckled and tossed the pack to his best friend. “Fine. You can carry the gear.”

Stepping out onto the balcony, he vaulted over the railing and let the fire in his blood rise to the surface. It came on just as quickly as it had when he’d leapt to save Terra, and that was a bit of a shock. Normally it took many heartbeats to fully transform, but not this time.

Before he was two stories below his suite, his body had filled out. He flapped his long wings, pushing away from the building itself and circled once, swinging back easily to hover next to the railing.

Arin was waiting and launched himself into the air with a battle cry neither of them had heard in some time. 

Draven snatched him out of the air and without waiting for him to get comfortable in his massive claw, spun on an air current and dove toward the ground.
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It took Draven most of the rotation to cover the ground from Bra’ka to Kelas on the western coast. He thought to stop and rest in the Cyclops city, but his presence in either form would bring far too many questions and lead to way too many rumors. Instead, he swung just north of the ship-building mecca and landed on the sandy beach.

Pausing only long enough to catch his breath, he scooped Arin up without a word and took flight once more. Crossing the Bay of Cythes was going to take everything he had. He’d be exhausted by the time they reached the far shore, but his gut was screaming at him to do this.

He had no clue why the Unicorns would want Terra or Lanni. The minions of evil had not shown themselves since his father’s time – a hundred Suns ago – so why now? What could they possibly want with a pair of run-of-the-mill humans?

Granted the women were twins, spitting images of one another in all truth, and that could be the reason. Magic users, especially those that practiced the darker side of it, loved twins. 

How many spells and prophecies called for that exact thing? 

He’d lost count.

Pushing himself as high as he dared, he settled into a strong westerly pocket of the air stream and rode it. The warm air slipped across his scales, and he almost hummed with pleasure. It’d been too many Suns since he’d allowed himself flight and despite the circumstances for this one, it felt good.

Too good in all reality. Almost enough to forget this impromptu mission and just fly.

Shaking away the desire, he focused again on the problem at hand.

Wracking his brain, he dug deep into history, hoping to find answers there.

Humans had not been seen in the Five Kingdoms since before the Taraxus Dragons had taken over the Royal House. Not since Decia, the daughter of King Elfane Cali, was banished to the human world during Sun 1622. History told her story as one of dark evil. According to the records, Decia had joined with the Unicorns in order to oust her father from the throne.

When the plan was discovered, she’d been banished, and King Elfane had ordered all the portals to the human world sealed by the Pegasus. The Unicorns had retreated to the Gorum Peninsula on the very western edge of the Third Kingdom and remained there ever since.

Occasionally they would rear their dark heads, but until now, it had been nothing more than a nuisance. His father had always dealt with any sort of uprising swiftly and decisively, and they hadn’t tried anything since his own rule began.

So, why now? What could they possibly be after?
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“Gently pinch in two fingers of wart root...”

A soft, sizzling noise tickled at Terra’s consciousness, drawing her back to the real world. At first she thought it was a fly, or maybe a bee, but how could an insect have gotten into her hermetically sealed apartment?! 

It couldn’t have.

Was Lanni cooking then?

No, it couldn’t be that either. Lanni never cooked – anything. Her twin sibling left that sort of thing to their housekeeper. And whose voice was that talking? It certainly didn’t sound like their quiet housekeeper. No one lived with her but Lanni. And what in the world would either of them be doing with something called wart root?!

The voice was definitely male. Maria wasn’t married, and Lanni’s current beau was off somewhere in Britain on business.

“Very good. Next, dribble in three fingers of scale and...”

Before he could say more, something exploded with a loud pop, like a firecracker. The scent of burnt fur and flesh coated the inside of Terra’s nostrils, and she sneezed herself fully awake.

Sitting up, she swiped the hair out of her eyes and gazed around. She was in a workroom of some sort, with floor-to-ceiling shelves holding all manner of books, jars and the bleached bones of any number of animals.

Bones?

She blinked once, hoping this was some weird dream, but everything came back in a hard, earth shattering rush. Sailing across the rooftop, bouncing over the edge, falling. Watching the man who’d made her heart stop short sail into the air.

And the very last thing she remembered was his transforming hand coming right for her...

“Ah yes. There you are.”

Hooves thudded against the dirt and she turned toward the sound, staring up into the glowing red eyes of a unicorn. She blinked again. The creature was solid black, right down to his shining hooves, save for the eyes and the golden horn protruding from his forehead. 

Wait! Just wait! Every story, every fable, every fantasy book she’d ever read said unicorns were white, weren’t they?

The thing bent lower, and his eyes gave her a once over. “Excellent. I see there is no damage to you.”

She shuddered under the malevolent red color and scooted back until she bumped into a table. Gathering herself, she stood, getting a better look at the area. The room was more of a hut. She could just make out the thatching they’d used for the walls between the shelves and the bamboo poles that made up the roof. “Where am I?”

“My village.” He stepped back a pace or two and bowed his head a bit. “I am Golix, and I bid you welcome.”

She didn’t like this at all. There was something in his eyes and his voice, an undercurrent of evil that shifted across the air whenever he spoke and slithered a path down her spine. Instinctively, she wanted to run, needing to put as much distance between herself and this place as possible.

“Where’s my sister?”

Golix smiled ever so slightly, exposing pearly white teeth that were a sharp contrast to his dark coat. “She is safe. I apologize for waking you. I was hoping to have everything ready beforehand, but it is so hard to find good help.” His head jerked back around to the creature working at a table in the corner.

She stared, fascinated and just a bit horrified by the sight of the thing. At one point it had probably been a Satyr, the mythical being with the upper body of a man and the lower of a goat, but this one was well beyond that. It was short, would barely reach her waist, and his upper half was twisted and misshapen to the point of ugliness. It was covered in dark, oozing pustules that dripped yellow goop down its frame. Its lower body wasn’t in much better shape. One leg was missing below the knee, the other had been badly broken and just didn’t look like it had ever healed correctly.

It said nothing, just continued stirring the contents of the bowl in front of it.

“Now, please, make yourself comfortable. We will be done with this shortly,” Golix said, returning to the table. “As I was saying, pinch in two fingers of wart root...”

She was half-tempted to make a run for it, but something kept her pinned to the spot.

Golix’s head swung her direction, his red eyes brightening. “You cannot leave this room, dear,” he said, reading her thoughts. “I have made sure of it. You are far too valuable to me.”

“Valuable?” she croaked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Golix sighed, made a comment to his assistant she couldn’t hear and turned. The Satyr moved around the Unicorn, hopping toward her on his good leg. “Now, do not move. I would hate for Chu to damage you.”

She couldn’t have moved if she wanted to, and she did. She wanted to run! Every fiber of her being screamed at her to flee. An ancient instinct she didn’t understand twitched across her nerves, bellowing in agony when her muscles failed to respond.

Chu was inches away, his pudgy fingers wrapped around the hilt of a wickedly curved dagger. He reached for her arm just seconds before an angry roar echoed across the air, rattling everything in the hut. Bottles danced on the shelves, some crashing and shattering in the dirt. Books thudded to their sides, a film of dust lifting into the air from their covers.

Her entire body blazed with the same heat she’d felt on the roof. 

Draven was here! 

He’d come for her, and the fire cooled to a pleasurable simmer with the realization her mate was nearby.

Mate? 

Wait, what?

“Son of a dingus fly!” Golix cursed, distracting her thoughts. “Keep her here!”

Chu nodded jerkily. “Yes, Master.” He grabbed her wrist as Golix disappeared through the flap of skin that covered the door. 

The moment the Unicorn was gone, whatever spell he’d cast evaporated, and she could move. Bunching the muscles in her arm, she pulled hard, jerking the creature off-balance. She danced back as the blade came dangerously close to her mid-section, and with a smile, nailed him in the chin with a haymaker, just the way her instructors had taught.

Chu went down from the unexpected blow and lay still. 

Stepping over his body, she scooped up the blade and headed after Golix. Whatever purpose the unicorn had was not something she wanted to be part of.
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Chapter Five
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Draven swung the short sword, cutting a Satyr in half with the powerful slice. The two pieces of his body parted and fell to the dusty ground, leaving a trail of guts and dark, sizzling blood in its wake. He stepped over it, heading for the next.

“There are too many,” Arin panted beside him. Thonu sang against the resistance of the air and another minion was decapitated before it had a chance to scream. “We need help!”

He laughed, and swung at a pair of the half-man, half-goats, laughing harder as they danced back from his blade. He couldn’t blame them. Between himself and Arin, they’d already dispatched a good dozen of the things. 

But Arin was right. There were more coming. His sensitive ears could hear their hooves trampling across the jungle’s undergrowth and estimated at least another two dozen heading their way. “Then go get it. I will – be – fine,” he added, splitting a third beastie from shoulder to navel with a downward swing.

“I am not leaving you!” Arin called back.

“That was not a request,” Draven returned, felling yet another Satyr. 

They didn’t have much time. The village he’d seen from his earlier fly over was still a good distance away, and the others would be on them before they could get there. 

But Terra was there! Whatever magic had stopped his hearts and drove him to save her from certain death, also called to him now, pinpointing her location in the circle of huts and buildings.

He had no idea what the connection was, or why he felt it, but it was stronger than anything else he’d ever experienced. Some part of him recognized it was making him reckless, but the larger part of him didn’t care. 

She was in trouble, and he had to save her. Or die trying!

“Just transform and fry these mongrels!” Arin bellowed.

Now, why in all the levels of the Nether Worlds hadn’t he thought of that! 

Dropping the blade, Draven opened to the magic again. This close to Terra, the transformation was almost instant. With a whoosh, and a loud snapping of bones, muscles and sinew, he was his true self in the space of one heartbeat. Chuckling, he pulled in the hot, humid air and belched...
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Terra stopped just outside the hut, amazed and yet somewhat horrified at the multitude of creatures scurrying here and there. Like Chu, they were all misshapen and deformed and some moved better than others. They shuffled about, grabbing bows and arrows, knives and swords and tore off into the surrounding jungle.

Even in the darkness, the heat outside was stifling, and it settled against her skin, causing sweat to pop out along her arms and legs. She wiped a trickle out of her eyes and ducked between two huts before Golix or any of the others spotted her.

She needed to find Lanni first and foremost and reached out along the tendril of connection only twins shared. Lanni wasn’t nearby, which worried her. In fact, she could just barely feel her sister in the distance. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong – there was no tingle of distress along her thoughts – but still the fact they were separated by a vast space scared her.

Pushing back on the fear, Terra crouched between groups of crates and took a breath to decide on a plan of action.

Did she slip into the thick jungle to get away? 

Or did she sit and wait for Draven?

Never one to wait, she rose, kept to the shadows, and headed off into the surrounding foliage.
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Terra was on the move. Draven felt it all the way to his clawed toes. “She’s coming to us.”

His brother-in-arms stabbed one of the burning, screaming minions through the chest, silencing him. “Oh, well, that is good. Will save us some time.”

He morphed back into his humanoid form and picked up the sword again. “Indeed.” He nodded off toward the west, the direction his senses were leading. “Shall we?”

Arin sighed and wiped the blood from Thonu’s blade on nearby leaves. “Yes, let’s.”

Draven could hear more Satyrs coming, and a distinct voice giving commands to the troops, but his swath of fire would buy them some much needed time. If they didn’t want to suffer the fate of their brethren, they would have to go around it.

What Draven didn’t expect was the power of the one in command. Unicorns used the dark side of the energies inherent in the world. But when one second the jungle was ablaze with light from his dragon’s breath and the next it had fallen back into shadow – the flames extinguished by very strong magic – he knew they were in real danger.

This was not good. 

He wasn’t all powerful. In fact, he was relatively young compared to some he knew. And his magics were equally as young. He still had much to learn. But there were very few that could put out a Dragon’s Fire by command. It was inherent to their kind and shouldn’t have been that easy to extinguish!

He shoved Arin’s shoulder. “Move!”

His brother-in-arms needed no further prompting and disappeared into the shadows cast by the massive trees. He followed, keeping an ear open for approaching beasties and letting his instincts guide him toward the woman. His night-eyes kept track of Arin and allowed them both to navigate the thick undergrowth without incident.

Leaping a fallen trunk, Draven stopped dead as Terra barreled around the base of a tree ahead, nearly slamming into them. He caught her by the upper arms, steadying her against his chest. “There you are.”

She laughed softly and wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Thank you. I’ve been wondering where I was all day,” she quipped breathlessly.

The fact that she could sound so flippant amazed him. They were in real danger, but she didn’t seem to understand that. He gave her a shake, his voice harder than he intended. “Are you hurt?”

She made a weird, strangled noise and put a hand to his chest, pushing him back a step. “Just some bruised knuckles.”

He grabbed her wrist, turning them back in the direction they’d come. “We need to go.”

She jerked back on his grip, planting her feet. “Not without Lanni.”

Draven stopped dead, surprised she would resist him. “What?”

She braced herself, shoulders stiff and glared. “Not without Lanni.”

He acquiesced even though it grated on his nerves. “Fine. Where is she?”

A guilty look flitted across her features for a moment but passed quickly. “I don’t know.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder in the opposite direction. “That way, somewhere.”

Arin sheathed Thonu across his back. “I will find her. Go.” 

Terra’s eyes widened as his best friend crouched down onto all fours and began to shift. He’d seen the man do this a thousand times but seeing her reaction to it, gave it a whole new light. At first, Arin’s body was surrounded by a soft glow. It grew brighter with each passing moment until it concealed him completely. 

Unlike his own shift, there was no cracking of bone, no popping of muscle and sinew, no bellow of pain and for the first time in two hundred Suns, he was actually
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