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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for joining me on a journey through my imagination.  If you’re looking for romance and adventure with a guaranteed  Happily Ever After, then you’ve come to the right place.  My books contain paranormal plotting and fantastical action, and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.
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        You can keep in touch with me by joining my newsletter or checking out my website for the latest updates.

      

      

      
        
        Check out my website

        Sign up for my newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for giving my book a chance, and Happy Reading!

      

      

      
        
        - Mac Flynn
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      I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      I stood in the grand entrance hall of the castle of Kinrick and gaped at its wondrous new beauty, hidden away beneath a century of dust and neglect.  Gone were the cobwebs, dust, and stains of ancient mold.  In their places were pristine walls, shimmering tapestries, and floors so shining that I could have eaten from it.

      I wrinkled my nose.  “Maybe not that clean…” I murmured as footsteps approached my position.

      Edmond joined me, and his soft smile spoke volumes as he, too, admired the view.  “It would seem a century of rest has granted her fingers a new strength.”

      I snorted and cast a mischievous look up at him.  “You think she’ll even be on the roof fixing the missing shingles?”

      He grinned.  “I wouldn’t mention it to her.”

      “She’s gone and done it now!” a voice shouted, and our stony wisp friend Niks hopped through the doorway that led into the deeper depths of the castle.

      I lifted an eyebrow as our strange companion leapt on top of the large dining table.  “Done what?”

      “She’s gone and made Tinia mad!”

      Both Edmond and I blinked at our small friend, and it was Edmond who first found his voice.  “How has she done that?”

      “She took away all his favorite cobwebs, and then she threw some trash into the pit, and he ate it and now his stomach is upset!”

      I smiled.  “At least it’s not Elinor herself who’s making his stomach upset.”

      Edmond, too, looked amused.  “Hopefully Tinia will learn from Elinor’s minor infraction against his domain.”

      “Hopefully it will keep him from having any more kids…” I murmured.

      At that moment the cleaner herself appeared through the same doorway, and in her hands, she grasped a tray full of delicious food.  “Would anyone be interested in an early dinner?”

      I lifted an eyebrow as she set the platter on the table close beside Niks.  “Why early?”

      “We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow,” Edmond told me as he drew out a chair for me.  “Without the feathers my kingdom is rather more difficult to traverse, not to say anything about Balmore’s lands.”

      I took my seat, and he took up the chair at the head of the table.  “How far is it to Balmore’s capital?”

      A half day’s journey across my lands, and another day’s journey across his own,” he revealed as Elinor dished out the wonderful-smelling food onto plates in front of us.  “That is providing the roads are of any use after such a long time.”

      I noticed that Elinor’s deft hands fumbled with a piece of meat before she caught herself and resumed her work.  I caught Elinor’s eye and smiled at her.  “You’ve done a wonderful job on the castle.  It looks like new.”

      She managed a small smile of her own.  “Thank you, Miss Emma-”

      “Just Emma,” I lightly scolded her.

      She bowed her head.  “Thank you, Emma.  I’m glad to be of some help.”

      Edmond chuckled.  “‘Some help’ doesn’t begin to describe the transformation that has come over the castle.  You have done wonders to this old keep.”

      She cast a slightly scolding look at him and wagged a fork at her lord.  “There was a great deal left to the years while I was asleep, My Lord.  I am surprised you allowed such deep rot to enter this fair place.”

      He leaned back and clasped his hands together as his smile played across his lips.  “After such a long absence, I will gladly take one of your scoldings, my dear Elinor.  I should even be tempted to neglect more of the castle to hear your words.”

      She put her hands on her hip and frowned at him.  “I doubt much of the castle needs any further ‘help’ from you, My Lord.”

      Edmond threw back his head and laughed.  “That is the Elinor I missed so much!  Always feisty and never afraid to tell me the truth!”

      Her irritation softened and she smiled at him.  “I am glad to see your humor has not been lost on you, My Lord.  Being alone for such a long time must have been very difficult.”

      He gathered himself and nodded.  “It was, but” He picked up his fork with a bit of food and took in the nourishment with a smile, “the wait was worth just a taste of your famous roast beef.”

      She chuckled before she bowed her head to him.  “Thank you, My Lord.”

      He nodded at me.  “Elinor, if you will follow Emma’s lead.  Besides, there are very few ears to hear your ‘transgression.’  I hope more will soon come and then you may resume the habit, if you wish.”

      Elinor inclined her head again.  “As you wish, Edmond.  In the meantime, shall I begin packing your bags?”

      He nodded.  “That would be for the best.  I have never known anyone as organized as you are with trips.”

      Her face brightened.  “Thank you, My-” A playful look of warning stopped her.  “Thank you, Edmond.  I’m glad I can be of some service on your journey to the other domains.”

      Niks bounced up and down atop the table.  “Don’t forget to pack me!”

      Edmond shook his head.  “You will not be joining us.”

      The wisp lost the spring in his step and dropped with a hard thump onto the wood surface.  “But why not?”

      Edmond picked him up and lifted him a foot above the table.  “Fly.”

      Niks wormed around in Edmond’s grasp.  “You know I can’t do that right now!”

      Edmond set him back on the table.  “That is exactly why you will remain here.  The only use you would have on our adventure would be as a weapon to throw at a wild animal.”

      Niks resumed his hopping.  “I don’t mind doing that!”

      “You’d make a better weapon for Elinor,” I spoke up as I gave a sly wink at our server.

      She smiled and set a hand on top of Niks’ head.  Or as near to one as he had.  “I would be grateful for your protection.”

      Niks wiggled beneath her gentle touch.  “I-I suppose I could stick around here.  I mean, I am a protector of the realm, right?”

      Elinor nodded.  “Of course, and I could use some assistance in cleaning the castle.  The stables are particularly bleak.”

      Niks leaned to one side.  “How can I help with that?”

      Her eyes twinkled with mischief.  “You might roll over the bugs that have infested the stalls and crush them.”

      The small stone bounced up and down.  “A game of tag!  I can do that!”

      Elinor scooped up the eager wisp into her palms.  “But first you will help me fold the clothes into the bags.  If you will excuse us.”  She inclined her head to Edmond and me and hurried off to begin her chore.

      Edmond pushed away his empty plate and leaned back in his chair.  He twined his fingers together and set his hands in his lap as he smiled at the clean room about us.  “I find myself reluctant to leave.”

      I studied the room myself and nodded.  “Yeah.  It’s really nice now, isn’t it?  She even cleaned the fireplace.”

      He cast his eyes at the warm fire that crackled in the pristine hearth.  “She has always worked miracles.”

      “Well, I’ll help her with the miracle of packing enough food for us to last my stomach,” I announced as I stood.  A glance at Edmond made me step over to him where I set a hand on his arm.  He looked up and I smiled down at him.  “You’re not alone anymore.”

      He set a hand atop mine and nodded.  “I will forever be grateful for that.”

      I slipped away and upstairs where I found Elinor and Niks deep in conversation.

      “No, no, the other shirt,” Niks insisted as he hopped up and down on the bed where the two backpacks were wide open.  “The one with the stripes!”

      Elinor stood before the dresser and turned to him with her arms full of clothes and a frown on her lips.  “Stripes are for spring.  Solids are for traveling.”

      It wasn’t exactly a deep conversation.

      I cleared my throat and caught their attention.  “Mind if I help?”  A look from both of them answered my question, and I gave the pair a nervous smile.  “Maybe I’ll just sit on the bed and watch.”

      I plopped myself down near Niks, and the small stone bounced onto my lap.  “You think you can convince Edmond to let me go.”

      I shook my head.  “No chance.”

      “Will you be wanting this, Emma?” Elinor spoke up.

      I looked up to find her holding the stone given to me by the strange little creatures in Bayloff’s hideout.  The stone had lost its green shine, but the smooth surface still glistened in the strong light.

      She dropped the stone in my palm, and I studied the enigmatic rock.  There was a strange, gentle warmth in the rock that made me smile, and I tossed the stone into the bag.  “I’ll take it.  Maybe I’ll need a night light.”

      How right I was to be, as I soon found out.
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      We stared at the stone.  The stone stared back at us.

      I looked up at the handsome dragon man at my side.  “You know, it’s not going to bite you.”

      Edmond grasped the straps of his backpack and sighed as he continued to study the marker.  “Yes, but old habits are rather hard to break.”

      We stood before the marker that lay beyond the gap, and at our back came the haunting melody of the roaring waters far below our feet.  The noonday sun hung over our heads, and our backpacks were heavy with food for many miles of adventure.

      I adjusted my own straps and winced.  “Elinor sure knows how to pack these things tight, doesn’t she?  It feels like she put the whole kitchen in my bag.”

      He chuckled.  “The time in her slumber hasn’t lessened her ability to organize.”

      I paused and wrinkled my nose.  “You sure we should have left Niks with her?  She may file him away with the rest of the courtyard stones just to get some peace and quiet.”

      Edmond nodded.  “So long as he remains in his hardened form, he will be a hindrance on any journey.  In the meantime, they will keep one another company until others learn about the lifted curse.”

      I looked out on the empty landscape and a sigh escaped my lips.  “It is kind of lonely, isn’t it?”

      Edmond rallied his spirits and smiled down at me.  “We shall venture southwestward.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Where will that take us?”

      He nodded his head in that direction.  “To the southern boundary of Balmore’s domain.  A large road once ran along that section and just outside his realm.  No doubt people still use it for travel, and we shall both see what the world has in store for us.”

      I stretched myself to my full height and grinned.  “Then what are we waiting for?”

      Edmond returned his attention to the stone and a single whispered word passed over his lips.  “Courage…”

      He took a deep breath and marched past the stone.  There was only a slight bit of hesitation at the border where he expected to crash into the curse barrier, but nothing happened.  I smiled and hurried to catch up to him, and together we set off across the dusty landscape.

      “So, you showed me this Balmore guy using that memory trick of yours,” I mused as we hurried through the pillars of stone, “but what’s he really like?”

      Edmond lifted his gaze just slightly and furrowed his brow.  “A rather secluded ruler.  He among all of us suffered most from the habit of hoarding his wealth.”

      I snorted.  “So, dragons hoard their gold in this world, too?”

      He nodded.  “Yes, though what we considered ‘wealth’ differed from one another.  Balmore coveted his metals and Sullivan his power.”

      I tilted my head to one side to study him.  “And you?”

      His voice was soft and had that familiar melancholy in it.  “I had my people.”

      I nudged his arm with my elbow.  “They’ll come back.  I bet you’ll even get the descendants of a lot of your people.”

      He managed a small smile.  “That’s what I hope will happen.  To continue the answer to your question, however, Balmore has a wealth of minerals beneath his kingdom.  He invited humans to reside in his domain for the sole purpose of extracting the minerals from the earth, the best of which he kept for himself while the rest he allowed them to sell at their own price.”

      “Sounds like a pretty good arrangement,” I mused.

      He nodded.  “His kingdom grew very wealthy, and Sullivan was always at his door asking for support in one of his campaigns against invaders brought on by some rash word of his.”

      I frowned.  “Was Sullivan always picking fights?”

      Edmond pursed his lips.  “Far more than he should have been, and unfortunately Balmore supported him in some of his endeavors.”

      I winced.  “Then the curse from the old man wasn’t really the first time with trouble?”

      He shook his head.  “Far from it, but we shall see what amends we might make in that regard if not other past transgressions.  Once freed, I hope that all three of us will have been the wiser for being shut inside our domains while the world moved on without us.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “You really think that will happen?”

      He shrugged.  “I’m afraid I’m more optimistic in my words than my heart, but only time will tell which is in the right.”

      As we talked, the rugged desert had begun to offer us some shade in the form of scraggly trees and pointed stone spires.  The trees grew more plentiful, and I recognized them as something akin to the hardy pine, but with thicker needles than any I had ever seen.  The tallest of them also stood no taller than thirty feet, but their boughs stretched outward some forty feet from the trunk in all directions.  Their strange growth gave them the look of a scraggly umbrella.  I noticed, too, that no birds sang in their branches much as what had occurred during Edmond’s own curse.

      The air, however, was not without noise.

      I stopped and strained my ears.  “Do you hear something?”

      Edmond had paused a few steps ahead of me, and he, too, had furrowed his brow.  “I hear voices.”

      I hurried up to him and nodded.  “A lot of voices.  We’re still in Balmore’s realm, right?”

      “Very much so,” he confirmed as he scanned the trees and stones around us.  His eyes zeroed in on a spot due west of our position.  “The voices are coming from over there.  They sound like a great host of men.”

      He cast a furtive look at me, and I glared back at him.  “I’m not staying.”

      Edmond grasped my hand and pursed his lips.  “Then stay close to me.”

      We moved through the forest of trees and stones which blocked much of our view but also hid us from prying eyes.  We rounded the bottom of one of the larger rock hills and found ourselves facing a clearing surrounded on all sides by more of the stone pillars.

      A large fire pit had been placed in the center of the clearing, and a dozen men huddled around a small flame nestled in the stones.  One of them was scraping burnt food off a pan while the others sat on logs with their heavy packs by their sides.  Pickaxes and heavy rope hung from the sides of the bursting bags.  Their attire, too, hinted at their occupation, weathered as it was by dust, soot, and grime.  They wore heavy boots, leather pants and shirts, and some of them had simple caps atop their greasy heads.

      I looked up at Edmond and lowered my voice to a whisper.  “Should they be here?”

      He shook his head and tightened his grip on my hand before he moved us out into the open.  At our reveal, the alarm was raised, and the men leapt to their feet, including the cook who brandished his frying pan like a bat.

      “Who are you?” one of them shouted.

      Edmond raised his free hand in the air and offered them a bright smile.  “Just travelers like yourselves.”

      Another of the men eyed us with a sharp look.  He was an older gentleman compared to the spry men around him, and on his hip, he carried a flat leather satchel with a flap cover.  A few wisps of white hair covered his otherwise balding head, and his clothes were rumpled from long travel.  “No travelers ever came from that direction.”

      One of his companions, a burly fellow who stood a half head taller than the rest, clapped a hand on the suspicious man’s shoulder.  “Then we should give them some praise for having ventured over that territory, Doyle.”

      Doyle scowled up at his taller acquaintance.  “We should give them the boot, more like it.”

      His companion laughed and the sound rang out over the clearing like elegant chimes.  “Always quick with the word!”  The man returned his attention to us.  We’re headed to the Pitted Mountains, much as I suspect you are.  You’ve heard of the offer by the lord dragon there, haven’t you?”

      Edmond shook his head.  “We haven’t, but we do know about the curse.”

      “That’s old business,” one of them spoke up with a toothy grin.  “The curse has a nice little workaround now.”

      The leader nodded.  “Aye, and now that word’s gotten around, I suspect everybody’ll be headed in from all directions.”

      “Would you care for some company?” Edmond wondered.

      The sullen Doyle sneered at us, but the leader spread his arms wide.  “The more the merrier, provided you have your own provisions.  We’re a little short until we reach the city.”

      Edmond smiled and patted the side of his pack.  “We have our own food, and then some, if you need any.”

      The man laughed.  “Just what I like to hear at the end of my rations!”  He strode over to us and stuck out his hand to Edmond.  “A fine pleasure to meet you.  The name’s Arthur, and I’m the leader of this group of filthy fellas.”

      Edmond released me and accepted the hand which he shook.  “Edmond, Lord of Kinrick.”
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      A hush fell over the crowd, and even Arthur was at a loss for words.  “The Lord of Kinrick?  The dragon of old?”

      Edmond grinned.  “I look good for my age, do I not?”

      “Prove it!” Doyle spoke up.

      Edmond drew his hand out from the shake and held it up so all could see as the fingers transformed into talons.  The men were all agape, and many still were as he tucked his hand behind his back.  “Is that proof enough for you?”

      Arthur shook himself from his stupor and leaned back to study us with newfound wonder.  “By all the Gods, but you really are him, aren’t you?”

      Edmond inclined his head.  “I am, and I’d like to hear more about what my brother has been up to during my solitude.”

      “Art,” the cook spoke up as he used his pan to point up the foothills of a mountain some five miles off.  “If we’re going to make the trail before sundown then we’d better get going.”

      Arthur nodded.  “Aye, we’d better.”  He cast a curious look at us.  “Will you be joining us, yer, um-”

      “Edmond, if you would,” Edmond told him.

      Art grinned.  “Good.  I’d never remember to give you your dues, and on the trail, we’d be real interested in learning how you came out of your kingdom.”  He paused and furrowed his brow before he cast a side glance at Edmond.  “The legends were true about your kind being trapped in your lands, weren’t they?”

      Edmond’s expression changed to solemn as he nodded.  “Unfortunately, they were.”

      One of the other men piped up.  “Then that means the red dragon really couldn’t get a hold of us if we made off with some of his best jewels.”

      Art glared at him.  “Keep that forked tongue in your head, man, before you lose it to your own foolishness.  That dragon can fly as the bird does, and a whisper of your treacherous words and you’ll be dropped from the highest mountain where you’ll be a warning to the others.”  His companion shrank beneath his words of warning and slunk off to arrange his backpack.

      Their brief conversation caught my curiosity.  “Are there a lot of people headed up to the mountain?”

      He nodded.  “Heading to it and already up there.  The mine’s been giving up her wealth for many centuries and she still hasn’t run dry.  That tends to attract a lot of attention.”

      Both of Edmond’s eyebrows shot up.  “People are allowed to remain in Balmore’s domain?”

      Art smiled and tapped the side of his nose.  “In a way, but I’ll tell you on the way up.  We’d best get moving, as Cook said, or we won’t make the Station, and a day’s delay is a day lost.”

      The men packed up and we headed out with them.  Art led the way with the others following behind him.  Doyle was last, even behind Cook with his bulky bag of pots and pans, and I couldn’t help but notice that his eyes seemed to stare at us more often than on the trail ahead.

      Art swept his eyes over the sides of the trail and grinned.  “The way’s easier than last time.  Somebody must have got a crew in to tame this slope.”

      Edmond cast a curious look at our guide.  “You’ve been here before?”

      Art nodded.  “Aye, about six months ago.  I was part of the second wave into the mountains looking for all the jewels the hills hoard for themselves.  The first was about a year ago.”

      I looked him up and down.  “And none of you have turned to stone?”

      He shook his head.  “Not a single one.  The trick is not to stay too long in the kingdom, maybe two weeks, but not more than three, and the dragon lord makes it a point not to meet with anyone unless it’s absolutely necessary.  He doesn’t get to know you and doesn’t get you into trouble for it.”

      “A way around the loneliness…” Edmond murmured, and I couldn’t help but notice a touch of regret in his eyes.  My heart ached for him.  If he had known this trick, he wouldn’t have been alone for so long.

      I slipped my hand into one of his and gave it a squeeze before I turned my attention to our guide.  “So does anyone ever see Balmore?”

      Art nodded.  “Oh, there’s a few of us who go up to his castle every now and again.  They’re allowed a few minutes with him, and then they’re sent down with the message back to the rest of us.  After that, they have to leave the kingdom for a good year before they can come back in.”

      One of his companions grinned.  “Nobody wants to take the job because of that.”

      “I’ve heard they get paid in a ruby,” another spoke up.

      “What messages has Balmore sent to you?” Edmond inquired.

      Art shrugged.  “Just where to dig and how deep.  He seems to know where the best veins are and how to get at them.  Must have a nose for the stuff.”

      Edmond nodded.  “He does have a very perceptible sense of smell.  He once smelled me coming from a hundred miles away, the wind being in his favor.”

      My eyes widened.  “Wow.  Can he also breathe fire?”

      The dragon shook his head as some of the miners cast curious looks at him.  “No, though he is still a force to be reckoned with in a fight.”

      “Well, we’re not here for a fight but for a dig,” Art mused as we trudged up the dusty path where many feet had hiked before us.  “And I for one am hoping to find one of the nuggets he doesn’t have a taste for.”

      “One of the blue diamonds?” one of his companions wondered.

      Art glanced over his shoulder and frowned at him.  “You’d better get reading the pamphlet before you find yourself dropped from the mountain.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “What pamphlet?”

      Art rummaged around in his pocket before he drew out a worn and crinkled slip of paper which he handed to me.  “These are left at the Station and all the mines.”

      The pamphlet had been printed using a crude type of press, because the lines of words didn’t quite line up with one another.  The ink, too, was inconsistent, with some letters being bolder than others.  I read aloud the brief contents for Edmond’s benefit.

      “To all who come, follow the rules set down by my words sent by the messengers.  The most prized gems are mine, those being of the pure hues of white, green, and red.  All others belong to you and yours.  Remain in my lands no more than a fortnight at the Depot lest the curse fall on you.”

      Edmond took the paper from me and perused the contents himself.  “Where did he acquire the inks and paper?”

      Art shook his head.  “No idea and nobody has time to waste on getting an audience with him.  Throwing yourself out for at least six months from some of the best mines in the whole continent just because you want to know where a guy got his ink isn’t exactly smart.”

      “So, what’s this ‘Station’ place about?  And the note mentions something about a Depot?” I wondered.

      Art nodded at the trail ahead of us.  “The Station is the halfway point between the realm borders and the capital.  That’s called the Depot by most people now, and where you can buy any supplies you need for digging.”

      “Is Mur occupied at all?” Edmond asked him.

      Art shrugged.  “Just by an inn and a store.  The owners take turns minding their places until they go on furlough.  Most everybody else just sleeps at the mines so they can get up early.  If you have to make your fortune in two weeks, then you have to get to work as soon as possible.”  He took back the brochure from Edmond and stuffed the paper into his pocket before he adjusted the straps on his bag.  “But we’d best get moving a little faster or we won’t make the Station before-”

      A loud noise from the brush caught our attention and everyone froze.  The next moment a hulking shadow stampeded out of the woods and onto the trail, blocking our path.
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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