
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_cdedb3c096c5c0c5026bfb4056c35961_b6y_Nv_html_1851a539.jpg]







 


 


 


CONSORTING WITH DRAGONS,
BOOK 1

UPON A ONCE AND FUTURE
TIME

 


 


 


 


HURRIS COSMO

SHANNON WEST


Upon A Once And
Future Time

Copyright ©
2019 Shannon West, Hurri
Cosmo

Published by
Painted Hearts Publishing

Smashwords
Edition

 


About the eBook
You Have Purchased

 


All rights
reserved. Without reserving the rights under copyright, reserved
above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or
introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or
any other means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright
owner and the above publisher of this book. Distribution of this
e-book, in whole or in part, is forbidden. Such action is illegal
and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law.

Unauthorized reproduction of
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal
copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary
gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years
in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

 



 


Upon A Once And
Future Time

Copyright ©
2019 Shannon West, Hurri
Cosmo

 


ISBN 10:
1-946379-75-1

ISBN 13:
978-1-946379-75-7

 


Publication
Date March 7, 2019

Authors: Shannon West
and Hurri Cosmo

Editor: Ashley
Kain

All
cover art and logo copyright ©
2019 by Painted Hearts Publishing

Cover Design by
E Keith

 


ALL RIGHTS
RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic
reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written
permission.

All characters
and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

 


[image: tmp_cdedb3c096c5c0c5026bfb4056c35961_b6y_Nv_html_m23209758.jpg]






















 


“It simply isn’t an adventure
worth telling if there aren’t any dragons.”—J.R.R.
Tolkien











 



Chapter One

 


 


“What the fuck are
you doing here?” Jurvis
hissed when Pari reached his cell door.

“Came to get you out.”

“You sure showed your true colors,
didn’t you, half-breed?”

Why did everyone resort to using
that term like they were spitting? Or worse, cursing? “That’s not
fair! I didn’t do anything evil. I just… I… I came to get you out
of the king’s prison, that’s all.”

“Get us all killed, more
likely.”

“You’re headed for the gallows in
the morning anyway, so you don’t have anything to lose.”

The rebel leader reached out
and grabbed Pari by his jacket, hauling him up hard against the
bars, and fuck,
it hurt. “That may be true, asshole, but you do. If I do make it
out of here alive, I may just kill you myself. Maybe my mission
will be to rid the kingdom of all no-good, stupid
half-dragons.”

Pari pried Jurvis’s fingers off
him and pushed him none too gently back. “Where are the others?” he
snapped.

“We’re all six of us right here,”
someone stammered from the back.

“Six? There’s
six of
you?”

“What’s the matter?” Jurvis
jeered. “Can’t a Ruby count either?”

Ignoring Jurvis’s barbs Pari
peered into the dark cell and sure enough, there were five more
shadows. “I was told they only captured three of you. The others
escaped into the forest.”

“What the fuck difference does it
make?” Jurvis made to grab at him again but Pari stepped
back.

“Damn it. I’m short on horses. I
only brought three.”

“You launch a fucking rescue
mission—with three extra horses?” Jurvis snarled. “You really are
daft, aren’t you?”

And that was all too true. This
haphazard plan to break his friends out of the Malbourne castle
dungeons had not been a well thought out one. To be fair, Pari
hadn’t had the time to come up with something safer. Plus, there
was the fact he would be giving away the existence of the secret
tunnels beneath the castle with this rescue, and Jurvis was not
going to be happy about that. Then again, “happy” wouldn’t describe
him right now anyway, since he was at this moment locked behind
these very dungeon doors, awaiting execution.

Pari sighed. Talk about poorly
thought out plans. The reason Jurvis and these other rebels were
even here was because the rebel leader had rashly attempted to
attack the king’s ornate carriage as it bumped along the road,
coming back from some tax-raping mission, an activity the king
often personally attended when he was in residence at his north
castle. The man actually enjoyed watching hope being stripped from
his people as he took all available coin, most of their food, and
even, on occasion, able-bodied men to work the northern gold mines,
a wicked place from which few ever returned.

And even if those cruel and
selfish actions were plenty cause to wage war on the king, they
were not the reason Jurvis went totally against his own forced
stranglehold of what he termed caution on everyone else. No, Jurvis
had become enraged over the fact the king, after only hours of
arriving from the far-off southern part of his kingdom, had
randomly hung seven townspeople, and Jurvis’s poor sister had been
among them.

Okay, not random. Oh, the pick of
people off the street had been. But it had been only a coincidence
they took Clara. However, the king was very specific as to why they
had all been executed.

“It’s your fucking fault she’s
dead!” Jurvis ground out through clenched teeth.

And, oh great gods, it was true.
Those people all died because Pari didn’t listen. Because Pari
thought he knew the best way to strike back at the king for his
cruel reign. And seven people had paid with their lives.

“At the very least, Jurvis,
let’s feed the people,” Pari had begged the man that Pari believed
was too old, too careful, too scared to lead a rebellion. What
good was a rebellion that did nothing? “We’ll use the secret
tunnels to get to the king’s storehouses,” he’d told Jurvis. “We
can take back some of what that monster stole from
us.”

“No! King Mondi will know it was
us and retaliate.”

“Who cares? What are you afraid
of? What do you think he’ll do? Stomp his fat feet and cry?
What?”

“He’s crazy, Pari. You know that.
Our entire focus needs to be on coming up with a perfect plan to
overthrow the man, not nitpick at his nerves. Who knows what he
might do?”

“But the people are starving. Come
on, we can do this.”

“I said no. I let you join this
rebellion because you wanted to help take the king down. Doing
something foolish, like raiding the storehouses, will only
undermine that. Once King Mondi is removed from the throne, the
people will have plenty.”

Except Pari didn’t agree.
The rebellion had done little so far except make its end game
known— to overthrow the king. Of course, the people rallied behind
them at first. Even Pari couldn’t wait to join in the cause. But
then… nothing. Only planning, strategizing, organizing, monitoring
and then—more planning. Pari wanted action, movement,
something that showed
progress. He pointed out to their leader Jurvis that even the
people were beginning to grumble about having to continue to share
a dwindling supply of precious resources with a group that appeared
to be a bunch of frightened rabbits.

So, one cold night, Pari had set
off on his own for the castle, giddy with the idea he was doing
something. Actually rebelling. He was going to show Jurvis that
feeding the people didn’t have to be scary. He went back and forth
through the tunnels all night with all manner of foodstuff. Then he
gifted it all to the people who needed it the most. He was
exhausted but ecstatic.

Not Jurvis.

“What did you do? I told you not
to do anything! You can’t listen to one simple directive? Great
gods, Pari, the king will be livid!”

“Calm down, Jurvis. He has so much
food stored up, that some of it is even rotting. His people are
starving, and he has food that is going to waste! Believe me, he
won’t even notice anything is gone.”

Except he did.

Too late Pari realized he should
have taken only some food from each storehouse, not cleared out an
entire room. It was as if Pari had thrown down the gauntlet right
at the king’s feet. When King Mondi discovered the theft only a
week later, he couldn’t help but see what Pari had done. In fact,
it was highly possible the knights who kept the castle in the
king’s absence, sent for him for that very reason.

And Jurvis had been right. He
retaliated. In the most cold-blooded way possible.

Seven people.

Pari couldn’t think about
that, though. Not now. He had to save his friends. Even if they no
longer called him that.

Pari stepped back to the
cell, trying to stay beyond Jurvis’s reach and shoved the key into
the lock. “Yes, I might very well be daft, but I’m here. And who
said anything about extra
horses. I have three horses total. Three was all
I dared take… or they’d have been missed.” The cell door swung
open.

“What are you saying… you
mean… you’re all alone?”

 “Yes! I’m all alone, Jurvis. No one fucking
trusts me anymore. Now let’s go!” He jerked his head toward the
opening, encouraging Jurvis to move.

Jurvis stepped out and faced Pari.
“You must be jesting.” He took precious time to swing his head
around, perusing the area. “Where are the others?”

“We don’t have time for
this,” Pari fumed. “We need to go now!” The five who had been in the
cell with Jurvis rushed past, pushing between Jurvis and Pari, one
of them actually telling Jurvis to shut up and
hurry.

“Are they launching
their own rescue
mission then?” Jurvis whispered fiercely.

“No! They’re not. They’re
too busy trying to come up with a way to get you released without
angering the king, per your
instructions. We’d all be old and gray if
we wait for that to happen. And you’ll be dead!” Pari turned toward
the tunnels, grabbing back up his torch he had left in a holder.
He’d had enough of Jurvis. If he wanted to die, let him. He had
five others who seemed to want to live, who trusted Pari to lead
them out.

“Pari!” Jurvis ground out from
behind him. “Do you think doing this will put you back in good
standing?”

No. He did not. Nothing short of
turning back time could do that. The only thing he could do now was
push on, especially because they wouldn’t get out of the dungeon
before they were discovered. He knew going in it would be a trap.
The king would be waiting for just this kind of action, determined
to find out how Pari had been able to get in undetected before.
Another black mark on his “let’s feed the people” mission. Already
he could hear shouting coming from the upper levels. But Pari’s
fail-safe were the horses at the other end of the tunnel. The
guards would be on foot. Even doubling up, they would have no
problem outdistancing their pursuers.

Of course, that was when he
thought he had enough horses, which he did not, and if they could get a good head
start down the tunnel. That had been a bust as
well.

So they ran, Pari out front, the
six rebels making incredible noise as they followed. It would only
be moments before the king’s knights descended on them.

The tunnel was not long. But it
was complicated. Thankfully Pari knew every inch due to his labors
from a couple weeks back. Like a spider’s web, there were dead-end
off-shoots everywhere. Perhaps they had led somewhere at some point
in the past, some fancied them chambers for hoards, but had long
since been collapsed. Those false tunnels would also frustrate
their pursuers and give them a slight advantage. Coming out at the
bottom of a sheer wide cliff, the opening out into the forest was
barely noticeable. No wider than a single human, it was one of the
reasons the tunnel had stayed hidden all this time.

Of course, that was over
now.

In less than five minutes they had
reached the other side of the tunnel and burst out into cold,
bright sunshine. After Jurvis derided Pari for his complete and
utter stupidity for launching a rescue in the middle of the fucking
day, they started mounting up on the horses. The wind had picked
up, but thankfully, the snow had been late in falling that year.
That was when Stieks, a fellow rebel, pointed out the
obvious.

“Pari. There are not enough
horses.”

“Two per horse. It’s the only
way,” Pari entreated. “I’ve already decided that I’m going to lead
the knights off into the forest and away, in the opposite direction
from where you’ll go. Quick now, get out of here. You have only
moments before they get here.” Even as he said these things, there
were noises coming from the mouth of the tunnel. They were down to
seconds, now.

“You still think you can
exonerate yourself for what you did?” Jurvis snarled from atop
Pari’s own horse. “Do you think we need to thank you for becoming a distraction
so that we can escape, praise
you for sacrificing yourself?”

Pari gazed up at Jurvis and
instead of being angry, he was filled with grief and remorse. “No.
I don’t expect anything from you. Just get these men to safety.”
With that he slapped the horse’s backside and immediately the horse
took off, nearly unseating Jurvis and his companion. The other two
horses galloped off after them.

Sacrificing himself? Damn. That’s
what he was doing, wasn’t it? Who knew how many knights were going
to burst out from the cave in no more than a breath? Ten? Twenty?
He wouldn’t get far.

But there was no time for
reflection. He had to do as he said he would. Lead the coming
throng away from his friends. With that he took off into the forest
just as the first of the knights erupted through the cave opening,
shouting and pointing him out and giving chase.

Pari ran, leaping over and plowing
through underbrush, avoiding large groves of trees and ducking
under low hanging branches. He had no real idea how far ahead of
the knights he was or if he maintained any kind of distance. He
just ran. Blindly. He didn’t know these woods at all, and even if
he could escape—and he had no illusions about that—he would
probably die out here, completely lost and alone.

Ahhh, but it would serve him
right.

How could he have messed up so
badly? He meant to help, to show that he knew what he was doing,
that his plan had merit. But it didn’t. He didn’t fit in and seven
people had died.

Hanged, because of what I’ve
done!

Again, he pushed those thoughts
away because they weakened him. He could only use his energy for
running, not for the guilt that threatened to take over his whole
being.

That’s when he stumbled over
something solid in his path and came down hard on his right
elbow.

Damn it! He shot back to his feet
and gave a glance to what it was that had him rubbing his arm as he
stumbled forward. The remnants of a wall? What the hell? He
squinted back from where he had come, the crashing footsteps of the
knights in hot pursuit getting closer and turned to run
again.

A crumbled wall. In the middle of
the forest. That made no sense.

Unless…

He had, of course, heard all the
tales. What child hadn’t sat at the feet of an elder and listened
again and again to the stories of the Pearl Prince, who had built a
gleaming white castle called Saint Claire? It was a terribly tragic
story and Pari often wondered why it enthralled him so. But he knew
them all by heart.

The Prince’s father had been a
mighty king, a rare Pearl Dragon shifter who had married another
beautiful Pearl shifter named Claire. But when she died of a
mysterious and sudden illness, the king went into deep mourning and
the rulers of the two minor kingdoms near his own decided it might
be a good time to band together and take over. The Pearl Prince,
Maxsim, though very young, led a fierce army of warriors to the far
borders of his father’s kingdom to defend it and drove off the
invaders to achieve a great, though costly, victory.

All this took time, and in his
absence, the king became sicker and weaker. An Obsidian Dragon
shifter named Neparth swept in and became the new queen by marrying
him in a rushed and secret ceremony.

When the Pearl Prince returned, he
discovered that Neparth had taken over as Regent and the army left
behind to defend the castle had shifted their loyalty to her.
Maxsim fought her as best he could, but his army was small now, due
to the great number of casualties they had sustained in the border
war. Because they had been away fighting for several years, people
had mostly forgotten about him. Queen Neparth had made sure of it,
and had used Obsidian Dark Magic to poison his own father’s mind
against him.

She had also borne the king a
young son, and she made it clear she had no intention of allowing
the Pearl Prince to gain the throne that was rightfully his. Using
her armies she forced Maxsim from his home, and he retreated to the
far north, where he built the magnificent Saint Claire castle,
named after his late mother, the Pearl Queen.

Sadly, the prince’s father
died soon after, Maxsim never having seen him again. Another battle
ensued, during which some of the king’s old army left Neparth to
come over to the Prince, and the kingdom split in two, the grieving
Prince over the north and the evil Queen over the south.
Eventually more and more people defected to the north, fleeing the harsher rule of the self-proclaimed Queen
Neparth.

The Obsidian Queen was not happy
that her kingdom had been divided and vowed to reunite the land
under one rule, her own. She came to the north, to the Saint Claire
castle, intent on killing the Pearl Prince. It had been market day
inside the palace walls and using more of her Dark Magic, she had
disguised herself as an old woman seeking asylum, wishing only to
meet with the prince to offer him a piece of fruit, a rare white
auberge that was known to be his favorite. Of course, he had smiled
and accepted her kind offering.

Then the Queen/beggar woman asked
for one more thing. A hug. With tear-filled eyes and crooked
fingers, she reached for the prince, choking out the words that he
reminded her of her dear dead grandson. How could the beautiful
prince say no? He took her in his arms and patted her back telling
her everything would be fine now that she was safely in his
kingdom.

It was then she sank a black
obsidian-studded knife into the prince’s back. A fatal deed.
Stumbling back, he had tipped his head as he gazed at her, his
snowy white tresses fluttering and catching the sun’s
rays.

“Why?” he implored, collapsing to
the ground as his scarlet life’s blood poured from him out onto the
pristine white snow.

She removed her disguise then, not
wanting the Pearl Prince to die without knowing who it was who had
killed him.

“And I’ve brought my
armies,” she goaded. “I will take back this land, dear
prince. You lose.”

With that, the stories said the
Pearl Prince died, an expression of great sorrow on his face. The
Obsidian Queen shifted to her magnificent black fire breathing form
and burned every house and building she could find and even razed
the beautiful castle, leaving it in craggy ruins, wanting no sign
that another royal had ever existed.

Could Pari have stumbled onto the
remains of that castle?

Ludicrous. It was a fairy tale,
surely. During Obsidian rule, education wasn’t a high priority, but
most people didn’t believe the old stories and legends their
grandparents told them. No such Pearl Prince had ever really
existed. And even if he had, he was long dead now. He had obviously
been unable to bring goodness back to the land. Evil darkness
prevailed and always would. Even the rebellion leaders became dark,
angry, and bitter, incapable of moving toward a brighter
future.

No matter what these ruins had
been in the past, they were hidden among the dense underbrush and
trees and they might make a good hiding place. Pari made his way
between two taller stone walls, clearly an old hallway, darkened
with age and overgrowth of vines and the vermin that now called it
home. And then, around another grove of trees, he found an enormous
nearly intact room, save that it was partially open to the sky.
Pari stopped and glanced inside a hole in the wall, seemingly the
only way to get inside. He had to. It was as if he were being drawn
to it, compelled to investigate.

And oh, how marvelous. It had been a
glorious place at one time. He climbed in through the hole and
stood on a stone floor, that which he could see through the
forest’s attempt to take it back, had been intricately laid in
complicated and beautiful mosaic patterns, mostly obscured now with
grime and dust.

About halfway into the space was a
low stone railing that separated the room in half. Behind that
stone railing were the remnants of what appeared to be seven ornate
chairs, the once white marble now grayed and discolored with age
and neglect. They had been set in a large circle around a small
table. One chair, although no larger than the others, was set apart
from the table, up higher on a small dais. Could that have been a
throne? Behind the chairs were massive pillars against a stone wall
where the faded fragments of an immense and elaborate mural still
remained.

From what Pari could make out of
it, it depicted a rider, possibly the Pearl Prince himself, on a
magnificent steed, brandishing a sword and holding a shield. The
shield had even been shiny once because he saw a quick glint as the
sun’s rays touched it. Oh yes, it had once been
magnificent.

“Definitely a throne room,” Pari
muttered.

There were crashes and shouts from
behind him.

Damn! He forgot about his pursuers
for a moment. Mistakes like that could cost him his life. He ran to
the front of the room where the chairs were, knowing it was a
mistake because there appeared to be no other way out. It would be
obvious if he tried to hide behind the throne. They would find him
here and would probably just hang him here too.

No. They would drag him back to
the king who would make his death a great spectacle, showing the
people once again what would happen to those who defied
him.

Pari didn’t want to die. He
was too young. He had never even experienced life yet. But it was
so hard being a dragon shifter, especially a Ruby who couldn’t
even shift. If he
could at least do that… he could what then? Kill the knights? No.
No more death at his hand. Nothing would help now. He would just
become another example, another notch on Mondi’s royal
scepter.

“Problems, young man?”

Pari jerked his head up and to the
right as his heart summersaulted. There, right next to one of the
magnificent pillars, stood an old man. He had a smirk on his
wrinkled face although it was nearly hidden by the white scraggly
beard. He wore a tattered blue robe and held an ancient looking
staff in his hand.

What was he doing here? Had he
been employed by the king to take him into custody?

Peri almost laughed at himself.
This was an old man. Even though Pari wasn’t big and muscle-bound,
he could still lay this one out flat.

But being that the old man
was in this
lonely place, he might just be useful. He might know of a way Pari
could escape his damn relentless
pursuers without going back the way he came.
“Quick, old man, tell me,” he whispered, “Is there another way out
of here?”

The old man glanced toward the
opening. “That’s the only way. Although it depends on what kind of
way you’re looking for,” he said obscurely. Just his luck, the old
man must be in his dotage—or his cups.

Refocusing on Pari, the old man
asked, “Why? You don’t want to go that way? Is something out there
you’re afraid of?”

Fuck. “Shhhh!” The noise the knights were
making were getting louder. Troll’s
breath. They were right there, sounding like they were
tromping around every crumbled wall and abutment. They would find
that opening, just like he had, to this stupidly near intact
fucking room,
with no other way out and then there would be fucking
hell to
pay.

Maybe he could create some kind of
diversion.

Except that was when the old man
decided to vacate the area. “Wait! What do you think you’re doing?”
Pari whispered fiercely, leaping up and running over to drag the
old man back. “They’ll see you!”

“I thought that was the point of a
distraction.”

Had he just read Pari’s mind?
“What are you talking about? You’re just going to lead them right
back here to me. I don’t want them to find me… ah fairy poop, here
they come.” Pari heard the crunch of the detail making their way
through the brush just outside the opening.

“Sounds like there are quite a few
people out there, Are they all after you?”

“Yes, damn it.” He wished the old
man would be quieter. But what difference could it make now? Pari
slumped. It was all but over. “They’re the king’s knights. I really
don’t want to hang.”

“What did you do to deserve to
hang?”

“There’s no time for that.” He
huffed and then dusted himself off. May as well be presentable when
they dragged him back before the king. Except the holes in his
trousers and the rip in his shirt, all earned from his reckless
race through the brush and bramble. And, of course, his “traded
for” boots that were far too big for him. Other than that, he’d
been told he had the good looks of a prince, if not the
wealth.

Then the old man lifted that staff
of his, gave it a little twirl and Pari snapped his head
up.

Silence?

Pari stared at the old man, then
stepped back over to the opening and hazarded a glance outside. His
mouth dropped wide open with what he saw. The knights were frozen
in place. All of them. One had been drawing his sword, another had
actually been in the act of tripping over something on the ground,
and yet another had been caught in half-stride, as if he were just
beginning to sprint toward the opening. They were unmoving as if in
some artist’s rendering. “Did you do that? Did you freeze them? Are
you…a wizard?”

“Oh my, so observant. Quite impressive
really.” The old man chuckled.

Had his luck finally changed? A
wizard? Who would help him? “What did you do? Stop
time?”

The old man snorted. “I am
not that powerful. Not yet anyway. Perhaps one day…” He shook his
head. “Never mind that for now. What I did was give you time. Except… probably not
much.” He made as if to peek out at the motionless men outside.
Standing where he was, Pari knew that wasn’t
possible.

Of course, freezing big burly,
angry men shouldn’t be either, so…

“Then what
did you
do?”

“Only a small spell. I still can
muster up a tiny one from time to time.” He chuckled to
himself.

Pari glanced through the opening.
“Really? I can escape now?”

“You’re a dragon
shifter.”

Pari jerked his attention back to
the old man who narrowed his eyes at Pari as if he were expecting
him to do something sinister. Like maybe Pari was someone to be
afraid of. “What of it?”

“You could have shifted and torn
every one of those soldiers apart.”

But Pari was only half shifter and
even though most half-shifters could still transform into their
dragons, he could not. Except this old man didn’t seem to know
that. “So maybe you ought to be afraid of me then. I could kill you
before you take another breath.”

“Yes. You could. But…” He tipped
his head to the side as he regarded Pari. “You’re a Ruby. So I
don’t think you will.” The wizard smiled wide. “Ah yes, a Ruby
Dragon shifter. Just wonderful.”

It was Pari’s turn to narrow his
eyes. Who was this man? He certainly seemed to be unusually happy
to meet a Ruby. How much sense did that make?”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Udalf.
Yours?”

“Pari.” Just then Pari heard a
rustling noise and glanced at the knights standing still and silent
in the wood. All except one. The closest one. He seemed to be
trying to move his foot forward. Pari studied the man’s face and it
was chilling. They might all be frozen, but they were perfectly
aware of their surroundings. And this one was beyond furious as he
stared directly at Pari. Pari turned toward Udalf. “I thought you
said…”

He grimaced and waved his staff,
immobilizing the knight again. “There. Sorry. Getting
old.”

Getting?

“But, like I said before, it is a
small spell and there are a lot of men out there. I’m afraid it
won’t last much longer.”

Pari shook his head and sighed. It
figured that the wizard who would magically show up to save his
sorry ass would be weak. Not for the first time in his life did he
wish he had magic, too. Being able to disappear right now was the
only way to truly escape. But then his attention went back to the
strange old man who just stood there, seemingly without a care in
the world, right in front of someone he knew was a Ruby dragon
shifter. Well, half anyway. “Why aren’t you afraid of
me?”

The gray-haired Udalf chuckled and
stabbed that odd staff onto the stone tiles. Was it Pari’s
imagination or did the tiles shimmer just then, just for a moment,
pushing back the vines that covered them? “Since the Pearls all
disappeared and the Obsidians came to power, most people think all
dragons are inherently evil. I just don’t happen to be one of them,
despite the fact your father was a dragon.”

Pari’s mouth fell open in shock.
How did he know that? It was true his father had been a Ruby Dragon
and his mother a human girl from the village. She was quite young
when she found him, an injured man lying alone in the forest. Being
good-hearted and kind, Pari’s mother, Melinda, overcame her natural
fear of strangers and was compelled to stop to see if she could
help. She was shocked and very frightened when she turned him over
and found that he was a Ruby Dragon shifter. Still, she helped him
up, but he refused her efforts to take him back to town with her.
So she took him to a nearby cave she knew of instead and spread her
own cloak down for him to lie on. Then she ran home for blankets
and food and herbs to treat his wounds, telling her parents that
she needed them for an injured lamb that had strayed into the
forest. Melinda hated to lie to her parents, but she knew her
father would never allow her to even speak to a dragon, let alone
help one.

Except something remarkable
happened in the woods that day—they had both fallen irrevocably in
love. It had taken his mother by complete surprise, but it hadn’t
been that unusual for a Ruby. Rubies had the biggest and truest of
hearts of any living being. They were also beautiful and very easy
to love. It was perhaps because of all these qualities, and the
complete lack of jealousy
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