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  The Return of Raker


Raker lumbered through the meandering passages of the Grottas Mine, staying clear of Albert’s Pass. Even in dragon form, he knew to avoid the popular hangout of the rebellious youth from the hamlet of Sarkany. 
Smoke curled from his large nostrils as he snorted over his old-world language—hamlet. Sarkany deserved the label, or it did a hundred years ago, but no matter how hard he tried not to, his thoughts used the ancient languages when he walked as a dragon.
His purple scales scraped along the tight walls heading into the cave. He paused to rub back and forth along an outcropping, a low rumble of pleasure rolling up his throat. With a full belly, he saw no reason not to take advantage of the natural formations leading into his lair. That spot on his left shoulder always itched by the end of a hunting trip. He’d ignored the itch earlier. Easier to ignore tonight. Not so much the unexpected strong call to his soul, begging him to fly over Albert’s Pass.
He paused mid-scratch, lifting his snout. The smell of burning wood drifted along the ceiling of the passage. The sweet scent of lilies intertwined with the smoke, tickling his nose.
Her.
With a thunderous bellow, he rushed into his lair. “How did you find me, woman?”
Brigit raised a blue-green stare toward him as he plunged into the large chamber. She sat on a golden, life-sized horse statue near the center of his massive hoard. Her brightly colored peasant skirt dipped into the accumulated treasures heaped throughout the space. The gemstones at her feet reflected their colors in her clear gaze. For a moment, it took him back to the day he first pecked free of his shell, greeted by a much younger version of those eyes—curious, gleeful, and focused.
At the moment, her glare measured him while her mass of red hair bristled around her face in a fiery haze. A warning of what was to come.
With slow, deliberate movements, she slid from the horse and picked her way toward him. “Greetings, Raker.”
Scaly tail slamming against the far wall, Raker lunged closer, towering over Brigit. “Why are you here?” His gravelly voice echoed off the walls, but she didn’t even blink in response.
“Honestly, Raker.” Her no-nonsense, controlled voice did not echo. “It wasn’t that hard to find you.” Tone shifting to a sharp reprimand, she took a step closer. “Why are you here? The Sons of George don’t forget, no matter how many years and generations have passed.”
The Sons of George. He’d managed to evade them so far, those single-minded raiders. He hadn’t anticipated their return to Sarkany, too.
Her slap to his snout came as a shock—she always managed to inflict pain even when he outweighed her several times over. He reared up, mouth open, fire building in his belly.
“Don’t you dare.” Brigit jabbed a finger at him. “You will not toast me, today. Now change. I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.” Arms crossed, she leveled a scowl at him.
He hunched his shoulders in defiance. She never understood the call that drew him to places he shouldn’t go. This time, he’d thought he’d evaded her, but, somehow, she always found him, the she-devil. This time, she wouldn’t stop him, though. Not today.
He pushed by her, his tail slapping the mountain of his possessions into a tumbling, clanking rush of jewels, and thundered toward the mine shaft at the other end of the chamber.
Wings folded down his back, he dove into the pit, the thrill of the plunge heating his blood. As he soared toward the bottom of the tunnel, a sudden weight slammed into his back. Pain blasted across his shoulders as Brigit’s sharp nails found the spot between his neck scales and dug in. He roared in agony and frustration.
Losing control of the dive, he slammed into the ground with a thud. Staggering to his feet, he shook off the impact and bucked to throw her off his back.
She leapt free, a well-practiced move, but not before jabbing the spot on his neck again.
Unable to resist her pin-pointed attack, Raker hunched over and forced himself to relax into the shift. It hurt more when he fought it, and his sister knew this.
His dragon form folded in on itself. Gas erupted from his lung bladders, fogging the air with sulfur, and his elastic skin contracted, drawing up and forcing him to straighten from his hunched stance. The urge to howl in pain clawed at his mind, but he refused to give her that satisfaction. Bones thickened and shortened. Purple scales melted and fused into smooth golden skin. After several agonizing minutes, Raker stood naked before her, his long, dark hair falling into his face.
Not missing a beat, Brigit advanced on him. “Why Sarkany? Have you found the One?”
“The ancestors lived here.” Shoving his hair out of his face, his fingers sought the spot on his neck, the invisible place only she knew how to reach. “They’ve returned. I smell her.”
Brigit tilted her head to the left, studying him. In the darkness of the mine shaft, her eyes glowed with the gift of night vision. Green and sparking with fire, they closed to tiny slits. She shook her head. “You’re an idiot.”
Fists clenched, Raker bunched his shoulders and took a menacing step toward her, trying to intimidate with his display of great power and size. Not as threatening as the dragon, but still formidable.
She raised an eyebrow at his threat. “Don’t be stupid. It’s too risky. There are far better places to look.”
“Don’t you think I have? No matter where I go, I’m drawn here. I can’t fight it.”
“You’re as bad as Cole.” The glow in her eyes dimmed for a moment. Her voice lost some of the fire. “Don’t let them do this to you, too. To us.”
None of her words surprised him. From the day he and Cole pecked free of those hard shells, she’d been there, an excited child ready to care for and protect her brothers under their mother’s tutelage. But she’d never been a dragon. She didn’t understand. He couldn’t let her stop him now. It felt like his last chance. After a few hundred years, one trusted intuition.
Unable to explain, he unleashed the beast, the heat of his change filling the shaft and revealing a myriad of small passages intersecting the dark space. Those passages led him to choose the cavern above as his lair—easy in, easy out when escape became necessary.
“Raker.” Brigit’s screech echoed from the bottom of the shaft as he shot upward, flames of freedom shooting from his mouth to light the way.

      ***By mid-morning, Brigit stumbled out of the maze of the Grottas Mine, blinking at the sun. She hadn’t spent two-hundred-and-forty-seven years as her brothers’ keeper without gaining a few survival skills. Raker might be the last living dragon—all the more reason to take her role seriously. The horizon gave no hints to the dragon’s whereabouts. Morning sunlight glittered off the rooftops of Sarkany in the distance.
She slapped at the dirt clinging to her clothes and examined a large rip. “Another skirt ruined thanks to that no-good lizard.”
Her gaze returned to the town in the valley. Raker said he smelled the One. To town, then. Hopefully, she wasn’t too late to save his scaley, purple hide.
She hiked to where she’d hidden her fully loaded Ford F150 in the small, wooded area below the entrance to the mine. A black vehicle might not have been the best choice for the dry heat of the western US, especially when she needed to blend in, but her heart swelled in pride as it came into sight. A fine film of dirt covered it, just like any other vehicle within a hundred-mile radius.
She dragged a duffel bag from the passenger seat, unwilling to climb into the baked interior of the cab. The water bottles in the bag provided lukewarm refreshment, but she didn’t care and stripped down, pouring water over her sweaty body. Wet, red hair twisted into a knot and concealed under a wide-brimmed, leather hat, she donned jeans and a loose-flowing green cotton top. Then the dragon keeper climbed into the truck’s cab.
The engine roared to life as she squinted toward the town below. “Maybe the Sons of George won’t be looking for Brigit the Brash, yet.”
She backed out of the trees and bounced the truck over the rough terrain until she hit the dirt road that led to the main highway. With the windows down, just enough breeze circulated the stuffy air. As the road fed into the highway, she swung a right and headed into Sarkany. Turning up the AC, she powered the windows closed and cranked the Hits from the 70s Sirius station louder, belting out the words to “Carry On My Wayward Son.”
A few miles down the highway, which was more of a cracked road with grass and weeds pushing forth to overtake civilization, Brigit passed a young girl walking along the side. Petite with long, dark hair, she looked no more than twelve and offered a friendly wave as Brigit drove by.
Easing off the gas, she studied the girl in the rearview mirror. She wore jeans and a red T-shirt, a pair of sandals dangling from her fingertips. “What’s a child doing out here all alone?”
Brigit backed up on the deserted highway until she came abreast of the girl. She lowered her window. “Need a lift?”
A bright smile shone up at her, and Brigit blinked at the unexpected sight. The girl’s eyes and golden skin suggested Asian ancestry. Sarkany really had changed since the last time she’d been here. Back then, the town overflowed with Norwegians—the ancestors Raker sought. Easy enough for Raker and Cole to blend in with their sleek and muscular bodies and thick, flowing hair, Raker’s dark and Cole’s light to match his golden scales. Even she went unremarked with her mass of red hair. They’d found peace there for a time, until the boys stirred the town’s dust too much, drawing down the wrath of the Georges. The place hadn’t been much more than an outpost back then, but even in tiny settlements, you didn’t stay where you weren’t welcome. That went triple for dragons.
The girl still smiled at her but hadn’t moved to get in.
That brought a sigh of frustration mixed with relief from Brigit. Young though she may be, at least the girl had learned some precautions, even if it did make Brigit’s decision to protect her more difficult. Not to mention delay her in locating her brother.
The truck idled. No way was she going to leave this girl in the middle of nowhere. Who knew what monster might come along and snap her up. Brigit was still working out what to say to gain the girl’s trust when, with a quick bob of her head, the girl grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. “You know what? I guess it will be all right. The road’s hot.” She climbed into the truck. “Thanks. I tried to walk in the grass, but there isn’t much.”
Nodding at the girl’s sandals, Brigit asked, “Why not put those on?”
To demonstrate, the girl lifted one and pulled on the strap. Broken.
“Ah. Where ya headed?”
“Only one place this road goes.” The girl’s rich voice flowed smooth as honey.
Brigit put the truck in gear and started down the road. “It’s none of my business, but what are you doing way out here alone?”
The girl shrugged. “The kids from town took me to Albert’s Pass.”
“And?” Brigit re-evaluated the girl’s age. Albert’s Pass was teen territory.
“They left me. Some new kid initiation.” The girl rolled down the window, her black hair flying in the breeze.
“Kind of young for that group, aren’t ya?”
Dimples dotted the child’s cheeks. “I’m almost eighteen, just small for my age.”
Peeking at her passenger again, Brigit noted the slight curves under the T-shirt hinting at a petite woman. “How long you been out here?”
The girl squinted into the sun, her mouth twisted in thought. “I’m not sure. They took my phone. What time is it?”
Brigit nodded at the clock on the dashboard. “10:48.”
“Hm, felt longer. I’ve been out here almost eleven hours.”
The only thing Brigit could do was stare at the girl with concern.
“I know, I know.” The girl shrugged. “They picked me up just before midnight, drove us up to the pass, and everyone sat around getting drunk and acting stupid. Anyway, it’s what you’ve got to do to fit in around here. Especially when you arrive near the end of your senior year.”
Shaking her head, Brigit took a swallow from a water bottle, then fished her free hand into the duffel bag, pulling out another bottle. She handed it to the girl. “So they left you?”
“Thanks.” She accepted the bottle and unscrewed the cap, then took several long gulps. “Not before making me listen to a bunch of stupid stories about dragons and monsters in the hills, then they put out the fire, took my phone, and left me there.”
Not good for Raker if the stories still made the rounds. The sooner she found him and got him out of here, the better.
Of all places, why did he choose to return here? His dragon sense would lead him to the One, no matter how far away. They were getting harder to find, though. Last time she’d spoken to him, he’d been headed to Romania. But the women of Sarkany? It may be the boonies but finding a virgin in her mid-twenties had become much harder no matter where you went in the world. Much less a blond, which he seemed to prefer. Blonds abounded, of course, but virginity was another problem all together. No problem in the ancient days. For a moment, she wished for those simpler times.
But only for a moment. She loved her truck, AC, the ability to get places faster. Maybe Raker was right. Small town values might yield a candidate for the One. Maybe.
“I’m Jade.” The girl interrupted Brigit’s thoughts. “What’s your name? My Uncle Albert will have a fit if I don’t know who gave me a ride.”
Brigit sputtered, fighting not to choke on the mouthful of water she’d just taken. She coughed, then cleared her throat. “Uncle Albert? As in Albert George?” What fate led the niece of the Sons of George’s leader to her on the day Raker sensed the One?
“You know him?” Jade wrinkled her nose in surprise. It made her look even younger.
“Of him.” Brigit glanced at the girl, not wanting to be indelicate. “But you’re—”
“Not a big strapping Viking?” Jade laughed. “I’m adopted. From China.”
“So your name’s Jade George?”
“No! That would be awful. Jade Marshall. My mom’s Pearl, Albert’s sister.”
Chewing on this tidbit of unexpected news, Brigit drove the last few miles in silence, not even noticing what songs her favorite station played.
Jade followed her lead for silence until the truck rattled into town. “Just drop me off at the square by the dragon fountain.” She shook her head in amusement. “This town and their stories. They say my great-great granddaddy killed the last dragon. That’s supposed to be him in the statue.”
“I’d heard.” Brigit studied the monstrous image of the Viking, a pitchfork shoved into what must be Raker’s gaping maw. He almost didn’t survive that attack. Their brother, Cole, hadn’t, but somehow, she’d managed to heal Raker.
Brigit pulled to a stop in front of the fountain, her gaze fixated on the statues.
“Thanks for the ride and water.” Jade climbed out of the truck.
On the other side of the fountain, Albert George stepped out of the local gas station and squinted in their direction. Brigit gripped the wheel, her knuckles turning white. He was older than the pictures she’d located online, hair graying around the temples, but still as burly and menacing as ever.
Oblivious to the potential drama playing out around her, Jade slammed the truck door and walked past the fountain. Her feet slowed as she spotted her uncle’s attention riveted on her. Who wouldn’t falter under that glare? He said something to her, pointing toward the fountain and Brigit’s truck beyond it. Jade shrugged and headed past him.
With a frown, Albert studied the truck, his hand shading his eyes.
On the street corner behind the dragon hunter, Brigit found her brother. Raker lurked, frozen in motion, hungry eyes tracking Jade.

      ***Raker had spent all morning circling the town at a height that shrank his size to a bird’s if anyone bothered to look. Even that high up, the scent of jasmine teased him, begging him to fly closer and closer, but he’d maintained the safety of distance.
The town had mushroomed across the dry land in a hundred years. His enhanced animal sight spotted people moving about their daily chores. Enough that, if he shifted back to human, he might be able to enter the town unnoticed. A cluster of abandoned buildings on the south end of town, the old part he recalled, provided the best location to shift and blend in. He swooped down to land behind a few hills about a mile from there.
Walking on two legs, the tantalizing pull on his dragon senses eased a bit. Relief flooded through him like clouds covering the sun on a hot day. At least he’d remembered to snag his clothing stash during his cave exit. A man might go unnoticed, but not a naked one.
The alluring scent flitted on the breeze, spare though it may be, less noticeable at ground level. Had she left? Maybe he’d missed her. Just after midnight last night, his dragon had homed in on the One's location somewhere on the edge of the desert. It had urged him to take up pursuit, but hunger had won that battle. As he wandered the back streets, inhaling the enticing aroma, but unable to fasten onto her location, he kicked himself for giving in to last night’s belly grumblings. She was here. His dragon knew it and rumbled in the back of his mind with impatience.
A sudden gust of wind threw the jasmine aroma in his face, drenching him with her scent, and driving him into pursuit. He picked up his stride without thinking about it. The center of town held the prize. She called to his dragon from there.
As he rounded a corner and entered the square, the smooth thrumming of a powerful engine rumbled from the opposite side, drawing closer. His sister’s truck came

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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