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THE DRAGONS' VEIL

 

 

Here inside the Dragons' Breath, Live in peace, long safe from death.

Leave war and wrath beyond the Veil where conflict ever yet will rail.

No silver sword will smote the scales of any beast who herein dwells.

For this, the LAW, is placed on all--No beast shall kill, nor sword shall fall,

No voice will roar in anger's thrall, No fang shall cleave nor sharp claw maul.

In exchange for tooth and nail thought and reason shall prevail.

In exchange for strength and fire to intellect we shall aspire.

The magic of the Breath shall rule--until some Dragon acts the Fool!

Dread the wing'ed vagabond! What Dragon dares to go beyond

Violates that capricious wall to the detriment of all.

Once swift wings disturb the Veil the magic Breath will thin and fail.

Two lands asunder that once were One,

now separate worlds with separate sun

Become again as once they were and scale and feather, skin and fur,

Will fight and wound and rend and slay as intellect does fade away.

Peace and calm will disappear replaced by anger, war, and fear.

Woe to us long safe from death if fails the Veil of Dragon's Breath!


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Home again, with revelations...

 

"Hang on!" Galvistor warned.

Remembering their last flight through the great barrier Veil, he braced to face a violent slam of icy wind and rain. 

This time he entered the whirling mist from the west, over the high mountains that edged the world outside the Veil. Princess Shaila, carried before him inside the cage of his foreclaws, was already shivering. 

The vapor enclosed them, snuffing sight and sound. To his surprise and relief, the elements inside what Shaila called the 'big green cloud' were less intense than during their original passage. The air was cold and blustery, but not unmanageable. 

Thank Gansur! He had anticipated a struggle to keep his claw-tips firmly together while being tossed about like a feather in a gale, and keeping them together was imperative. He did not intend to drop the sole heir to the Kingdom of Ambistron again. 

He didn't recall dropping her before, but drop her he had and that moment of distraction could have ended in disaster. The Princess, however, had not only survived the violent land beyond the Veil without him, but completed the purpose of their ill planned sojourn. She had found her husband-choice, which shouldn't surprise Galvistor. Shaila was feisty and stubborn. Once focused on a task, she finished it. 

Even now a ton of human male lay like a boulder inside his upper gullet. The Princess had wanted a staunch mate, had she not? Nothing could be stauncher than this heft of humanity, whose vicious struggles had bruised his poor interior. The human seemed to be settling at last, accepting his situation. Either that or the man was running out of air, which increased the need for a swift flight home. Galvistor wasn't going to mention that prospect to Shaila. She had been carried in the same discomfiting manner and knew the difficulties. 

No choice for it, though, but to carry the man inside, since Galvistor had been forced to destroy the riding harness that kept Shaila secure on his back when they flew. Getting the near frozen Princess off his back and reanimated after their first encounter with the Veil had required chewing the harness apart. At least the husband-choice was warm, while Shaila, who wore nothing but simple, light clothing, had to suffer the icy wind that sieved through Galvistor's claws.

Worried about both her and the husband-choice, he increased his speed, grateful his time in the land beyond the Veil had resulted in an inexplicable enhancement in size and strength. Otherwise they would be skimming the topography hidden by the shifting vapors, for in his prior condition the weight of the husband-choice would have held him too low. 

Had it been the air in that other land, or the unusual food that added power to his mighty form? A circumstance he intended to give suitable contemplation now that his mental faculties were reengaged. He had only vague memories of a period of less than astute mentality, a condition more unsettling than his physical changes. Strength without reason? Not just a disconcerting thought, but a frightening one.

A dark shadow rushed toward him--whoa! A peak! He swerved, heard Shaila's frightened gasp as they missed the snowy point by mere feet. They weren't as high as he had believed. A blood-rush of excitement stiffened his tendrils, the close encounter generating anger and exhilaration. Anger because the haughty rock had threatened him, and exhilaration--he snorted in revelation. It was the danger! He had never enjoyed danger before.

Of course not, fool Dragon, he chided himself. You've never known danger before. Not in the safe world of Isoladia. 

But beyond the Veil...no, not there, either, he had to admit. Befuddled though his memory was, he recalled delight, annoyance, confusion, perhaps a moment of anxiety before they escaped with the husband-choice, but not once had he felt he was in real danger. Even so, he recognized a new layer inside himself, as if the exposure to those different emotional elements had enhanced his sensings the same way his musculature had been thickened. 

"Galvistor!" Shaila called. "Can we avoid the scenic route? That was too close." 

"No cause for alarm," he assured her. "A minor adjustment is required."

He barely heard her muttered response--something about covering her eyes and not watching--before the wind swept her voice away. 

A few hard wing beats lifted them. It was difficult to orient direction or elevation in the Veil's murk, and the husband-choice's added bulk skewed his balance, allowing the wind to knock him about and further distort his senses. Even so, he felt they were making headway.

Rain struck, a freezing sheet that further blurred the situation. He felt Shaila scrunch down. Her cloak wasn't waterproof and before long she would be wearing a soggy mess of material. At least his wings weren't freezing over. They felt strong, capable, undeterred by either cold or wind. If they beat fast enough, no ice would encase them as it had before. He wouldn't allow it. Home lay beyond this unpleasant soup. Home, and his mate and their clutch, hopefully hatched. Fat cows, blue skies, and the peace of an ever-quiet land. A warm land. 

He plunged on, moving through the miserable Veil as fast as possible. 

 

* * *

 

Shaila sneezed and trembled. Her pants and shirt had never been intended for these adverse conditions, and the tunic she wore over them was useless against the soaking rain. Still, these were the only items between her and icy air. Not a killing cold like before, but wretched all the same. So different from Isoladia, where rain and wind were gentle and refreshing--she sneezed again. A sniffle. She had never had a sniffle. 

A discomfort, but not a worry. Armon was the worry. How was he coping inside the Dragon's great stomach? She hated traveling in the slime and suffocating closeness of Galvistor's interior. It had never been pleasant, but with the recent production of fire in the Dragon's depths, it might be uncomfortably warm as well. Hopefully not too warm. She had confidence the Dragon wouldn't risk her husband-choice, but the thought of the handsome soldier riding in close proximity to a hot and formidable flame was frightening.

"Armon," she whispered, picturing his blonde hair and serious blue eyes--another sneeze shattered her focus. She hunched deeper into Galvistor's claws.

She wished her arms were long enough to allow her to touch the Dragon's underside, to perhaps feel Armon's body through the tough exterior and reassure him. He had fought long and hard against confinement, as evidenced by Galvistor's earlier grunts and winces each time Armon's struggling limbs struck him. While she hated those struggles, they confirmed he had strength and spirit, traits suited to the man who would assume her father's throne. 

There hadn't been time to ask if Armon wanted to assume that responsibility, not with the battle going on between the soldiers and the hairy 'uglies' as dawn broke in the land beyond the Veil. She'd had no choice but to have Galvistor snatch him from that terrible fight. He might have died otherwise. Besides, the intervention had scattered the combating forces. Calm, reasonable Armon would thank her because her action had saved, not only him, but his friend, Turk, and all the other men who fought under the dark Captain, Breedyn Sol.

Sol. Gansur, what a scowling hulk, as uncalm as the Veil they flew through. Overbearing, stubborn, and as bossy as her father, King Harrimore. The likeness ended there. The Captain was a soldier, battle-scarred and attuned to his world's violence. Obviously a respected leader, for all that he lacked manners. As much as the man had irked her, she admitted she understood the respect given him. Sol had always stayed to the front of those he led, facing the brunt of whatever danger threatened. An admirable trait. And hadn't he returned his men's respect, listening when necessary, advising without rancor or judgment? He was a man of better quality than she wanted to credit him with. 

Shaila blinked raindrops from her lashes. Why focus on Captain Sol? She didn't even like him! Lordly Armon Duel, the only man for her, was a mere few feet away, being carried to his true destiny. Another sniff broke her reverie. Brooding Sol, indeed.

 

* * *

 

Dark. Moist. Hot. Smothering. 

For all that was holy, how long would he linger in the belly of the beast before it dissolved him? 

Breedyn gasped, finding a tiny pocket of air in his helm to sustain him a few minutes more, a gagging breath that smelled of sulfur and digestion. Ganyun--was it his own flesh he smelled, liquefying in the disgusting slime that enveloped him? Perhaps not. He could still feel his limbs, even his fingers and toes, and there was no pain. Why would the creature ingest him if not for food? Why had it taken him whole and not torn him apart before it swallowed?

He was confused, had been confused from the moment he woke from his berserker state and found himself stuck in this reeking, quivering mass of musculature. At first he'd had no idea where he was, had thought he was dead and in the hell his failures destined him for. Only when he heard the noises around him--the grumbling stomach, joints creaking, lungs filling and emptying like gigantic bellows, the steady thumping of a huge heart--had the truth struck. He was inside a living thing! There would be no clean death in having his flesh fuel the workings of its noisy parts.

He had resisted both before and after the rage of his blood-lust dissipated, but other than a few grunts and jerks the creature seemed unaffected. Now, exhausted and near to suffocation, Breedyn didn't have the strength to protest either the indignity or the injustice. 

Clarity was slipping away. He no longer wondered what creature it was or how it had come to swallow him. He remembered only the fight, the blood-song of his sweeping sword, the glory of impending death as he fought alongside his men...his men!

What had become of them? Where were Armon and Turk, Serge Groce and the others? Were they still fighting, or had the panicked Borken overwhelmed them? Damn. Not knowing was the greatest punishment. He wanted answers, wanted to struggle until the beast spit him out into a breathable world where he could confront it and discover if the thing had slaughtered his men while he had fought on in a crazed stupor, unaware of the tragedy. But he was tired, could barely feel his heart beat. 

No air. The stinking slime had oozed through his helm slit to claim every orifice. His nose was no longer usable, and if he opened his mouth again the slick mess would fill it.

He gave in to the inevitable. A slow, peaceful end...who would have thought that for Breedyn Sol, the Warlord's First Captain?

But the Warlord was gone. Now Sol was gone, too. The world would end without him. He sank into oblivion.

 

* * *

 

Bright sunlight struck, half blinding Galvistor. He adjusted his eye facets to dim the glare--ha! They were soaring through Isoladia's brilliant blue sky. Below, the Kingdom of Ambistron spread out emerald and fruitful, edged along its northern border by the indigo depths of Bryteflow River. A clean river, succoring the surrounding land with water so pure it was more a benediction than a channel, a truth he hadn't considered before seeing how the dirty water outside the Veil tainted everything it touched. 

Contrast, he realized, was an important aspect of appreciation.

"Home!" he bellowed, but he didn't have to inform Shaila. She was pounding his claws.

"The river," she shouted. "And green, Galvistor! Green everywhere."

She laughed as he dropped lower to capture a warm current, filling his wings with balmy air that carried them forward in a steady soar. For long minutes he didn't think at all, just enjoyed the calm sky and the gentle sun on his scales. He could fly like this forever, mindless as a bird, rapt with speed while the welcoming sky held him aloft--Shaila pounded him again, shouting something.

"Armon, Galvistor! We've got to get him out of you. He may be out of air by now!"

The husband-choice. He had forgotten. There had been no movement inside for some time, not even when the Veil's despicable wind tossed them about like an angry sea. Time to regurgitate the man. It wouldn't do, however, to fly into the courtyard at Ambistron castle and gag up a bulk of humanity onto the cobbled ground; an indecorous spectacle, and undignified. The husband-choice would want to clean up before being introduced to the King.

Where to do the deed unobtrusively? Not in his own cave. Riastor wouldn't allow such indelicacy in proximity to her young. But where--ah! He angled toward another cave located far north of the castle. The mountain range had numerous pores in its side, caves too shallow or narrow for real habitation, but useful as rest stops or afternoons of quiet contemplation if one needed time alone. He knew the perfect one for this activity, in an isolated area. 

Shaila made no protest as he swung off course. She would have reached the same conclusion about the inappropriateness of presenting her husband-choice to her father draped in stomach lining and the blood of battle. Hopefully her intended wouldn't end up draped in a burial shroud. His utter stillness was disturbing. The Dragon almost wished for another knee in the rib to verify the warrior lived. Worried, he shot across the sky. 

 

* * *

 

Shaila stood against the cave wall and tried to calm herself. Not needing much covering in Ambistron's warmth, she had removed the pants and shirt, but kept the already dry tunic. In fact, the air felt warmer than usual; surely just her chilled body re-adjusting.

She watched, anxious, as Galvistor prepared to spit Armon out. The cave was deep but not great in diameter, and with the Dragon's bulk blocking the entrance there was little light. It was taking him a moment to arrange himself and stretch out the long throat through which Armon had to slide. His gullet was ominously silent, and Shaila couldn't remember when he had last jerked in response to his passenger's angry thrashing. 

Too long, she thought. 

Having been carried this way, herself, she knew one had to stay quiet and take shallow breaths, but she'd had no time to instruct Armon in the etiquette of gullet travel. Either he had figured it out himself or he was no longer capable of struggling.

"Hurry, Galvistor." The waiting was unbearable. 

"Merely selecting a smooth patch for the deposit," he grumbled.

"For Gansur's sake, you make him sound like something you'll squeeze out your other end! Just do it!"

Galvistor's scaled features didn't permit a frown, but she heard his disapproval of her crudity in his small sniff. 

Air pulled at her as he sucked in. A low whistling came from his throat, a whistle that went on and on because he had a huge girth to fill. Then silence, followed by a great grunt that sounded as if he really was trying to send his load out the other end--she saw a tentative movement at the base of his throat as Armon was forced out of the upper gullet. His body formed an obvious lump in there, a lump that moved too slowly. How could Armon breathe constricted inside that narrow space? The Dragon's neck had never seemed narrow before, was in fact now of a greater size than ever. Armon was just bulkier than she had thought. 

"Faster," she demanded.

"Tr--er--yuk--ing," Galvistor groaned. Obviously, he couldn't talk with a man in his throat. His wings lifted into an odd, half-extended posture as he strained.

Why is it so difficult? she wondered. The Dragon could swallow entire cows with no effort, horns and all. This was only one man and he shouldn't --oh, lord! Armor. Armon's entire upper body had been enclosed in that hard metal casing the soldiers wore. The hard edges of it must be catching on every protrusion in Galvistor's throat. She had a horrible thought. What if Armon was stuck there? He would die of suffocation and Galvistor wouldn't be able to eat. Or breathe too well. She could lose them both!

Unable to stand and watch, she paced forward and laid her hands on the bulge that was Armon, pushing for all she was worth to help ease him forward. Together, she and the Dragon grunted and groaned and pushed. 

 Birth must be like that, more an assumption on her part than not because she had never been allowed into a birthing chamber. But she knew the process was often long and painful. After an arduous and sluggish trek through the Dragon's esophagus, Armon made it to the base of Galvistor's jaws. Shaila stepped back. 

The Dragon gagged, coughed, gagged again--a gleaming mass plopped from his mouth to the hard stone floor. His head shot up and he breathed in like an expanding bladder, filling lungs that must be nearly as empty as poor Armon's.

"Never again," Galvistor gasped, "will I make light of egg-laying." 

Shaila got on her knees and tugged at Armon's metal head cover. His wet armor gleamed in the dim light, covered with slime that had been no aid in lubricating his expulsion.

"Please be alive," she muttered, and suffered an uncomfortable memory. This moment was similar to the one in the cave beyond the Veil, when she had accidentally shoved her husband-choice off the high trail edge. Afterwards she had knelt beside him, afraid she had killed him. Here she was, in that same posture of regret in spite of having pledged to not hurt him again. If he survived her clumsy efforts to lead him to his destiny, he might well be leery of her.

At last, the headpiece slid off. She tossed it aside, reached to lift his limp head--and froze. Even in the poor light she could tell his hair was dark. Very dark. Perhaps it was just damp from Galvistor's juices. Besides, everything was dark in this shadowed space.

"Is he breathing?" Galvistor lowered his head to peer at the prone figure.

"Oh! I--" shoving aside the niggling sense something wasn't right, Shaila laid her hand over Armon's nose. "I can't tell. This gunk is blocking everything."

Using the edge of her tunic, she wiped the mess off, clearing out his nose and mouth. The more she exposed his face the stronger her feeling of 'wrongness'. Her hands could feel what her eyes couldn't see. These features were rougher, not as refined as she recalled.

"Galvistor, I don't think this is--"

"No movement," the Dragon said. "You'll have to breathe for him or you'll be attired in widow's black before you're even wed." 

"Breathe for him?" She looked up. The Dragon was so close his jaw tendrils almost smacked her in the face.

"Put your mouth over his and share your breath," Galvistor said. 

"What?" 

"Now or never, dear girl. Your husband-choice is turning quite blue."

Shaila stared at him, then down at the barely visible form of the unconscious man. "I can't! I don't think he's--"

"Well I can't do it!" Galvistor snapped. "One breath from me would explode him. Tsk, Shaila--you wanted him, you have to save him. Otherwise, why did we make the journey?" 

"Why indeed?" she muttered. 

Her personal obstinacy and desires, that was why. All consequences lay on her, and whoever this was--she had a rising and unpleasant certainty it wasn't Armon--he didn't deserve what had happened to him. He didn't deserve death because of her mistake. Steeling herself, she bent forward until her mouth was but an inch above those still, blue lips. Not a rumor of breath. Guilt pushed her that last inch.

"Don't die," she whispered, and put her lips to his.

They were still warm, thank Gansur, and soft, an alien sensation, yet not unappealing.

"Exhale," Galvistor said, "slow and steady. You must oxygenate his respiratory system."

She parted his lips with hers, but his tongue was in the way. She drew back. What was she supposed to do with that? Inserting a finger to hold it aside, she covered his mouth with hers and exhaled. He was so much bigger, she did it three times to be certain enough air would reach his lungs. She placed her ear next to his mouth, listening for a breath.

"Nothing," she said, now frightened. 

"Again!" Galvistor commanded. "Push the air out of him first, then do it again."

Shaila stuck both hands under his chest armor and found the broad warmth of him--Gansur, his chest was huge!--and used her weight to force out the air she had just blown in. Then she blew into him again, using her tongue instead of her finger to push his tongue out of the way. Half way through the second exhalation he gasped, a sucking response not unlike Galvistor's. It pulled her down, drawing her mouth tight against his. 

Startled, she froze for two heartbeats, feeling his breath, and realized she was blocking his effort. She jerked back, gasping herself because oddly she could barely breathe.

 

* * *

 

Darkness. Restful, but he was alone. All of his life he had kept himself apart, but he didn't like this. Didn't want to be alone in such darkness. He wanted to find someone, anyone, to stand beside him, only he couldn't move. Or call out. What could he do without limbs or voice? Drift alone in the darkness...something brushed his lips, a whisper of sensation. 

What was it? Who? It pressed against him, into him, swirling down his throat, into his chest. A blessed wind filled him, raised him from darkness. He wasn't alone--Breedyn gasped. 

A warm, soft moistness pressed his mouth, blocking his inhalation. Then it was gone and he managed a great intake of precious air. He coughed, breathed again, and rolled on his side, panting as his lungs adjusted to being used again.

"You've done it, dear girl!" a deep voice rumbled.

The sound was muffled. Breedyn shook his head and blinked, clearing his eyes. His vision returned but he still couldn't see well. Wherever this was, it was deeply shadowed.

"Move, Galvistor. We need more light in here."

Muted though it was, Breedyn recognized that voice. He couldn't put a face to it.

"And where am I to move to?" the great voice asked, piqued. "There's no room."

"Just squeeze to the side, for Gansur's sake. Something isn't right here. I've got to see!"

That familiar voice again. A woman's voice, also piqued. 

Breedyn heard rustling, a muttering protest as something quite large moved away--weak light suffused the area. He was facing away from whoever had spoken, so rolled over.

"Oh, scales and fangs!" the woman said. "We've made a mess of it, Sir Dragon."

Breedyn blinked again. "You!" he croaked.

 

* * *

 

"Captain Sol." Shaila was appalled. Anyone but him! He appeared just as appalled, which for some reason insulted her. 

"Well," she said, feigning calmness, "I suppose you expect an explanation?"

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

New beginnings--whether they like it or not...

 

"You're supposed to be dead!" Breedyn said, and doubled over coughing. His throat was dry and he felt weaker than he could ever remember. Why was he so weak?

Shaila's slender hand hesitated before she touched his shoulder, as if she feared his reaction. What was there to fear? He couldn't swat a fly in this condition. What in the name of the netherworld was wrong with him? 

"Are you all right?" she asked. In spite of her tentative touch she sounded concerned. 

 "Yes. No. I can't tell." He shook his head. "I had a terrible dream." A nightmare...

"It's over now. Take deep breaths." 

She frowned and his befuddled brain focused on the golden arcs of her brows. Damn whatever god had formed her in her mother's womb--the woman was beautiful even when frowning in the half-light. She was so close he couldn't avoid a close-up of her skin, unlined and plump, with a woman's softness, aching to be touched...what was he thinking? 

He never thought of women in those terms! Besides, no woman he had ever known had such ripe flesh. Sun and heat and hunger tightened skin, lined it in early years. Shaila Weem's freshness was unnatural. Everything about her was unnatural, he recalled that much. 

A beautiful woman--he didn't trust her, couldn't trust her, yet here she was acting as caretaker, her touch gentle, her voice worried. Why was she here?

"Why would you think I was dead?" she asked.

Two questions, his own and hers. Unable to concentrate on both, he settled on answering hers. Why did he think she was dead? He tried to remember, the slowness of his mind maddening. 

"Armon. Armon said--he said the horrible thing down in the caves had taken you." 

Breedyn thought he heard a loud 'huff' in the background, but his ears weren't functioning any better than his brain. Sound came as if through water. 

Shaila's face softened again. "He didn't understand. I tried to explain. If only he hadn't..." Her frown returned. "If you hadn't all had your heads covered we would have known who was who. But there you were, the only one standing, fighting alone and looking heroic. You acted insane. I thought you had a head wound. I thought you were him." Her honey-colored eyes darkened. "Scales. This mess is your fault!"

Now she sounded as Breedyn expected, stubborn and concerned only with her own ends. He had no idea what she was talking about. He was still confused.

"I don't understand you any more than Armon does," he snapped. He shook his head again. "What the hell is wrong with my ears!" He poked his index finger into his right ear and discovered it was blocked by something sticky. "Ganyun's balls," he cursed, and set up so he could clear the blockage.

"Stop. You're making it worse. Your fingers are too big." She sounded exasperated. 

She shoved his hand down, replacing his finger with her own. The small digit slid in--Breedyn sucked in a breath of surprise. The sensation inside his ear couldn't have been more sensual if she had used her sharp little tongue. Before he could clasp her wrist and remove the provocative intrusion, she pulled her finger out, taking the sticky plug with it.

"See?" Smug, she held up her finger to display the ugly glob she had extracted.

He winced. "What is it?" 

"You don't want to know." She wiped it off on her tunic--an overly large green tunic he knew he had seen before--and reached for the other ear. 

His hand stopped her. "No!"

"Well, if you prefer to remain half deaf..."

"I'll do it myself." 

Following her example, he played the tip of his smallest finger into the blockage until it stuck well enough to be pulled free. Sound rushed in with blessed clarity as he flicked away the unexplained goop. He heard water dripping somewhere behind him, the scrambling of some small animal way off in the dark, the shifting of his body, his own heartbeat. Good, natural noises. Even his breathing--a rapid breathing, close to a pant. He was stressed. Why? 

Yet another question and he was growing tired of having to ask them, even of himself. Surely the simple invasion of her little finger into his traitorously sensitive ear wouldn't have--memory returned as sharp as his hearing.

It hadn't been a dream! Something had swallowed him! The gunk cleared from his ears had nearly suffocated him. He had been slipping with slow but inevitable progress into Ganyun's dark realm--he grabbed Shaila's shoulders, anger and dread making his grip tighter than intended. 

"It was you! What did you do?" he demanded. 

She tried to pull free. "That hurts! If you don't take your hands off me--"

He shook her. "Where is it, that thing from the caverns? How did you--" 

A rumble vibrated the cave, the rocks shook. They both twisted to look in the direction of that sound. Something enormous, a blackness almost invisible in the darkness, towered over them. 

Breedyn's hands dropped. Shaila scooted away. Tight lipped and wide-eyed, he stared up into the darkness as she stood. 

"Galvistor! He didn't hurt me. He's just upset." The creature rumbled again, a throbbing sound that traveled from a great depth. "Oh, knock it off!" She strode toward the huge form. "He has a right to be upset, even if this is his fault." 

Gaze glued on that intimidating bulk, Breedyn rose, damning his unsteady legs. Pounding blood dizzied him, dryness scoured his mouth as the creature lowered its head level with Shaila, far enough out of the shadows for the dim light to reveal it. 

Breedyn stumbled back, aghast. 

The great head, almost twice the size of his whole horse, Shadowynd--a horse of considerable size--gleamed with black scales that faded into a tight, leathery skin around the nose end of a long and pointed muzzle. Huge, elongated nostrils throbbed red with its breath. The jaws remained closed, but Breedyn suspected the fangs within were as sharp and long as his sword. Four sleek protrusions dangled like huge hairs from the muzzle and jaw, two sprouting just behind the nostrils and two halfway between the nostrils and eyes. They were the diameter of Breedyn's forearms at the top, tapering to points at their ends, undulating like the strands of a man's long mustache with each movement of the creature's head. 

Eyes like immense faceted gems glittered, lit, he assumed, by the thing's inner heat because the light in the cave was too pitiful to provide such a glow. Large, scaled eye-ridges delineated the upper and back halves of orbs that gave no clue as to their focus. Perhaps the thing looked at Shaila, perhaps at him. More likely at both of them since it was a predator.

Breedyn couldn't look away, let alone move away. Coldness gripped his limbs. Fear. An emotion he had little experience with. Ganyun help him, he was experiencing it now in full force and it was paralyzing. 

Shaila, a mere wisp of golden flesh next to that gigantic skull, didn't seem intimidated.

"Stop growling! What's the matter with you?" she said--and smacked the creature between its nostrils! The head jerked, swaying the long tendrils.

Shock sent Breedyn several steps backward. He was torn between running or holding ground. Foolish as it was, the woman's bravery shamed him. Was it bravery? If the thing was, indeed, her 'companion', familiarity would have dulled her to its potential for havoc. Was the thing a pet, or trained like some great hound to react to attack? 

When a pale green smoke drifted like coils of rope from either nostril, he grabbed for his sword. Gone! When had he dropped it? Not inside the beast, he was certain, for he had no memory of it in his hand while trapped within that disgusting cage of muscle and slime. 

No sword, no knife. He hadn't been this defenseless since he was a boy. He couldn't bear it, had to fill his hand with something, however paltry. Bending, he picked up a sizeable rock. His movement drew the monster's gaze. Another rumble shook its massive chest. Breedyn's hand tightened around the rock.

"Galvistor, stop it!" Shaila looked like an angry mother scolding a defiant child. 

If he didn't suspect she had a history with the creature, Breedyn would have been impressed. As it was, their obvious relationship astonished him. What bound this nightmare to one small human woman? Was she a witch, a mythical hag that cast spells to ensnare victims? 

The creature snorted and the smoke thickened, writhing up like sinuous snakes. Habit generated response. When threatened, fight. Breedyn drew back and threw the rock as hard as he could, aiming for an eye. Swords were his forte, not rocks; the missile struck the base of one drooping tendril.

"OOOOOWWWWW!" The huge head shot up, and up. Thunk! The ceiling stopped it. 

Shaila spun on Breedyn. "What did you do?"

He grabbed her wrist. Time to separate her from her monstrous lap-dog. "Let's go, you little fool."

She dug in her heels. "I'm not the fool here! Is violence the only way you can respond?"

"For Ganyun's sake, woman, don't argue! You'll get us killed!" He looked up. The head was motionless up there. No doubt the thing was stunned. 

"No one is going to get killed, you-you moron!" 

She became a wildcat. He tried to pick her up but her flailing limbs were impossible to contain. A glance over his shoulder--oh Ganyun, too late! The head was returning, falling back toward them with relentless intent. Breedyn wondered if in being provoked the beast would forget its bond and grab the woman as well. Again, habit prevailed: protect those smaller and weaker. He pushed her behind him and faced the creature.

The head came toward him, slower, but inexorable, until the red nostrils were inches from his chest. Smoke covered him like a vaporous net, warm, acrid, blinding. He coughed again. This time there would be no swift swallow. He was going to find out how sharp those fangs were. He braced himself as the beast paused, as if considering how best to take him apart. 

"I'll distract it," he said to Shaila between coughs. "When it grabs me, run."

The creature snorted--a sound more of amusement than rage. The mouth opened. Breedyn closed his eyes, unwilling to see what was coming. 

"Well, dear girl, for all that your husband-choice lacks manners, he has courage. And a protective nature, I'm pleased to say."

Breedyn's eyes flew open. The creature had pulled back, freeing him of the clogging smoke. But who had spoken? 

"Sorry about that," it said. "Can't always control it. A nuisance, too, drying out my poor throat. I don't know about you, but I could use a nice draft of ale about now, a strong, cold one."

Breedyn backed up and slammed into Shaila.

"Would you stop!" She shoved him, ending the mindless reaction of his legs. 

"Ganyun's balls..." He was too surprised to even blink when the huge muzzle came close again. The smoke had thinned, as if the source had been smothered. 

The monster sniffed his armor. "This explains the difficulty of regurgitation," it said. "I hope that comes off. Otherwise maneuverability during mating will be quiet a task."

Breedyn laughed, a croaking noise, more from shock at the thing's cognitive powers than its outrageous remark. 

"Galvistor!" Shaila stepped around Breedyn. "I can't believe you'd say such a thing. Besides, it's irrelevant. Didn't you hear me? This," she prodded Breedyn's chest armor, "is not my husband-choice. You messed everything up."

"Not your husband-choice? But you pointed him out!" 

"An honest mistake." 

"Honest mistake? Honest mistake?" The huge head went up again, all but the end of its muzzle going back into shadow. 

Breedyn's knees wobbled. He would welcome the floor and the safety of a stupor, but his blood was flowing, bringing both brain and body to full alert. A soldier's alertness that demanded he see and hear everything. The creature didn't appear to intend harm, so he stayed on his feet, staring at the strange mouth as the skin around its edges moved like lips to form words. Fascinated, bemused, he took in the conversation. 

The creature's voice grew louder, parroting Shaila with amusing accuracy. "'The right one', you said. 'The bravest, Galvistor'. You insisted!" it accused.

Breedyn couldn't help himself. He glanced at her. "You thought me the bravest?"

"Don't let it swell your rather large head. Galvistor has a tendency to exaggerate. A Dragon simply has no idea what--"

"Dragon?" Breedyn's gaze swung back in hard inspection, struggling to match reality with imagination. The tomes in which he had read about dragons hadn't provided drawings, so he had formed his own vision. Huge and gleaming like jewels. "Ganyun's balls! This is a dragon." 

"Balls? Balls? You use that word like you're some kind of juggler. What does it mean?" Shaila fluttered her hands in evident anger for his interruption, but apparently wasn't interested in an answer. For which he was grateful. "Of course he's a Dragon!" She glared at it. "Not the most reputable one you're likely to meet." 

"Humph!" the dragon grumbled. "It appears, however, that I am the most gullible Dragon you are likely to meet." 

Nowhere had the historic tomes indicated dragons were intelligent, let alone capable of speech. Legend described them as wicked and fierce. The damn thing was fierce enough, even if it spoke with the finesse of a lord. But wicked? Breedyn wasn't so sure. The dragon was more civil than its cheeky mistress. One huge gleaming eye looked him over. 

"Not the husband-choice." The dragon sounded wistful. "Who are you, then?"

Breedyn had no idea what 'husband-choice' alluded to, but he didn't like the sound of it. At least Shaila had declaimed him from it. He drew himself up. 

"Captain Breedyn Sol, First Officer to Yesel Dien, the Warlord of Tarbaenia."

"Captain? Does that title designate you as a leader of warriors?"

"I lead soldiers." 

"Ah. I should have known, considering your exemplary actions on the battleground. A woeful lack of experience on my part, I admit." The great tendrils swung as the beast waved a clawed forefoot. "And what with the noise and all those weapons--well, things were confused. I was confused, and alarmed. Your multitude of cohorts was menacing. And you," he addressed Shaila, "thought he was acting crazy." 

"You didn't disagree at the time," she said. 

"If I recall, I wasn't thinking at the time. Nor did I have real experience of how a human would act in battle. All you had to do was--"

"The battle!" Breedyn shook his head. He had been side-tracked by the reality of this amazing creature. "Why did you take me from that battle? What happened to my men?"

The tendrils went still, then drooped as the dragon sat on his haunches, for all the world like a human settling back in a comfortable chair. A human with huge wings sticking out of his back and a seemingly endless tail moving like a wind-teased willow branch behind him.

"That," he said, "is for the Princess to explain."

"Princess?" Breedyn turned to Shaila. "You?"

She lifted her chin. "You needn't sound so doubting."

"Forgive me, Princess Weem, but I'm surprised to find a claim to royalty in a world where royalty doesn't exist. There have been no kings for centuries."

"You don't get around enough, Captain. Of course there are kings. My father is one. No kings!" She sniffed imperiously. "It's Princess Shaila, not Weem. I am unwed."

"I'm not surprised." 

 "What does that mean?"

"That I'm beyond being surprised by anything," he said. "The last time I asked a question I had to trade your silly pack for an answer, but I'm fresh out of trading materials. I'm asking you to answer for courtesy's sake. You owe me, considering you almost killed me."

"A legitimate point," the dragon noted.

Shaila's lips thinned. "I suppose you're right. It's simple. As the only child of King Harrimore of Ambistron, it is my--" 

"Only female child," the dragon interjected.

She narrowed her eyes at the beast. "As an only female child in a land so antiquated it considers women incapable of rulership, it's my duty to find a husband to inherit my father's throne. I was on a husband-quest, Captain, looking for the kind of man capable of handling the job." She looked him over. "Certainly I didn't think it was you, but in the confusion, we made a little mistake." 

"A BIG mistake," the dragon said. "Humongous. Immense. Beyond conception. The greatest mistake since the beginning of time." He flexed his toes, apparently counting on each sharp claw how many centuries had passed since the beginning of time.

"Enough!" Shaila blushed, suddenly not meeting Breedyn's eyes. She seemed to have some guilt about the situation. "It wasn't supposed to be you. But your armor--for Gansur's sake I couldn't see your face. I didn't know you were the wrong man. I'm-" she struggled with a word she evidently had little familiarity with "-sorry."

For having nearly killed him or because she had gotten the wrong man? Annoying. So was her insistence he was unworthy of her father's throne, not that he would take any throne were it handed to him on a jewel-encrusted platter. Annoyance passed quickly. Anger shouldn't be wasted on petty insults.

"Let's see if I have this straight. You seized me from a battle, snatched me up like some damn limp fish selected from the market for dinner--" 

"Ah, now, you were never intended for digestion," the dragon protested. "I don't digest species of equitable intellect!"

"--and left my men leaderless in the face of an overwhelming enemy for the sake of trapping yourself a husband?" 

Shaila's eyes flashed. "I would never trap a man!"

"Oh, excuse me. What was I thinking?" Breedyn shoved his face close to hers. "How could I equate having your behemoth swallow some poor unsuspecting man and flying him to Ganyun knows where with 'entrapment'?"

"Behemoth?" The serpentine head came back into the light. "An unkind comparison. Uh, what, might I ask, is a behemoth?" 

"A better word for it," Breedyn forged on, "is abduction!"

The dragon's tendrils stiffened. "A behemoth is an abduction?" Smoke puffed from the nostrils. "I don't understand. One sounds like a noun, but the other is a verb."

"Offering a man a throne in a land ever green and beautiful is hardly abduction. It's a gift," Shaila insisted, "a wonderful gift."

Bad enough she was a liar and a manipulator, he thought, but she spawned the most ridiculous stories. 

"A gift, woman, is offered without strings attached. It is accepted or not, and once accepted, belongs solely to the recipient to do with as he will. If the man you chose didn't want this 'gift', were you ready to take him home? His home, not yours."

"I--he would have accepted." 

"Of course, this 'prince' among men would have gladly let himself be smothered in your dragon's digestive tract for a place in your perfect--wait! You had your victim picked out. You were looking for him on that battlefield." 

He thought back on the battle but was unable to remember who had been where, or what had happened. His berserker state prevented the memory of anything beyond the hum of his striking sword. "Good Ganyun, who were you after? Who were you looking for out there in--" It struck like a sword hilt. "You were looking for Armon."

"A warrior and a gentleman. The perfect choice, unlike some I could name." Her chin raised another notch.

"I'm glad of your mistake," Breedyn fumed. "I wouldn't wish you on my worst enemy, let alone one of my best frie- men."

Shaila's lips trembled, but he saw no tears. He suspected anger moved her lips. Her lush, pouting lips. 

"Is a behemoth an enemy or a friend? A wondrous beast or something unsavory?" the dragon asked. 

"I doubt you have any friends, Brooding Sol, but that's not my problem. Neither are you. You're one mistake I don't have to live with." She leaned closer, refusing to back down. "We'll gladly take you home."

The dragon's great head tilted. "Actually, dear girl, you will have to live with this mistake." 

"I'm not getting stuck in any dragon's heaving gut again," Breedyn growled, only inches from her face. 

"Heaving?" The dragon snorted. "How rude!"

"Then stay out of his way," Shaila warned. "I wouldn't want you giving him indigestion." 

Her warm breath reached Breedyn's nose--Ganyun! There was that smell again, the one she had left in his tent, the inexplicable scent of fresh greenery. How dare she smell refreshing? Like her chin, his anger raised another notch.

"I'll stay out of his way. I'll walk home, if it's just the same to you."

Shaila's eyes narrowed. "Be my guest." 

"You'd never make it through the mountains," the dragon offered. "Or the Veil. Rotten weather. Putrid. Foul. Inhospitable. And that's long before you'd reach those smelly marshes."

"That's the point of the matter." Breedyn was so close he could see every feathery eyelash on her lids. "I don't intend to be your guest. Not now, not ever." 

"Go, then." She waved a hand toward the cave entrance. "No one is stopping you."

The dragon's long throat cleared loud enough to break their eye war.

"Sorry to interrupt," he said, "however, you are both wrong. Lost the argument before it began. No choice in the matter, you see. You, Captain, are going nowhere but on to King Harrimore's court. You, Princess, will fulfill your quest. You chose him, you keep him."

"Ganyun's balls! I can't stay here! I have a war to fight. My men need me!" 

Shaila's mouth fell open. "Gansur! You can't think I'd wed this arrogant miscreant?"

"Yes. And- a resounding yes."

"It'll be a cold day beyond the Hell-gate first!" Breedyn bellowed.

"Scales! I will not-"

"Silence!" the dragon roared, sending both of them back a step. He tapped his fore-claws on his chest, the sleek scales clinking like fine armor in the sudden stillness. 

How, Breedyn wondered, does the beast look self-righteous without movable features? 

"I will not disappoint my King," the dragon said. Breedyn had the distinct impression the gleaming facets of one eye were directed at him as the creature dryly added, "The heaving gut behemoth has spoken."

 

* * *

 

I've got to escape this asylum and find my men, Breedyn thought. This business is insanity. No dragon, however big and threatening, would keep him from his duty. 

He bent over a small spring-fed pond at the back of the cave and plunged his hands into the cold water just to assure himself he was awake, that this wasn't some weird hell he had died and slipped into. His hands came out dripping and clean, fingers intact, everything normal. If this place was beyond the Hell-gate it was a more refreshing torment than he had expected.

He gazed into the pond, awed by water as pure as snow-melt. Where were they, that it should be so clear? At an originating source, certainly; otherwise the pond wouldn't have been so devoid of sediments or odor. The mountains. 

In Ganyun's name, how would he reach the army from here? Escape would involve more than avoiding the dragon's grip. A distance and terrain that a winged beast didn't blink at would test a man's survival skills. Careful planning was required. 

He shook his head, amazed to be thinking about a dragon. That such a beast existed and he had lived to see it! Obstacle though the creature was, angry as Breedyn felt about being swallowed and nearly smothered, the reality awed him. And sobered him. If Armon and Turk lived and had witnessed the moment of his consumption, they would think him dead. 

While he fumed over that image, Breedyn removed his chest armor, vambraces, greaves, and boots, freeing his limbs for a scrub. His torso was filthy, too, so he shucked underpadding and tunic. The breeches nearly followed--he wasn't used to worrying about proprieties when it came to stripping. Ah, but an officer was expected to bear himself with a modicum of respect for womanhood. What he respected, in truth, was the strict training Warlord Yesel Dien had pounded into him during his early days with the army, because how could he respect a woman he had seen naked, even by accident? He kept the breeches on. 

Crouching by the pond, he thrust his head in, came up sputtering and shook off droplets. He splashed water on his torso and back and scrubbed what flesh he could reach with his nails, savoring the water's purity and abundance. He felt guilty dirtying something so precious with blood and stomach gunk. Fortunately, the taint vanished quickly, carried away by a gentle suction where the water drained into cracks in the cave floor.

"If you're through splashing, I want to wash as well."

Breedyn looked over his shoulder. Shaila stood just within the glow cast by rocks the dragon had heated with one hot exhalation. The strange green light glazed her hair, highlighting its riot of metallic colors. That hair! An incredible blanket of heavy, waist-length ringlets. He had never seen the like. The light affected even her eyes--large and direct--turning them the gold of tree sap...he blinked. His brain was still skewed! Why else would a man who seldom had kind words for women wax poetic, like some addled bard? The brush with death had affected his mind; although, he had crossed blades with death many times and didn't remember it ever influencing his thoughts before. 

Disliking his reaction to her, he stood. Time to ignore her physical assets--breasts so plump it amazed him she didn't topple!--and focus instead on her attitude. 

She had said nothing since Galvistor (the creature had insisted Breedyn call him by name) laid down his edict. Breedyn couldn't tell if she was furious or plotting, but didn't expect the submissive posture to last. He didn't know her well, but the impression thus far was a strong one--this woman didn't give in without a fight.

"Is your great dragon always so bossy?" he asked.

"Great Dragon...finally you say something about him he would approve of. Too bad he missed it." She shoved an errant curl behind one ear. "He's in a mood. He might listen to reason when he returns."

"He's gone?" Breedyn had a brief thought that in the dragon's absence he could slip out and head for Tarbaenia. Considering the reality of his situation, he let the idea go as quickly as it had come. 

"He'll be back shortly," Shaila assured him. "He's gone for a riding harness. He can't carry us both squeezed inside his claws, and I made it clear neither of us will ride in his gullet again any time soon."

"Never, if I have any say," Breedyn said. "Can't you talk some sense into him?" 

"It's a mood. We have to wait him out." 

I've no desire to wait, he thought, but kept it to himself. He didn't intend to confide in Shaila. Princess Shaila, a title that only added weight to his distaste.

"I'm almost done," he said, nodding toward the water. "If you want..." 

She was staring at him as if she had never seen a half-dressed man. Or, if viewed from her perspective, perhaps what she saw was a half-naked man. Not likely a new experience, he told himself. 

He grabbed his tunic and sopped the wetness from his chest. Feeling perverse, he dried slowly, letting her get a good look, wondering if she remembered the good look he'd had of her.

Shaila walked to the pond's edge. She no longer stared, but he caught her covert glance. Was he annoyed or amused? Not knowing disturbed him. He had never been uncertain when it came to how he felt about women. 

"Did they hurt?" she asked.

"What?"

"The wounds that scarred your arms."

So it wasn't his chest she was focused on. Mildly disappointed--why, he didn't know--he gazed at one forearm. He had more scars than most men, he supposed, but was used to them. 

"I'm too busy when I receive them to notice." 

"Oh..." she said, and stared down at the water.

He felt childish, teasing her with a bare chest she wasn't looking at. He pulled on the tunic, wishing he had the privacy to rinse the gunk from his clothes, which had stiffened. He wouldn't show concern about comfort in front of a woman, though. As he tugged the tunic down, he saw the draw-strings on his breeches were loose, exposing not only his navel but his abdomen and the abundant hair that warmed his privates. 

So it hadn't been only his arms that drew her eyes. 

He tied the strings and glanced up, a smug smile on his lips for having caught her. Shaila, who had watched him tie his breeches, looked away, blushing. She hadn't blushed when he saw her wearing nothing, why now? She seemed almost maidenly. He didn't like that. A tart he had experience with, could understand. Of course she was a tart. Whatever title she claimed it made her no less of one. She was toying with him. 

 "Why this fascination with scars?" he asked. "You stared at my arms that night by my campfire." 

"You remember that?" She looked uncomfortable.

He did remember, and wondered why. Comfortably covered, he retrieved his belt and empty scabbard.

 "I didn't mean to be rude," she said. "The staring, I mean. One doesn't often see scars, certainly not so many in one place."

"You don't get around enough, Princess," he said, returning her earlier remark. "Fighting men have scars. Comes with the territory." 

"Not this territory," she said softly.

Breedyn knotted his belt. Swordless he might be, but he would be prepared for a replacement. He would steal a sword if necessary and feel no guilt because he was owed for his trouble. He wondered at her last remark, but had a more nagging concern. 

"I asked before what happened to my men. Can you tell me?"

"You needn't worry. Galvistor's-uh-appearance on the scene took care of that. The uglies were running every which way. And there were other--"

"The uglies?"

"The big hairy things. Those creatures you were fighting everywhere."

"Borken." He couldn't help a smile. "Your name is better. Uglies fits."

"Whatever you call them, they ran after Galvistor and I came out of the cave. Your men stopped fighting, but they didn't run like those things."

"When soldiers leave a fight, it's called a strategic retreat." He surveyed new dents in his chest armor. Were they from that last battle or the dragon's inhospitable gut?

"Well, a retreat of any kind wasn't necessary," she said, "since those other soldiers were coming to join them. Are all soldiers so--"

He looked up. "There were others?"

"A slew of them, hostile at that. They were bristling with weapons, like some great spine-hog. They actually threw them at Galvistor!"

"A second force," he muttered--ah, yes! It came back to him. There had been men on the far ridge, a contingent of troops whose unexpected appearance had stopped the Borken's flight. They were the reason the half-men had turned back to attack Breedyn's small party at the cavern entrance. "I wonder if it was Emmer," he mused. "Well, there's no knowing, but thanks to whoever it was, my men may have survived."

"You worry about your men?" Shaila asked.

The absurdity of her question hardened his voice. "Of course. Don't you worry about your--" he started to say about her dragon, but thought it a foolish question. What was there to worry about for a creature so massive and well armored? "About your people?" he said, instead. 

She had to think about her answer, which intensified his disgust. Beautiful and royal; of course she thought of no one but herself.

"I worry about my father," she said.

A twinge of guilt struck him. He couldn't disdain that. "We have something in common after all. We both worry." He gathered his gear, started to walk around her, stopped. "Thank you for the information about my men. I needed to know." 

She nodded and he left her there.

 

* * *

 

Shaila knelt by the pond, anxious. Galvistor was being stubborn. She could usually back him down, but he seemed determined on this ridiculous plan. Impossible. If she had wanted a man like Captain Sol she could have stayed in Isoladia to find him. Not true. He wasn't like any man in Isoladia. He was worse. She found him attractive and couldn't understand it, for he was nothing like Armon, whose refined features went beyond handsome to that striking appearance any woman would be drawn to. Who wouldn't prefer such a face at her side, in her bed?

Still...her fingers skimmed the water's surface. What it was about the dark Captain that held her attention? Was it merely Armon's absence? No. It had nothing to do with Armon. Sol had a presence all his own. Not lordly, but something that stirred the senses so you couldn't stop thinking about him. Part of it had to do with size, part of it with his rough face. The man was elemental. His drew one's eye like some great mountain blocking the horizon, a weathered fortitude that imposed itself whether you wanted to notice it or not--Scales! How could you get around a mountain, or a man who was masculinity without relief, magnetic for the sake of solid mass and brutal planes? No Isoladian man had a brutal part to him, and wouldn't know what to do with it if he did!

She shouldn't have disturbed Sol at his bath; that had been her undoing. His body thrilled her, frightened her, all that muscle rippling under skin scarred by valor. Such a thrill was dangerous. The man wouldn't think to control her because some written Law decreed his superiority. His actions were decreed by personal belief that he was superior. 

Gansur help her, he wouldn't do as a husband at all.

"Calm," she said aloud. Trepidation had her heart beating like sparrow wings. Breathe slow, move slow, think peaceful thoughts. Ganyun's sake! She was practicing mannerisms she had spent her life avoiding. 

She dampened the tunic's hem and wiped her face. Armon's tunic. She sniffed it, imagining she could smell him. The perfect husband-choice, mannerly, capable, protective without arrogance--and still back in the world beyond the Veil. No doubt fighting for his life because that seemed all they did back there. How could she have made such a mistake? 

She couldn't marry dark, scowling Breedyn Sol. She took some heart in knowing he didn't want her either. Nor did he want her beautiful world. They had to return him to his own violent world and retrieve Armon. Armon wouldn't see her offer as entrapment. Would he? No. Armon was reasonable and of better quality than his Captain. 

She had to change Galvistor's mind. Had to...or...perhaps not. Her father would never accept a man like Sol as his heir-apparent. A violent man born in a world of violence? A man who reacted with aggression because it was second nature? Never. Sol's temperament would disgust King Harrimore. 

Relief surged. She had nothing to worry about. Armon, of course, had led the same life as Sol, was born of the same chaotic world, but he had an air of reason that Sol lacked. He could be directed toward a more acceptable attitude. Her father would like Armon. 

Everything would be all right. She wouldn't be stuck with Sol's obstinacy, or his intimidating body. She wouldn't think about his bare chest or corded forearms--how could she not think about them? She had never seen a naked torso before! She couldn't get it out of her head, that forest of dark hair, claiming the hills and valleys of his hard flesh. But it was the memory of the other hair on his flat belly, outlining a deep navel before diving in a 'V' between the flaps of his breeches--her mouth dried. 

The image would stop a virgin's heart. Not hers, virgin though she was, but a less sophisticated young woman might suffer palpitations from such exposure. Exposure--did he remember that incident in his tent, when he charged in unannounced and caught her in her glory? Had he thought of it when he caught her ogling him? Mortified, her face burned. Of course he remembered, just as she would remember him. She tried to picture Armon in the same condition, but Sol's face kept insinuating over Armon's handsome features. Scales! The man was already trying to dominate her, embedding his perpetual scowl on her mind's eye! 

She plunged her hands into the cold water just to assure herself she was awake, that she hadn't fallen asleep and slipped into some weird dream. Her hands came out dripping and clean, fingers intact, everything normal. 

"Not normal," she muttered. Nothing would be normal again, whether she got Armon or not. She sensed it, suspecting her father's warning about ripples hadn't been far off the mark. 

She looked into the water. Ripples undulated across the surface, breaking apart her reflection. Foreboding filled her. Ripples--and she had started them with her own hands.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

Journeys begin all around...

 

Scaatomange searched everywhere but couldn't find the despicable Dragons or their delectable eggs. 

His memories of the world before he crawled into the cave to sleep was hazy after so long, but he recalled the Dragons had been everywhere when he was a fledgling cub, flying and spewing fire like they owned the sky and everything under it. Only the humans, measly though they were, had stood up to the lizards. Off course, there were many humans and they were sneaky and clever and very small, able to raid the Dragons' nests more effectively than Gryphons. Scaatomange had liked that--except when they destroyed the eggs before he had a chance to enjoy them. A waste.

He cackled, remembering now how the Dragons had raged. Ugly scaled freaks...where had they gone?

For that matter, where had the other creatures of his world gone? To sleep, perhaps, like him and his nest-mates. He couldn't remember why he had grown so sleepy, why his limbs had become too cumbersome to move, his lids too heavy to keep open. Gryphons weren't hibernators like bears, or lair-lovers like goblins or bats; although even goblins and bears came out at seasons change. Only the great Nast-spiders and their smaller kin stayed in the cruel darkness of deep caves.

Memory returned in bits and pieces. A huge cloud had appeared over the center of the mountains, a great green vapor that hid the sun's rising. Was that why he had grown sleepy? Had his body been confused by the loss of a proper dawn, which, all creatures knew, was necessary to herald night's ending? The Dragons must have been affected as well, for the skies had grown less hazardous as fewer and fewer flew over, until one day he had seen none at all. With their disappearance had come other changes: hotter days, less rain, a drier land. And less prey for a hungry Gryphon. 

He clacked his beak, disturbed by thoughts hard to pursue. He preened his wings instead. Who cared where the Dragons had gone as long as they no longer threatened? Even the loss of their eggs wasn't as important as freedom from their fire--although he sensed adulthood meant his hide and wings were now impervious to flame. He secreted an oily substance that protected his flesh, while his saliva coated his feathers with a slimy shield. No Dragon could burn him from the skies!

However, there were no Dragons. Food was the issue. Where were the things worth eating? Nothing but goats in these mountains and he was tired of those. The land was as bare as the sky, providing little to satisfy an appetite that increased with every passing day.

From his high nest he peered over the gray slopes. His sense of smell was poor, but his eyesight was sharp enough to spot one scampering mouse from a great distance even in the dark. Little scampered in these barren reaches of wind scoured ground. Even now wind rushed around the peaks and howled through the narrow spaces lower down, like a wolf following a scent trail. Scaatomange ruffled his wings, lifted a padded foot to pick between his claws. About now he wouldn't have minded the company of a scraggily wolf, or the taste of one. 

He had spied numerous humans--they hadn't disappeared like the Dragons--living near the foot of the mountains. They were in groups and carried nasty looking weapons. Earlier this day he had waited in the rocks near a cluster of them, hoping some of their stupid young would stray beyond the protection of their elders. None had. The two-legs seemed spooked, staying together and keeping close to their rackety nesting grounds. Scaatomange didn't know what had spooked them into such caution since he was certain he hadn't been seen.

Just after sunset hunger drove him to steal a beast of burden tied near one of the humans' box-like nests. It brayed loudly as he flew off with it, an unpleasant sound that brought the humans running into the growing darkness with fire and weapons. He wanted to spit on them, but could do nothing with the noisy thing clamped in his beak. A hard bite stopped the awful noise, and he flew with the dead weight to this perch where he could dine in peace. It proved a tough and stringy meal, but more plentiful than a goat, so he gorged until his belly ached. 

As he settled for the night, he made several decisions. If there wasn't enough food here, it was time to go elsewhere. The cloud cloaking the peaks seemed to be thinning, but remained too dense for him to fly in that direction. The mud-covered land where the sun disappeared each night held little interest, but instinct told him the soggy ground ended somewhere, and food would be found beyond it. 

It was time to wake his brothers and sisters. None had stirred, although he sensed they were on the edge of it. The timing was right. Meager though his feedings had been he would be stronger than those just coming awake. He could subdue them easily before they had their wits about them, set himself as pride leader without fighting for it. A good plan, because hunting would be better with more eyes and claws engaged in the search. The humans would be less menacing then.

And perhaps with more of them in the air the Gryphons would find where the Dragons were hiding. He suspected the lizards might merely be waiting for a chance to catch him unaware. Stinking fire-breathers...

 

* * *

 

Not daring to return to King Harrimore until he had the Princess in tow, Galvistor stayed high above the valley that spread below the castle's mountainous perch. He didn't want to be seen flying toward his cave. Distance didn't affect his keen eyesight and he could see the castle and the abutting town. 

Many of the great, pink-colored granite blocks from which the castle and town were constructed came from a distant quarry, carried here by his Dam when he was a mere dragonet. Built as they were from mountain-born rocks, time had barely touched the structures. The afternoon sunlight sparkled embedded crystals of mica and quartz. 

He liked this habitation, and not just because the color reminded him of fresh, salted meat. Its vibrancy was pleasing, even to a Dragon too big to enter any but the largest halls of the castle, let alone the homes and businesses of the town. The best he could do was an occasional visit to one of the open squares where he was honored with sweets or lamb haunches from the admiring populace. 

Although he was partial to natural settings, he enjoyed the bright banners on the turrets and slatted roofs. When a breeze caught them, the buildings undulated with a life of their own. The townspeople edged street corners with great terracotta urns filled with white and purple flowers, and brightened their window ledges with boxes of yellow dandelions. Potted geraniums, red as blood, set beside doorways. Areas not florally decorated were graced with stone-carved statues or polished woodwork. Crystal and wood wind-chimes clinked softly from lintels and branches all over town. Galvistor fancied he could hear them even from the sky.

Except for King Harrimore and Shaila, who loved bright clothing, most Ambistronians dressed less gaily than their streets, and were never as spontaneous as their wind-chimes. Soft spoken and unflappable, they moved about the gray cobbled streets and courtyards
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