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			Asher - Prologue

			Anthony waited in his chambers for the man to be brought to him. He wanted to…well what he wanted to do, very badly, was not going to happen until he was sure that things were taken care of here. And that was what he was waiting on Elbert to help him with. He looked back at the painting on the wall and felt his heart break again. She was gone; his lovely wife was gone from this world, and he’d be joining her very soon if things went the way the course was taking.

			“Sire? He’s here.” Anthony nodded and asked to have him shown to the throne room. “I will, sire. And the young woman is here as well. I have shown her to the sitting room until you are ready for her.” Elbert, his ever faithful servant, bowed as he left him there.

			Anthony made his way to the young man as soon as he was able to stand on his own two feet. Jacob was his only hope…his last hope that his family line would continue. As he entered the room, he pulled his magic around the two of them tightly, not wanting anyone to hear this conversation. Jacob was kneeling before the chair that Anthony’s wife had sat in not hours before when all hell had broken loose. Anthony spoke to the man now kneeling before him.

			“I should like to ask you a favor, please. It is more than any man should ask of another, but—”

			“Anything, my lord.” Anthony actually smiled. He’d expected no less from the man. “You have done more for me and my family than anyone has done for us before. I will be here to serve you for as long as I live.”

			“You might want to think about this before you say yes, Jacob. What I ask of you is more…it is more than asking you to raise your arms up for me or to put in a bigger crop. This is a matter of life and death for so many people; our linage, mine and yours as well.” Anthony asked him to come closer to him so that they may speak.

			“Sir?” Jacob looked up, then back at the floor before continuing. “Sir, you wish for me to come to you? Up there? I don’t think that is the way things should go, sir. No matter the favor you ask of me.”

			“I do. I wish for no one to hear what we are speaking about. And should you come closer, I can tighten my magic around us so that no one will.” Jacob got up but he moved like a man who was going to the gallows. “I swear to you, Jacob, if you tell me no for the task that I ask of you, I will treat you no differently.” There would be no time, he wanted to add, but he didn’t. There was no reason to frighten him anymore.

			“Perhaps you should tell me then.” Anthony smiled again; his face, unused to the movement, ached just a little. His heart was simply too heavy for happiness. “But should you need me to do either of those things, you have but to ask me.”

			“I know that.” Where to begin, he thought. At the beginning. “You know what I am, do you not? I mean, you know that I am not human?”

			“I do.” Jacob made it sound as if he was silly for asking him. “I believe I have seen you and your wife flying over my crops on more than one occasion. My mother, rest her soul, told us of how you were a fierce person both as a man and beast.”

			“She would know.” Thinking of Jacob’s mother, he knew now why the man was as good as he was. “I should like for you to marry.”

			That got the younger man’s attention. “Marry, sir? While I would love to have a wife and children, I have no means to marry. A wife would wish her husband to be able to plant a crop without fear of it being their last, a home that did not leak on her pies, and an oven that did not smoke more than my grandmother did. I have no money, sir, to marry.”

			“I have such a woman for you. One that will be beside you no matter your house problems. But that will no longer be an issue for you either. I mean to pay you.” Jacob said he had no desire to marry for money. “No, I don’t mean that. I mean for you to be paid to do a job for me. But you will need a wife to make it…I’m not explaining this very well. Let me being again.”

			Anthony thought of his own wife, cold below the ground near their children. And the things that she’d done to protect them from the men who had killed her. He needed Jacob and young Sally to help them more than he would ever be able to.

			“My wife…my wife has been killed.” Jacob looked shocked and told him how sorry he was. “She died keeping our young from harm. From the very men who will come here soon to kill me as well.”

			“You wish for me to protect you. I shall do my best, sir. I cannot lift a sword like your men, but I can try. I will die trying.” Anthony shook his head. “Sir?”

			“I need for you and Sally, the woman I have chosen for you, to wed. In doing so, you will sire six sons with her. Each of them will be strong and brave and will help me with my own.” Jacob sat down now, his curiosity piqued. “I have six unborn children hidden away. Each son you have, one of my own children will come to. They will be a part of them throughout their lives together. Their lives will be long and great, too.” 

			The door to the chamber was pressed against, and Anthony knew that men were just on the other side. His time was running short. When Jacob stood up and drew his knife, Anthony knew that this man had given him hope where it had not been before. 

			“I have little time, so listen to me. Sally awaits you in the other room. Elbert will come to stay with you for your life, then remain to care for your sons when they grow. My children will…they will protect your sons as your sons will protect them. Sally has her own magic to give them that will keep them hidden from men like those that are going to kill me. Your job is to raise them up for me. Raise them to be good men and dragons that I would be proud to call my own.” Elbert came to him then, the girl he’d chosen for Jacob with him. “Go with her. Elbert will have all you need to be safe and your home cared for.”

			The door nearly gave way, and he knew it wouldn’t hold much longer. Standing up, he nearly shoved the man to his servant and wished them luck. Anthony let his beast take him as soon as his hope for the future was out of sight.

			His dragon had been wounded earlier today while he had tried to protect his wife. Now they had come to finish the job, and Anthony was almost ready for them to do so. His children were safe. That was all that mattered for now.

			As the men came through the door, their swords raised against him and their fire burning whatever it touched behind them, Anthony sent the last of his magic to his children and told them that he loved them. Then he fought for his own life if only to give their hope, the hope of all their lives, a little more time.

			It was over soon, sooner than he’d thought. But he’d lost so much blood, and without his own magic to allow him to fly away, he was hurt over and over until he nearly fell atop those that he’d not managed to kill. And he had killed a great number of them.

			The man with the sword came at him, but Anthony had no more strength to move away from the blade as it entered his chest and pierced his heart. As he fell forward, his hot breath killing the last of them, including the man that had taken his life, Anthony knew that all was not lost. 

			~*~

			Jacob held the woman’s hand as they ran from the castle. They ran and ran, not even stopping for fallen trees and brambles. He was afraid for them, all of them, having seen the men with the army behind them storming the gate. The king would not be able to keep them at bay for long. He’d known the man was hurt by the blood stain that ran down his chest to his lap. 

			“I have to rest.” He nodded and stopped running to allow Sally to sit on a stump. They’d been running for over an hour, he thought, just running in a direction away from the castle and his home. Jacob looked around and found a few berries to pick and an apple for her. He brought them to the woman. She was holding a tumbler of water when he returned. 

			“I have magic, did you know that?” Elbert shook his head, then nodded. Her laughter made him think of a spring morning before the dew burned off. “The king wished to ask a favor of me. Did he you as well?”

			“He asked me to marry you. Said that we’d have children together. Six sons.” She nodded and didn’t look the least bit surprised by what he’d said. “I have nothing for us. I told him I barely have a house, but he seemed to think it mattered little.”

			“It doesn’t. Not to me. I can make a fire on the ground if need be. You have shown that you can provide for us today. And you have kept me safe from those men. Men who I’m sure have killed our king.” He told her that the queen was dead. “I felt her death as if it were my own. The same men killed her that are now dead in the burning castle.”

			“He has provided for you both.” They looked at the man who had run out with them. Elbert nodded in the direction they were headed. “Ahead, about another day’s walk, we will come to a place that is yours. It will provide for you both, and the children you shall have.”

			“We will live there? For our lives?” Jacob looked at Sally, thinking it was a strange way to word the question. “Or will we sire children only to be put out?”

			“Nay, my lady. It will be yours and that of your children when you pass. I will care for them as my own when your time comes. But I assure you, it will be a long while yet. You will not see children of your children born, but you will watch your own grow into men.” Elbert took a large satchel from his shirt. “He gave me this to give to you. Should he not have…he knew his time was short, so he had me write what he said. They were coming for him even as he was dying.”

			“Why?” Jacob sat down, weary himself now. “He was a good king—strong—and kept us safe. He and his wife provided for us and never took more than we could give. Why would they kill them?”

			“Because they are human. People…men who have no strength of their own will kill things that they do not understand. The same will be true for your sons someday, I fear.” Jacob took the book handed to him and passed it to Sally. He could not read and hoped that she could. “Once you are wed—and I will do the deed for you—things will come to you that you never would have imagined. Beyond the wealth that he has given you, but magic as well. You will need it to protect your children as well as his.” 

			“Why did he choose us?” Jacob nodded. It was a good question from Sally, but Elbert asked if they could walk while he told them. “I would also like to know if we will have daughters too.”

			“I know not of the other children you will sire. I am sorry. There was no time for much in the way of smaller details.” Elbert flushed. “When he gave me this, he lay bleeding, mourning the loss of his wife. But in answer to your question as to why he chose you? It is because you have hearts as pure as the first breath of a child. The wisdom to know right from wrong and stand by it. And he said that he’d never met two people more suited to each other than you. He was quite pleased that you’d remained unmarried until now.”

			They walked for the rest of the late day. It wasn’t until the moon was nearly over their heads that they finally laid down for the night. Jacob laid out his worn jacket for Sally to lie upon, and went to the woods to find things for their fire for the night. He was just coming back when he turned and saw a creature standing on all fours watching over his Sally.

			“I am a watcher…what you might call a dog or canine, I suppose.” Elbert’s voice came from the large Rottweiler sort of creature, and when he turned to look at him, Jacob could see that it was indeed him. “I neither sleep nor eat, young Jacob, but will protect what is in my care. You rest now.”

			Jacob nodded and moved back to where he’d left Sally. She was lying on the coat, but she was awake. He sat beside her on the cold ground and began stacking the logs for in the morning. She put her hand over his, and he looked at her.

			“Are you not happy with our being together, Jacob?” He told her that he had no idea. Her smile made him smile. “You are very honest, aren’t you?”

			“I see no reason to lie to you. And I won’t.” She nodded. “Elbert. He’s watching us. He’s not human, did you know that?”

			“Yes.” She lay down and patted the place beside her, and he lay with her. “Neither am I; did you know that?”

			“He said that you had magic.” Jacob put his hand over hers when she put it over his heart. “I will make you happy, I think. I will hope so anyway.”

			“You have already done so.” Jacob looked at her and asked her how. “By not running and screaming into the night when you came upon my father.”

			It took him several moments to realize she’d meant Elbert. “You are like him? A watcher? I like him, by the way.”

			“I’m more of my mother. She was magical and my father is as well. We will not live as long as they did, but a long time. Our children will live forever so long as their dragon is safe. Did you read the book that was given to us?” He told her that he couldn’t read. “Then I shall teach you. But the book says that our children will be coupled with the dragon on the day that they are born. Once they are together, nothing but death will separate them. And even that bond might be too strong to break then. But they will need each other in ways that we can never understand. It says that their duty is to keep the weak and the overwrought from being killed. That all creatures, human or not, will need them.”

			She spoke through the night, telling him what she’d read and some of the things that she knew. He listened to her, her voice soothing even when she told him of the trials they’d be put through, raising the children together with dragons. Jacob asked her what he could think of, and when the sun came up over the mountain, he got up from their bed and gathered more wood to start their day. Elbert brought them a skinned rabbit.

			After they broke their fast, they started for their new home and new lives. Elbert told them that since they had lain together, he would consider them man and wife. And should anyone ask, they had just married recently. 

			“Do not tell others where you have been. The castle will be…people will wonder why you have survived when others have not.” Jacob agreed, as did Sally. Elbert also told them that should they need anything, anything at all, he would provide it for them. That from now on, they were to try their best to keep to themselves in order to protect the children. All of them. 

			~~Thirteen months, thirteen days, thirteen hours, and thirteen minutes 

			after the hour the castle fell~~

			The house was filled with the cries of the first born of Jacob and Sally. Asher Anthony Benson came into the world screaming his head off and letting the world know that he had arrived. Elbert took the small bundle from Jacob, who had acted as mid-wife for his own wife, and laid him to rest on Sally’s chest. 

			“He is hungry, I think.” Sally pulled him to her breast, and Elbert helped with the clean up as she fed her son. Elbert had never been as proud of anything in his life as to see his first grandchild come into the world.

			As Sally lay resting, he picked up young Asher and took him to the porch of the home. Jacob joined him a minute later and the two of them sat on the rockers resting. Sally had had a good labor, short and, with her magic, not too terribly painful. But she needed her rest now and they were glad to give it to her. Elbert looked at Jacob as he handed him his son.

			“He will come here soon.” Jacob nodded but looked unsure. “The hatchling will not harm Asher, but make him stronger. You know this, correct?”

			“I do. But I still worry. The notes that he gave us are very vague as to how they are to be united. It only says they will be as one.” Jacob looked at him, then at his child again before continuing. “Will he be a dragon, Elbert?”

			“I honestly do not know for sure. What they have done, the king and queen, is something that even I have never heard of. For all we know, he may care for the child himself and never need your assistance again.” Jacob looked shocked, and Elbert laughed. He so loved teasing this gentle giant. “Nay, they will both need you. But until he arrives, we will have to wait and see. The next child will be easier, I think. We will know.”

			Nothing happened the first night, nor the second or third. The baby, young Asher, began to cry more. Nothing would satisfy him. No milk from his mother or a cow would fill his belly. He would kick the blankets off his body no matter how tightly he was bound in them. And he would not allow anyone to hold him for more than a minute or two without screaming again. They all worried for the child.

			On the sixth morning, Elbert got up to start his day and knew that something was wrong. There was silence from the babe’s room, and the household was warm, too warm for the winter they were coming into. He was just entering the baby’s room, shared by his parents, when he heard Sally scream. Elbert knew that the child had died.

			He didn’t approach the bed that held Asher. Elbert stood back, not wanting to see the vibrant child lying so still in death that he knew had come to him. His heart broke as he heard Sally sobbing and Jacob standing as still as death himself as they stared into the crib. A crib he’d made for the babe himself.

			“I shall take him yonder. I am so sorry.” Sally turned to him; he could see her tear-streaked face as she put out her hand to him. “Nay. Not yet. My heart…I cannot look upon him just yet.”

			“He lives.” Elbert thought he’d misheard her and asked her to repeat it. “Asher is fine. The dragon has come to him. Come see them.”

			Elbert walked to the bed slowly, his heart not believing that what his daughter said was true. He was set to bury his first and only grandchild, and she was telling him a falsehood. But when he came to the bed and looked down, he had to blink away the tears several times that clouded what he saw there.

			The baby was sleeping soundly, his little arm wrapped around the dragon lying upon his chest. They were of the same size, the two of them, one nearly human child and one fully dragon. Elbert put his hand out to touch them, to assure himself that they were alive, when the dragon lifted his head and hissed at him.

			“The book…remember what the book said?” He glanced at Jacob, who had lowered his voice more than likely so as not to wake Asher. “We have to let him have a bit of our blood so that he will know who we are to him.”

			Sally pulled a small blade from her pocket, the one she used to cut herbs, and sliced it across her finger. Droplets of blood fell from the wound and into the mouth of the tiny dragon. When he nodded at her, she reached in and ran her fingers over the baby and the dragon as well.

			“He is warmer than Asher. I wonder that he’d burn him.” Jacob cut his finger and let the dragon taste of him as well as Sally continued. “Do you think Asher suffered because his dragon wasn’t here?”

			Elbert cut his finger then and let the dragon taste of him. But instead of nodding to him, the dragon came up off the baby and landed on his shoulder. He nipped gently at his ear before going back to the bed with Asher.

			“What do you suppose he did that for?” Elbert tried not to sound so upset, but the others laughed and he smiled. “He bit me. Do you think because of what I am?”

			“No. I think he bit you because you thought him dead.” Elbert nodded at Sally at her explanation. “We should leave them now so that they may rest. I think that our lives will be much quieter now that they are together.”

			Elbert didn’t know why, but he thought that this was just the beginning and that their lives would never be quiet again. He hoped he was wrong, but he had a profound feeling that he was right.

		

	
		
			Asher - Chapter 1

			Asher sat behind his desk and tossed the ball he had in his hand to the window again. He was bored, and he needed something to do or he was going to go out and cause some trouble. Asher heard his brother come into his office just as the ball sailed over his head. Smiling, Asher turned to him and leaned back in his chair.

			“You do know that the janitor said he would quit if you kept messing with his windows like that.” Asher nodded at Jed. “I see. You either don’t care if he quits or know that he won’t. Which is it?”

			“He loves me. So he’ll put up with my mess because of that.” Jed only snorted as he gave him back the stress ball. “What’s going on? Anything I can get into with you?”

			“No. I’m going out and I wanted to let you know. The building on Twenty-second is coming down next week and they’ve run into problems.” Asher stood up when he did, and Jed put out his hand. “I’d rather you didn’t come with me. You tend to stir the pot when you’re on a site.”

			“I most certainly do stir the pot, and you know how much fun we have when I do that.” Jed only shook his head but didn’t tell him not to come with him as he made his way to the door. “Who else is going on this adventure with us?”

			Asher was the oldest of all the men in his family, with the exception of Elbert, who he was pretty sure was older than dirt. But all kidding aside, when you were as old as they were, all of them, things needed to be stirred up once in a while just so they could get into trouble. And Asher, like his counterpart, loved a bit of trouble once in a while.

			His dragon stirred along his skin when they got out into the sunlight. Kiaran was as much a part of him as his skin, and just as important. Asher decided that as soon as he got home tonight, the two of them would play.

			The drive over to the building he’d purchased a month ago was made with Jed telling him what the problem was. There were squatters in the building. Not necessarily homeless people—though there were one or two of them in there as well—but people who had not found other homes when they should have.

			“How many do we have to displace?” Asher hated to do this, but the building needed to come down now so that they could build the condos that were slated to go in next month. It was not like the building was safe. Most of the plumbing was in bad shape. The wiring was as old as the building, which had been built around the turn of the century, as well as the windows had been broken out on the lower levels long before he’d bought the thing.

			“Four, not counting the two homeless people, who are being taken to the housing development on Tenth. They just needed help.” Asher nodded. By help, Elam, his brother, meant that they didn’t trust that they were being put there free of charge. “I took them there myself and showed them around, and explained that Simeon and Gideon are our brothers and will make sure they’re given enough used furniture to start out with, and jobs. The man starts tomorrow at his place, and the woman…well, she’s almost too sick to work, but Gideon found her something she can work on at her new home.”

			“Three of the four are being moved as we speak, but the last one is being difficult.” Jed sighed heavily as he continued. “She has a job, means to move herself, but she feels that once she’s put in the other house that we’ll jack up her rent, double her trash pickup, and she swears that we’re going to have all sorts of drug lords move in just to make sure they are never able to sit outside in their yards. She’s something else.”

			Asher had run into this sort of thing before. All of them had, he supposed. Once, about fifty years ago, the six of them had moved into a downtrodden neighborhood to bring it back up to code, and there were several families living in the same house. It had been a chore to make them understand that they really did want to help them, and then more work than any of them imagined just getting them to separate into the homes. There had been nearly twenty-five of them living in a two bedroom flat at that time.

			Asher didn’t enter the building when they got there. His brother Jed had been working with the families since this began, and it was always best not to introduce a new player when there was trouble brewing. Instead, he leaned back against the limo and let the sun beat down on his face.

			I would love to fly. He smiled at Kiaran when he whispered in his mind. To have the wind blow over my wings, the sun warm my skin. Let the others take care of this and let’s go—. 

			Asher sat up and looked around when he stopped speaking suddenly. Kiaran was tense, and moved over his body to get a better view. When he pulled from his hand just a little, Asher sat very still while they both scanned the area.

			There is a being here that does not belong. Go into the building. Asher stood up and moved toward where his brothers were. But before he was able to take more than a dozen steps, Kiaran lifted from his body and stood in front of him.

			Asher didn’t move. Not that he’d be able to with the dragon standing in front of him, but Asher knew not to get in his way should there be a fight. He looked around, seeing nothing, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t something there. Kiaran rarely showed himself for no reason.

			The creature finally appeared, and Asher stared at him. If anyone would have asked him, he would have said that all the trolls were dead. The plague had taken most of them long ago, and the few that had been left had been hunted and murdered. Even some of the very old ones, ones older than Asher himself, had been killed while they slept in their beds. It had been a horrific loss to all beings, but they’d been ill-mannered, bad tempered things from the day they’d been born.

			“He wishes a word with you.” Asher moved to stand beside his dragon, but didn’t take his eyes off the troll. “He claims that there is a prize in the building that he wishes to capture. He thinks that he is deserving of the witch because—and these are his words—he is deserving because he is better looking than you.”

			The thing in front of him was at least eight feet tall; his face and hands looked like someone had superglued stones and other things that were floating in a creek onto his flesh. His chest, bare of all clothing, was mossy…not the nice, soft green kind, but the moldy type that usually stank as well. Asher wondered if the man would be able to stand on a scale. He had to weigh at least a ton. 

			“Ask him if he wants to fight for the witch, or will he simply understand that he’s not leaving here with her.” Kiaran nodded and repeated what he asked to the troll.

			No human could see the troll; or if they did, all they saw was a large man that had on ill-fitting clothing, and they knew that he smelled bad. Asher had the ability to see what his true form was because of his bond with Kiaran. Other supernaturals could see the troll as well, but few of them would mess with him. Asher and Kiaran had fought his kind before.

			“He said that he is claiming her.” Asher asked him what that meant. “I think he means to use her as his concubine.”

			Asher didn’t want any trouble. Not now. But if need be, he’d kill the troll in order to save the woman. It was their duty to save all mankind, sometimes even from themselves. As he pondered what he should do, the troll took a step toward the building and Asher turned to see what had his attention. Jed and Elam were coming out with four people.

			Asher reached into the earth and asked for help. They were more than willing to help him, they told him, and that the troll had trodden on them enough. The ground shifted under the troll’s feet, knocking him off balance. Not to the ground, but enough that Kiaran could move toward the troll. Before he was standing upright again, Kiaran had cleared the distance between him and the troll, and was flying just above the ground in front of him. Asher moved toward Jed and the others to keep them out of harm’s way when and if anything happened.

			Asher, because of his connection to the dragon, knew when he was going to attack. Leaping the last few feet toward the humans, he knocked them to the ground just as heat scorched his back. Jed cried out, but Asher wasn’t worried about him as he knew his own dragon would protect him; and if he were to be hurt, he’d heal him as well. Elam helped Asher cover the humans to protect them from harm. It was over in a matter of seconds.

			Jed helped him up when the people beneath him began to struggle. His back was on fire, but as soon as Kiaran came to him, he knew that he’d be healed. Keeping his back to the people he had saved, he made sure that Elam was all right too. The spitfire, the one that Asher was sure that they were having the problems with, started poking him in the chest with her finger, yelling at him as soon as she was on her feet.

			“You should be whipped for knocking me on my ass. What sort of company do you run that it’s okay for men to go around hitting old women to the ground? You’re all a bunch of sorry assed morons.” Asher looked at Jed and he nodded. “What do you have to say for yourself? Hmm? You like tossing women out on their asses, then knocking them down in the street when they don’t want to go? What would your mother think? Or were you born under a rock?”

			“My mother would be appalled.” Asher tried to dust off the woman’s apron, but she smacked him away. “But she’d be more upset with me had I let the building come down around your ears. We told you that the building had to be destroyed, yet you wouldn’t leave when you were told to.”

			“I’m not going to listen to someone that still has a cat lick the fuzz off his face.” Asher could have been her great-great-great-grandfather, he thought, but he said nothing as she continued. “In my day we let people die where they wanted. Not tell them they’re going in some fancy hotel only to find out that they’ve been put into one of them assisted living pieces of shit. Have you seen the news about them places? They take your pension, then leave you on the sidewalk to die.”

			“I doubt very much anyone would take a damned thing from you unless you let them.” She stood staring at him, then looked in the direction of where the troll had been. “Did you see him too? Did you know why he was here?”

			Asher waited for her to deny it, or at the very least for her to ask him what the hell he was talking about. Instead she looked back at him and nodded. There was a look of fear there, and something more. Asher put his arm around her shoulder and led her to the waiting car.

			“He’s been stalking me for years. I was…I was able to get away from him for a bit and a day, but he found me a couple of weeks ago. I was afraid to leave the building. He’d get me for sure then. The stupid thing just wouldn’t take no for an answer. I’m really glad that you and the others…well, I thank you.” Asher helped her into the car and called to Kiaran. As soon as their bodies connected again, Asher felt the burn in his back begin to heal. “You’re one of them cops, aren’t you? Those kind that come in when you have problems that the humans can’t deal with?”

			“We help when we can.” She nodded and looked up at him from the car seat. “You’ll be safe there. I promise you. And there are protections in place that will keep others like him from getting to you.” 

			“I have my own spells to work with, thanks. But I appreciate you helping me out.” She looked up at him and smiled. “Just so you know, I have an idea of what you are. But this place you think you’re taking me, does it really have two bedrooms in it? I’ve been wanting to start me a…a craft room. Also…I’m thinking I need a new look. I don’t want to attract the wrong kind of element to me. What do you think?”

			“Yes. To both your questions. And I’ve always been a firm believer that you are in charge of your own self. If you want to be different, then by all means, go for it.” She nodded and told him she might do just that. “All right. You do that and tomorrow I’ll have someone come by and make sure that everything is all right in the apartment. I can’t give you any money, but I can give you a fresh start.”

			“I got me some money.” She pulled her skirt up and showed him the money pouches tied to her leg. “You just help with the craft room and stuff and I’ll be not bothering you again. Provided that you don’t need me some time in the future, which I’m thinking you will.”

			“Everything I told you is true. And as for needing you, I’m sure you need to keep yourself safe more than you need to help me out. I think I have it under control.” 

			He watched the car move out of the area and turned to his brother. Jed was looking decidedly poleaxed but said very little. The rest of the people were helped into a waiting van and taken to the houses set up for them across town. As soon as everyone was gone, Asher walked over to where the troll had been killed.

			“He was going to take the female.” Asher nodded at Elam. Casdon and Zak, dragons to Elam and Jed, respectively, were hovering around the scene burning off the residue of the troll. “Do you think she’s going to be any trouble? The woman I mean. Do you think she’ll be giving us any more trouble at the houses?”

			“No. She said she’d been terrified to come out of the building for a few weeks now. She could see that he wanted her. I don’t know why she came out with you guys today, unless it was because we were here and there was safety in numbers.” Jed shook his head and Asher frowned. “Did she say something to you?”

			“Yeah, she said that you were here.” Asher asked Jed what the hell that meant. “Don’t know, but when we were telling her that she needed to leave, she was standing at the window. Then she asked who you were. I told her my brother and she asked me if you were the oldest. As soon as I told her you were, she was ready to go right away.”

			Elam didn’t know either but confirmed that she was ready and willing after that. “Jabbered on and on about the second bedroom at the new house, but nothing more about you. And she never mentioned the troll. When we came out of the building, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.”

			Asher couldn’t either but didn’t say anything more. There were workmen coming on site now that the building was empty. As soon as the movers came out with the last of the things that the few tenants had left, big engines were started up and they roared to life tearing down the building.

			Asher made his way home shortly after the workers had most of the building down and were quitting for the day. Usually he would walk home, enjoying the day, but he got into the limo and sat in the back with his eyes closed. If he was honest with himself, and he rarely was, he wasn’t bored. Asher was exhausted.

			He had been born over three thousand years ago. Jedidiah, or Jed as he liked to be called, was born exactly thirteen months, thirteen days, and thirteen minutes later. Each of them had been born in the same time; their births the same as the dragons that they each held. After Jed had been born, Elam…then Shane, Gideon, and Simeon. Their dragons, in order of their births, were Kiaran, his own dragon; Zak belonged to Jed; and Casdon, Keion, Onimia, and Akassa to the others. Their names, each of them knowing them before they were born, meant a special power that was given to them while their parents were alive. 

			As soon as he got to his home, he told Elbert that he was going to bed. Before going up to his room on the top floor, he let Kiaran go and then left the door open from the balcony to allow him to come in when he was finished flying. Asher stripped down to his bare skin and crawled into the big bed.

			~*~

			Elbert was worried for the young man. Asher had been restless of late, and when he got that way, usually he could go away for a few years and come back rejuvenated. Elbert didn’t think that would work this time. The man didn’t need to get away, but to become involved.

			“He needs a good woman.” Elbert didn’t turn to look at the man standing behind him. Jacob visited him still after all these years, even though he should have gone on to be with his lovely wife in the afterlife.

			“She would murder him the first time she saw the way he keeps his office. I’ve never known a man that took after his father so much as he has.” Jacob laughed, and Elbert turned to look at his old friend. “You have been away for a long time this time. Where did you go?”

			“Looking.” They both sat at the table. Jacob could no longer touch or taste things, but he loved to smell them, and Elbert loved to find things, small items that had a wonderful odor to them, for Jacob. He pulled his little treasure box down from the top of the refrigerator now. 

			Elbert was holding out the bar of soap he’d found in a market place a few weeks ago when he decided to tell him what he knew about young Asher. The man was his father, but had been gone longer than he’d been in his life. Elbert had hated to see them both go, Sally and Jacob, but loved the fact that they had died together one night; simply fell asleep, never to wake.

			“Asher is looking for trouble, I think. Danger that has gotten him injured badly a few times.” Jacob asked to smell the tea bag that Elbert had found at the corner café, but said nothing else. “Even Kiaran is worried for him. Last week they were both laid up for nearly a day, just resting from a fight they’d been in.”

			“He fought a troll today. Kiaran killed him, but I think that Asher would have gone ahead of him had the dragon not stepped in.” Elbert nodded. He knew that Jacob sometimes walked with his sons, but he never spoke to them. Elbert wasn’t even sure that he could. “I, too, fear for him. And Kiaran. They are both much alike.”

			When the things were looked over, Elbert put the empty box back and tossed out the things that had been in it. He would not use the things he’d found. They were only for the dead man that spoke to him now. Elbert neither ate nor slept, so had no use for a chocolate chip cookie or a bag of tea. When he sat back down, he looked at Jacob.

			“I have found him a mate.” Elbert didn’t say anything. He knew that Jacob and Sally had had great powers, but had never figured them all out. If Jacob said he found a mate for his eldest son, then he more than likely had. “She is sort of human, as I was, but she is…I think her suited for my son. Her temper is high and she has a mouth on her that might get her into trouble a little, but she will be a match to Asher’s temper.”

			“Asher has no temper that I know of.” Jacob smiled and Elbert got it. “You mean her temper will give him one. And you think this is a good thing? That our mild Asher have a woman that will test him?”

			“I do. He is much too sedate, I think you call it. Bored, he has told his dragon. I’ve never been bored a day in my life or death. There are many things that…did you know that there is a train that will go faster than anything on earth? Well, perhaps not that fast, but it was so much fun to watch it zoom by me.” Jacob laughed. “And the smells from some of the vendor stalls in New York. Had we had such a place when I was alive, I would have tried a new dish each night. All this is out there, and all Asher and the others do is work and make more money. Do they not have enough yet?”

			Elbert had often thought the same thing, but it was not his place to say so. Instead he asked Jacob about the troll. This took an hour of his time and gave Elbert time to think as well. He was worried about all his grandsons, but Asher the most.

			“He does not see anyone—not after that woman—does he?” Elbert told him no. “I wanted to warn him what she was about, but I’m not sure he would have listened. She was a viper, that woman. Not suited to him at all.” 

			“She has been gone a long time. How long do you think him to mourn her?” Jacob told him he wasn’t mourning her, but he’d had his heart broken and was not going to let anyone close again. “Then how will you get him with his mate? You said that she has a temper. But we both know that Asher is the most stubborn of them all. When he has his mind set, whether it be good or bad for him, he will not stop until he has lost or won.”

			“I have a plan.” Elbert wanted to roll his eyes. Jacob with a plan was a disaster. It always had been. He nearly pointed out the last plan he’d had but didn’t. The kite that he’d tried to use to bring electricity into the house was still a charred mess in the tree by their ancestral home. He was sure that he could do it. And the children, all six of them, had cheered him on. Right up until the barn had caught fire.

			“I think you need a vacation.” Elbert raised a brow at Jacob. “Take Asher home with you. Go on out and see mine and Sally’s graves. Lay us a few flowers on them. Sally would love that from her boy. Then we’ll see how my plan works out.”

			“She’s at the house now?” Jacob said nothing but only smiled. “Why do I have the feeling that you’re going to upset him more than he is now? He’s on the edge, Jacob. What if something happens to her and he never finds her again?”

			“Then you should hurry.” Jacob started to fade out, and Elbert nearly called him back when he came back on his own. “Oh. I forgot to mention to you, she’s a mite on the stubborn side herself, and a tad mad at me.”

			Elbert sat there for a long time after Jacob left. When he saw him next time, Elbert decided, he was going to not give him the box of treats. And he’d be on the lookout for something grand too. Just to tease him with.

		

	
		
			Asher - Chapter 2

			“I appreciate you coming out here with me. I have not been back in a while.” Asher nodded but said nothing. It was just as well he’d left home. It was that or he’d have to murder one of his brothers for not letting him be himself…which to say was his stubborn self. “The house should be completed by now.”

			“I should hope so.” They’d hired a crew to come to the house nearly a year ago to upgrade the entire thing. Electric and plumbing had been put in years ago, but it needed to be made safe. Plus it needed to be painted and new carpets put in. They had even decided to have new windows put in just as an extra measure, with a new furnace and air conditioner as well. “Do you think that the mess is cleared away by now? Elam said the last time he was here, which was a couple of months ago, that the big dumpsters were full and they’d been putting the trash near it until one could be replaced. They said that would be another month.”

			“The weather.” Asher nodded. The weather was always a factor in getting to the house. There were no real roads to get in and out of the place. And when it was nice to get in and out, a freak storm could keep them there for a week if the creek overflowed. “When you were just a wee one, your mother took a walk to the mushroom patch she’d been watching. While she was there, a storm came in and flooded everything, including her path to come home.”

			“Kiaran brought her home. I had forgotten about that.” There were a great many things he’d forgotten, and the ride to their home was bringing a lot of them back. “Mom loved it out there. I’m really glad that she and Dad are buried there. I miss them.”

			“As do I.” 

			Asher knew that his father came to see Elbert. He’d never seen him but knew he was there, and Asher had always thought it was because of the magic that they had shared. He missed his dad—his wit and his common sense—and wondered what he’d think about his behavior lately. His mom would have whipped the tar out of him, and Kiaran too for letting him get into so much trouble.

			As soon as the house came into view, Asher felt the last several months of stress fall off his shoulders. Even Kiaran stretched out, and he put his hand out the window to allow the dragon his freedom. As he soared to the skies, his wings spreading out over the bright blue sky, Asher looked at the house.

			From the outside it looked no different than it had when he was a boy. The weathered boards were dark with age, the windows were new, of course, but the shutters, the kind that actually fit over the windows, were there to use in the stormy months. The second and third stories had wraparound porches on them, like the lower level, and each of the rooms spilled out onto their own section of it for a bit of privacy. He nearly leapt from the car when it came to a stop. 

			Going in the house was both painful and wonderful for him. Memories, all of them good, seemed to cascade around him like a well-worn blanket. He could snuggle into them as if he could wear them and never leave again. He looked at Elbert when he came in burdened with their luggage. Taking his own and the other man’s, he took them up the stairs and put them in the rooms that had always been theirs. He stopped by his parents room to look in, and felt the weight of their death like it had only just happened.

			Bags of food were sitting on the counter when he came back down. Putting away some of the foodstuff, he realized how much Elbert had brought with them.

			“How long are we staying?” Elbert didn’t answer him, and Asher felt that he’d been tricked. “Elbert?”

			“I thought you could use a vacation. I know that I could.” Asher only waited. He knew this man as well as he did himself and something was up. “I want to clear away some of the weeds in the garden while I’m here, and take a few herbs back with me. Then there are the graves. No one has cleaned them off in a good long time, and what would your mother say?” 

			“And?” 

			Elbert only shrugged and Asher wanted to ask again. But he turned to him then and Asher could see the sadness there. 

			“I should like to go to the castle ruins as well.” Asher nodded. He’d never been there himself—none of them had been allowed when they were younger, and as they grew older…well, no one had ever suggested it again. They had always feared that someone would know what they were and who they held to them. But he knew that Elbert had gone several times, as well as their father before his death. 

			As soon as he finished putting away the groceries with Elbert, Asher went out onto the porch. As soon as he sat down, Kiaran landed with a soft thud in the yard. Asher was still amazed every time he saw him, and how handsome he was as a man. Seldom was he able to be whichever he wanted, unless they were on this magical ground.

			Kiaran, like his brothers, was not the largest of dragons ever born. In fact, they were only a little bigger than Asher was. Elam’s was a little taller, but the rest of them were about seven feet tall.

			They were all a beautiful mixture of greens and brown. Kiaran told him once that it was so that he could blend in should he not have a chance to make himself invisible. Asher didn’t know if that was true or not since the dragon could pull shadows around himself faster than he could blink. 

			The wings on each of them were a little different. Kiaran’s were a dark green, almost the color of moss that had seen very little sun. They were wider than they were long but still touched the earth when they were curled behind him as they were now. But it was his face that made Asher think of beauty, if a male dragon could be called beautiful.

			His face was long, as one would expect on a dragon. His teeth on his upper jaw hung long over his lower lip and were sharp as razors. He had several horns on his head; mostly they were for fighting, except for the one that was in the center of his head. That one was to kill. 

			It could stretch from his head to be two feet long when needed. He’d never seen him use it on anyone, but Asher had seen him show it off to something they’d be fighting. And over the years, all the centuries they’d been together, he thought he and Kiaran had killed more beings than all of the rest.

			It was their job, he supposed, killing off the rogues or bad things that haunted those that could not fend for themselves. It was a job they all took very seriously…that and making the family wealthy. Actually, they’d been very well to do long before they’d been born to his parents. The king had indeed provided for them very well. But they’d added to their fortune over the years, and now they would never have to work again, should they not want to.

			“You look several hundred years younger.” Asher nodded, not moving his feet when the dragon came up on the porch with him and shifted from beast to man. It still, to this day, startled him to think that not every being in the world had a dragon with them at all times. “Shall I tell you what I have found? Or do you wish to go exploring on your own?”

			“I want to relax for a little while first. If it’s nothing dangerous, then I could care less at the moment.” Kiaran told him all was safe. “Then no, I’ll rest for a little while. I guess we’re going to be here for more than a few days. Elbert wants to see the castle ruins and see to Mom and Dad’s graves.”

			“I should as well. Will you go with us?” Asher said he didn’t know just yet. “You should go. It’s nearly all grown over now. Not much there but a wall and a lot of stones. I have often thought of going there to find something of my fathers. Do you suppose that would be possible? I mean we’d have to move a few of the larger pieces, but I would like to try.”

			“I don’t know why not. The castle burned to the ground the night that he was killed, right?” Kiaran nodded. “The stone would have fallen in on it at some point, but with your strength you could lift a few out of the way to have a better look, as you said.”

			“I think I may go to see where she hid us away as well.” Another place that Asher had never been allowed to go. He told him he would go with him there. “My mother would have protected us with her body. I don’t remember much about the place from when I left it to come to you that day, but I should like to go back there now.”

			As the two of them started walking toward the mountain, Asher thought of his childhood here. There had never been a time when he’d had friends over. There simply weren’t any to be had. But he’d had his brothers and their dragons to play with, and it had been more than enough. His dad had made learning an adventure for them as well. Mom had taught their dad to read, as well as them, and Dad in turn had shown them how to survive in the world. Over the centuries it had served them well, and he made sure that he said as much to Elbert so that he could pass it on to their father.

			“Did you know that Dad speaks to Elbert?” Kiaran said that he did. “I thought you might. Do you think the others know?”

			“My brothers know, but yours do not.” They were almost to the mountain when Kiaran stopped him. “I should tell you that one of the things I have found out here is in there. The second opening to the left. I think she lives there when there are people in the area.”

			“She?” Kiaran nodded. “You mean a person lives in the mountain? Why on earth would she do that? Doesn’t she know that this is private property?”

			“I believe your dad told her she could stay here.” He asked him how he knew that. “She has seen him recently. His scent is near the cave but not on her. She is well, but not healthy. I do believe that she will die this year should the weather turn bad enough. The food that she eats is plentiful, of course, but she’s not good at picking things to keep her well.”

			Asher wondered how old the woman was and whether or not she was human. There had been others around, humans that had come here thinking to find something. Something to make a quick buck off of. The legend of the dragon tears had been around as long as he had. Probably longer. 

			It was true to an extent. Dragon tears did turn to diamonds. Some of them did anyway. But that wasn’t all they turned to. Sometimes there were rubies and opals, even a few times he’d seen emeralds as well. Kiaran could also produce gold when he wanted, just by simply running his clawed hand over a riverbed or creek. The tears and the gold were what had kept them in pocket money their entire life.

			“We’ll have to see that she gets medical help then. Maybe we can get her into a nursing home nearby. They’re better at keeping someone like her healthy than living in a cave could.” Kiaran said nothing as they started up the hill. “When we get back to the house, I’ll tell Elbert to have her removed. I don’t want her dying in there. Something might get at her.”

			“If you wish.” It was a strange thing to say, even for a dragon. Before he could ask him what he meant, something was shoved in the back of his head. “I do believe that your elderly woman got the drop on you.”

			“Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing on my mountain?” Her voice was full of hatred, and Asher started to turn to talk to her. “Move and I’ll blow your head off.”

			“Well?” He had hoped that Kiaran would help him, but he only smiled and shrugged. “I thought you were supposed to protect me.”

			“If you think you need it from her, then I will. But I do believe that you can take her.” Asher started to turn again, but she hit him with whatever it was she had at his head. “She isn’t going to be reasonable, I think.”

			“I’m not going to be the one with a bullet in my head if you don’t get the hell out of here.” Asher closed his eyes and tried to think what to do as the woman hit him again. Enough was enough and he turned and ducked at the same time. The gun went off very close to his ear, and he saw Kiaran shift and take off for the skies. It was the perfect distraction he needed to take care of the woman.

			But the moment he saw her, he froze in place. And since he was the one that was now off balance, she hit him again and he went tumbling back. Grabbing out for something, he touched the girl’s arm and pulled her with him. Her cry of pain echoed his as he hit his head on a stone when he hit the earth. Then nothing.

			~*~

			Elbert stood over the two of them and watched them carefully. Had Kiaran not helped him bring them to the house, he wasn’t sure what he might have done to get them here. Neither of them had moved in the hour they’d been there, and he was beginning to worry.

			“You worry overly much.” Elbert glared at Jacob. “But you just look at them together and tell me that they’re not matched perfectly.”

			“They are unconscious, sir. I don’t think that this is the time to play matchmaker with them. Besides, the woman is very hostile if you ask me.” Elbert did think she was quite pretty. “What was she doing in the cave anyway? You said she was living here.”

			“I was living here but heard you guys coming up the road.” The woman sat up and glared at the two of them. Then she looked at Asher. “What the hell was he doing trying to attack me? And that guy with him? Did I really see him fly off?”

			“Yes you did.” Elbert handed her an ice pack that had fallen to the floor when she sat up. “I have made sure that you are all right, but I think you need to rest for a bit longer.”

			“So? We’re just going to skip over the part where that guy was flying around?” Neither he nor Jacob answered her, and she stood up. “I’m going to go back to where I was staying, if you don’t mind. I have—”

			“You’re not going anywhere.” Elbert knew that Jacob was gone the moment that Asher spoke. “What the hell were you thinking when you tried to shoot me?”

			Asher held onto her arm when she started to get up, and Elbert backed up. He was an immortal, yes, but the young woman looked like she’d make him wish for a quick death. Asher stood up and pulled her with him. The two of them did seem to sort of fit. Like they were a matched pair of tempers too.

			“You attacked me, you overgrown asshole. And what were you doing with the flying guy? Don’t think I didn’t notice that shit either. People popping in and out all the time.” She turned to him, and Elbert backed up again. “What are you running here? A circus?”

			“I don’t think so.” He was confused. Not that it wasn’t unusual for him to be in that state, but he was also nervous and he was having a hard time holding his shape. “Perhaps this would be better if we had cooler heads.”

			Kiaran chose that moment to come into the room. While the dragon wasn’t large, he was a little intimidating when there were already high tempers. As soon as he moved to Asher, to no doubt blend with the man, the woman attacked. And Kiaran, being a protector, retaliated. Elbert let his human shape go then, and dropped to all fours to get ready for whatever he needed to do.

			No one moved. Elbert wasn’t sure right then if that was a good thing or not, but the woman came toward him with her hand out. She was trembling, and as much as he hated to admit it, he felt like it was his fault.

			“He won’t bite.” Going to his belly, Elbert looked at Asher, hoping he’d explain something to the woman before she came any closer. “Just don’t try to shoot him. He’s an immortal like me, and he might just tear your arm off.”

			“Fuck you,” the woman said, then went to her knees in front of Elbert and smiled. Elbert sat up, his ass still sitting on the floor, and cocked his head at her. “You’re a pretty boy, aren’t you? What are you?”

			“Elbert is a shifter, but he prefers to be this guy. He’s a Rottweiler. The first of his kind.” The hand at his head had him turning to her again. Asher continued to speak but Elbert didn’t care anymore. She was petting him and scratching him behind the ear as the children had when they were smaller. “We’re not humans, so I’d not screw around with us and get the hell off our property.”

			“Is he always so friendly?” Elbert shook his head and she laughed. He could see right then what had attracted Jacob to her. “Well, Mr. Elbert, if he gives you any shit, you can come and stay with me. I love dogs of any kind. It’s assholes that I don’t like.”

			When she stood up and looked at Asher, Elbert could see that he was pissed. It wasn’t a mood he’d seen on the younger man in a very long time. When she made her way to the door he followed, just wanting to make sure that she was going to be all right. But Asher got to her first.

			“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” She tried to dodge him again, and he put his hands on her arms. When she cried out in obvious pain, he pushed her to the bed and ripped her shirt sleeve up. “Who did this?”

			Elbert was able to shift back then, and he left the room to get the first aid kit. It had come in handy over the centuries, and had been updated just recently when he’d brought it with him the last time he’d been here checking on things. When he returned, the young woman was arguing with Asher, and Elbert was beginning to think this was going to be an ongoing thing with these two.

			“I said it’s just fine. Will you…what the hell are you doing now?” Kiaran was standing next to the table now, but he was a man, not a dragon. He looked concerned, and Elbert knew that it was more than just a bad cut. He asked him what it was.

			“It’s from a witch. She’s been cut by her fingernail or a dirty blade.” Asher leaned in and sniffed the wound, much to the dismay of the woman. Kiaran continued talking, but Elbert had a feeling it was more to the woman than them now. “Did you meet someone here? Maybe someone that might have asked you a few questions? Like about the people who live here?”

			“Yes. But I didn’t know anything other than the old man that said I could stay here. But I didn’t tell her that.” The woman started shaking then, and he could tell it was taking a great deal out of her. “I don’t think I feel so well.”

			“You don’t.” Asher picked her up and sat her on the counter in his bathroom. “I need to cool you down before I can seal this wound.” 

			He was pulling at her clothing when she smacked his hands away. “What the hell is wrong with you now? Damn it all to hell and back. I don’t even know you, and if you think I’m going to hop in the shower with you, naked, you’re nuttier than that old woman was. I’m out of here.”

			“You leave here and by nightfall you’re going to be dead.” It wasn’t said as a threat, but calmly and with a great deal of conviction. The woman turned to Asher as he continued. “She’s poisoned you. I don’t know if it was on purpose or not, but knowing you, it was more than likely the latter. The way that you’re feeling right now, it’s shaky, right? And you feel like you’re going
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