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Chapter One

[image: ]


The morning is calm and peaceful, birds singing in the trees and the cool scent of rain washes through the cave that Ember and Kate rest in. Kate snuggles deeper into Ember’s arms, holding onto the warmth of the Dragon as she slowly wakes up. The fire has burned out and the scent of smoke has faded. Her shift is dry, rubbing against her legs as she moves closer to the warmth of Ember.

He mutters something in his sleep, tugging the Pantheress closer to his chest, enjoying the feel of her silky fur in the crisp morning.

They lay like that for a while, the soft sounds of their breathing filling the air. Until a clattering and a gasp comes from the mouth of the cave.

Ember’s eyes fly open and he springs to his feet, shoving a disoriented Kate behind him he crouches, his fangs bared and his claws held out in front of him. He takes a moment to peer at the figure in the entrance before slowly relaxing.

Kate blinks from behind him, her large eyes still confused as to what is happening. She reaches out and touches Ember on the hip, trying to get his attention without speaking. He turns to her, while still keeping an eye on the mouth of the cave.

“It’s alright Kate.” He says soothingly, standing up straight and brushing a hand over his scaled head. “They’re just merchants.” He gives a nod to the woman standing there, her gray furred hand clutching at her chest.

She gives a curtsy and hurries out of the cave. Her voice calling out for a Darius.

Kate scrambles up and rushes to her dress, touching it with shaking hands to try and figure out if it’s dry or not. She picks it up and moves behind the stone outcropping to dress. Her fingers struggling to tie it in place. When she comes out, she notices that Ember is still shirtless, but his sword is tied in place at his hip. His scales glitter like rubies in the morning light, causing a small gasp to come from between her teeth. His chest is well formed, muscular and strong, but without a lot of bulk. She admires him for a moment before hurrying to his side.

“What’s going on?” She asks in a whisper, seeing his intense expression as he watches the mouth of the cave.

He turns his head to her, while still watching, a smile resting easily on his muzzle. “It’s alright Kate. This is a well used place to rest while traveling. They’re just merchants. I believe the woman just went to get the master of their caravan.”

Looking up into the golden eyes of the Dragon, Kate feels her heart race, the light plays beautifully over his scales and he seems to glow in the morning light. Squeezing her fingers together, Kate bites her lip and nods. “I will defer to your judgment in this Sir.” She says softly.

Reaching out, Ember brushes his fingers over her cheek, offering a smile he taps her lightly on the nose. “All will be well.” He murmurs, his voice low. “Trust me.”

Taking a shaky breath, Kate nods. “I do.” She says, feeling the truth to her words, it’s only been a few days but she trusts him inexplicably. Stepping back she gives a small, shallow curtsy and waits with him for the master of the caravan to come to them.
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The Canine that steps toward them is tall, dark furred with tan accents and holds himself straight and proud. He steps over to them, his hand held lightly on his weapon. “Good morrow.” He says, his voice deep and musical. “I am Darius.” He offers a nod to Ember and a smile to Kate. “It seems we have startled you in your travels.”

“I am Ember, an adventurer. This is my companion Kate.” He says with a small smile at the feline by his side. “It was high time we wake anyway.” He says with an easy laugh.

Darius gives a chuckle. “Tis almost mid day.” He says, his short tail wagging behind him.

“Is this your camp?” Ember asks, one brow raising.

Laughing good naturedly, Darius shakes his head. “No, it is not. We stay here though on our rout because it is the easiest to find. Though with the storm last night we had to stop and take shelter in our tents.”

“We will leave you to it then.” Ember says, “We must be on our way soon ourselves.”

Darius smiles and opens his arms. “Why not stay with us for our mid day meal, we can talk about your travels and swap stories?” He says with an easy chuckle. “It’s not everyday I meet an adventurer. Perhaps I can persuade you to help us guard our caravan until our next stop?”

Frowning, Ember looks over to Kate, his ridged brows drawn together. “I would ask to speak with my companion first before we take on a task.” He says with a dip of his head to the canine. “Give me but a moment.”

Darius smiles and nods to Ember, taking a step away, toward the mouth of the cavern again.

Ember steps closer to Kate and takes her arm in his hand, gently but firmly, tugging her over to the fire pit. “Do you wish to stay for a time, to accept their hospitality?” He asks quietly, looking down into the large, beautiful eyes of the pantheress.

Kate looks at him for a moment, her gaze searching his face, after a few long moments of this, she flicks her gaze to where the canine is standing at the entrance. Her brows draw together and her lips purse. “I do not think it would be too much trouble to stay just a bit more, and to hear some stories would be entertaining.” She says softly.

“You wish to stay?” Ember asks, his fingers gently squeezing her arm.

Nodding, Kate smiles up at him. “If you don’t mind.”

“Very well,” Ember says with a nod. “I will go inform our host.”

With a final soft squeeze of her arm, Ember heads over to Darius and speaks to him about them staying. The canine smiles happily and throws an arm around Ember’s shoulders, dragging him out to meet the rest of the folk in the caravan.
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The group welcome Kate and Ember into their circle, smiling and asking simple questions. Kate steps over to the woman from earlier and asks if she can help in any way.

The woman, an older gray rabbit, smiles and looks at Kate with kind eyes. “Of course dear, you can help us cook if you'd like?”

Kate smiles, feeling a shudder of relief. “I’d love to.”

She follows the Rabbit woman over to the rest of the females, they greet her before going back to their tasks. Chopping vegetables, and carving meat, they toss all the ingredients into a pot of stew that is already bubbling over a fire they seem to have made earlier. Kate feels a blush creep over her ears, they must have made this while her and Ember were still asleep.

She sits and pulls a couple carrots toward her, chopping them and listening to the chatter of the women around her. She feels safe here with them, but not as safe as she felt in the arms of the dragon man. Her blush heats her ears.

Why is she thinking about him now, his strong arms around her, holding her close. She frowns at the carrots she chops, she shouldn’t be thinking about him in this way, but she knows that she feels something for him, something she shouldn’t.

Sighing she pauses in her work. He’s an adventurer, he wont settle down, especially with someone he bought as a slave. Biting
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