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Dedication


For all my children. Not just the ones I gave birth to.






Book Description


Some heroes work in the shadows, only their deeds remembered.

Meikah, Kellan, Livia and Rafe travel to the Arcton Mountains when an assassin comes asking for help. A vampire holding is overrun by zombies. But it’s not the bandits and necromancers that most fear in the area. It’s the dragons and their nesting grounds. Cross a dragon and they never forget. And certainly never forgive. In an area known for its myths, legends and dangers you need to stay vigilant if you want to survive. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Amiel (ah-meel)
Breena (bree-nah)
Ena (en-ah)
Isha (ee-sha)
Kellan (kell-en)
Letha (lee-thah)
Livia (liv-ee-ah)
Magan (mag-en)
Maksim (mack-sim)
Meikah (mee-cah)
Naren (nah-wren)
Sarette (sah-ret)
Suri (sue-ree)
Urian (you-ree-en)




Chapter One


Meikah crouched beside Rafe, trying to find Kellan in the shadows. She spotted him crossing the area between the hedge they crouched behind and the tree they were headed towards. “I can’t do that.” Maybe if they wore their dark clothes and mask that made it easy to hide in the shadows, she would have a better chance reaching the tree undetected. 
“Want me to carry you?” Rafe asked. “I can move just as quickly with you in my arms.”
“How did I let Kellan talk me into this? We should have started with something simpler.” She tried not to think about the chemise Kellan carried, folded up and tucked into a dark, cloth bag. “The Duke will throw us in prison.”
“Kellan seems to think he won’t.” Rafe peered past her. “He’s reached the tree. Do you want me to carry you?”
She leaned forward. It didn’t help. “Are you sure he’s there?”
“My senses are better than a human’s.”
She still didn’t know much about vampires. But Rafe didn’t seem like the typical ones most of the stories spoke about. She’d only ever seen him feed on one unwilling victim and she didn’t know if she could call him a victim since he’d been attacking them at the time.
“Are you going? Kellan is signalling you.”
She took a deep breath. Remaining crouched in the shadows wasn’t going to stop the rumours about her being a necromancer. They might be true, to an extent, but she wasn’t the kind of necromancer they thought she was. “Can you see the guards?”
“If you take the same path Kellan took, you’ll avoid being seen by them.”
She looked between the tree and Rafe. Should she tell him she had no idea what path Kellan had taken? She looked down at her dark trousers and shirt, which didn’t seem to blend into the shadows as well as the Assassins Of The Dead gear. A pity she didn’t have her night blades and the mask they wore when doing missions. “This isn’t going to end well.”
“You agreed.”
“It was probably from the relief of capturing Magan and surviving her creatures.” If they’d been able to go last night, like they’d planned, maybe she wouldn’t have spent all day thinking about the things that could go wrong.
“Kellan is signalling you again.”
“All right. I’m going.” She tried to see where the guards were. It was impossible. There were too many shadows in the castle gardens. Her stomach lurched at the reminder of where she was. Kellan was crazy. Which didn’t say much about her own sanity since she’d agreed with the plan.
She inched forward, reluctantly leaving the shelter of the hedge. Keeping low she glanced around as she crept towards the tree. It felt like a hundred eyes watched her, waiting to pounce. If she was lucky, it was only two pairs. A crunch sounded beneath her foot and she realised she’d left the paved path and stepped onto the edge of a garden bed. She froze, holding her breath as she listened. The place was a maze. Who needed a garden with meandering paths, randomly placed flowerbeds and a handful of lanterns and lampposts with bewitched flames? They should have put in straight paths, more hedges and lots of trees. Or anything that would have created plenty of shadows.
Nothing seemed to move and she heard no sounds. Easing back from the garden bed, she crept along the path. Her breath sounded loud in the night, her heart faster than it should be. The tree slowly came closer. Far too slowly. She kicked a pebble that was on the path, wincing as it skittered away from her.
“Is someone there?”
She froze at the guard’s demand. Did he really expect her to answer him? Again she held her breath, barely wanting to blink in case someone noticed the movement. She spotted him, cautiously walking towards her, holding up a lantern with a bewitched flame. Livia’s ability to put out the light from a distance would have come in handy.
The light came closer, sweeping over the area off to her right. Not having any choice, she moved slightly, freezing again when the guard swung the light in her direction. He came directly towards her and she feared he’d spotted her.
The light went out and the guard cursed. A rush of air came towards Meikah and she was scooped up, pressed against the hard planes of Rafe’s chest, the breeze against her face as she was carried to the tree.
Rafe placed her on the ground in the shadows behind the tree. “I told you to follow the path Kellan took.”
Rafe remained close so she was able to clearly hear his whispered words. “I couldn’t see the path he took.” She turned to Kellan. “Did you put the lantern out?”
“Yes.”
“I really have to learn how to do that.”
“It’s part of learning how to make your own bewitched flames.” Kellan stepped away from her. “Come on. Not far to go now.”
“Maybe we should do something else.” She moved closer to the tree when the guard relit his lantern.
Kellan chuckled softly. “Too late now. We’d be caught for sure trying to get out of here.” He took hold of her hand. “This rumour will have the gossips talking for weeks.” He lightly squeezed her hand, continuing to hold it.
“It’s not the gossips I’m worried about,” she muttered.
Kellan let go of her hand. “This way. Before the other guard returns on his rounds.”
She watched Kellan slip away, disappearing into the shadows within seconds. How was she meant to follow him when it was impossible to see where he was going?
“Do you want me to carry you again?” Rafe asked.
She nearly said no. What kind of an assassin couldn’t blend with the shadows? But she supposed she’d only decided yesterday that she’d join them. She tried not to remind herself Rafe had joined the day before her. “How do you hide in the shadows? I need to figure out how it’s done.”
“You’ll have to ask a human. My ability to blend with the dark is a vampire power.” Rafe placed a hand at her back. “Do you need help?”
She stared up at him, a darker shadow against the night. Could he see her clearly? “Yes.” She’d barely spoken the word before she was in his arms and pressed against his chest.
He lowered his head. “Tonight is more interesting than I expected it to be.”
Before she could say anything, they were across the garden in a rush of air, her feet on the ground, Rafe’s arms around her as she tried to gain her balance. She stepped away. “Thank you.”
“It was my pleasure,” Rafe said.
Kellan joined them, his head start not having helped him arrive at the location first. “The flag pole is over there.” He turned Meikah in the right direction. “See it?”
“The area is full of lights. We’ll be caught before we reach it.” She eyed the pole, the Duke’s flag flying from the top, proclaiming to everyone that he was in residence. The background of the flag consisted of two panels of equal size, the left white and the right red. The silhouette of a winged hound, a forepaw raised, was in the middle of the flag, taking up half the space.
“As soon as the guard begins his rounds we have about seven minutes until the next one reaches a location where he’ll be able to see us. More than enough time to take down the flag and hoist the chemise in its place.” Kellan chuckled. “This has to be one of my best ideas yet.”
That wasn’t exactly what she would have called it. “More like your biggest insanity ever.”
“The guard is moving,” Rafe said.
“Give him time to get out of view.” Kellan stepped in front of Meikah. “Run for the pole the moment I start.” He looked towards Rafe. “But don’t get ahead of me. We wouldn’t want to be caught before we’re ready to be.”
There it was. The part she dreaded. Being caught by the Duke on his nightly walk through the gardens. The time was random each night and they’d watched and waited, hoping the start of his walk fell in with the regular rounds of the guards. They’d got lucky. Or at least that’s what Kellan had tried to tell her. She wasn’t so sure.
“Now.” Kellan ran towards the flagpole, Rafe directly behind him.
Meikah followed, her reactions nowhere near as fast as a vampire’s. Kellan was pulling down the flag by the time she reached the pole.
“Get the chemise out of the bag.” Kellan nodded to the bag he’d placed on the ground beside the pole.
Meikah picked it up, pulling the garment out of the bag, freezing when she heard a voice behind her.
“The rumours of swimming in the fountain, the night before, weren’t enough for the week?”




Chapter Two


Meikah spun to see who spoke, her mouth gaping when she saw it was the Duke, the chemise falling from her hands to flutter to the ground. The first thing she noticed was his broad shoulders and muscular build that made him look very much the warrior. Next was his black hair and equally dark eyes. Lastly it was his expression that gave nothing away. Exactly how much trouble had Kellan got them into? 
Kellan dropped the flag he’d been holding. “Evening, Your Grace. How did you hear about that so quickly?”
“Your mother came to me today and apologised for your behaviour.”
Kellan laughed. “At least tomorrow when she apologises it’ll be for something I did.”
The Duke nodded towards Meikah and Rafe who remained frozen at Kellan’s side. “Are you going to introduce me to your accomplices?”
Meikah wished once again that her face was covered by the mask they wore for their missions. She should have known she’d end up in more trouble than necessary. Letting Kellan do all the planning had obviously been a bad idea.
Kellan gestured to each of them in turn. “Rafe. Meikah.”
“Ah, the previous night’s compatriots in your fictional swim. Or were you planning on making it a reality tonight? The Duchess asked me to inform you, if I should happen across you, that she will not tolerate anyone swimming in her fountain and believes it might be worthwhile punishing the lot of you to discourage others.”
“We have no plans to swim in her fountain and of course if the Duchess feels the need to punish us, we’ll accept whatever she decides.”
Meikah wanted to throw a bolt of lightning at Kellan before he could get them into more trouble. The only problem was that she had no idea how to do that. She was lucky if she managed to make it crawl along the blades of her weapons when she was fighting spirits.
“How were you planning to be discovered for this latest prank?” The Duke gestured towards the chemise that lay at Meikah’s feet.
“If you’d waited a few more minutes, Your Grace, you would have caught us trying to escape after we’d completed the deed,” Kellan said.
“Should I come back in a few minutes? Would that be more suitable for you?” the Duke asked dryly.
Kellan grinned. “That’d never work. The guards you probably have following you at a discrete distance would never believe you let us complete the job.”
“I’m guessing you have another plan ready to put into place.”
Kellan slowly walked around the Duke. “I was thinking it’d be rude of you not to look in my direction while we’re talking. And if I was to move so your back was to the flagpole it would give my companions time to finish the job.”
Meikah shared a look with Rafe who shrugged. Surely the Duke wasn’t going to let them get away with the prank.
The Duke kept turning as Kellan continued to move. “One of my guards is likely to come forward. Have you thought of that?”
“Of course they will, but by then, the new flag will have been hoisted and they’ll be able to say they saw it flying.”
Rafe stepped closer, so he could whisper in Meikah’s ear. “I think he’s serious.”
“I’m afraid he is too.” Meikah bent to tie the chemise to the rope. “Get ready to hoist it.”
“Your companions are taking their time,” the Duke said.
Kellan shrugged. “They’re new to this.”
“Leading them astray, Kellan?”
Kellan chuckled. “So it would appear.”
“Your Grace.” A guard hurried forward, pointing towards the chemise Rafe was hoisting aloft.
The Duke turned and stared at the new flag. “Who are you trying to tell the people is currently in residence? Hopefully it isn’t the Duchess. I fear she’d be most upset.”
“Maybe it’s the ladies who are in residence. No one in particular of course, Your Grace,” Kellan said.
Meikah moved closer to Rafe, not sure what she should do. How could Kellan remain so calm? She wanted to run and never show her face in Dreyton again. She could almost hear the prison door clanging shut.
The Duke gestured the guard forward. “Swap the ‘flags’ and make sure you give Kellan his ‘flag’. He’ll want to wear it tomorrow when he carries my flag through the town. It is obvious he needs to learn what the flag looks like.”
Meikah finally found her voice. He wasn’t going to throw them in prison? “What about us, Your Grace?”
“This is a warning. If you continue to follow Kellan on his escapades you’ll join him for any future punishments.”
Kellan took the chemise the guard held out to him, his grin not faltering. “It’s all right. I take full responsibility for this prank. They tried to talk me out of it. I obviously don’t listen.”
Meikah drew in a deep breath, straightening her shoulders as she met the Duke’s gaze, clasping her hands behind her back so no one would notice the tremble in them. “Your Grace, I’ll walk with Kellan tomorrow and help him carry the flag.” She wanted the rumours to fly. Hiding at home wouldn’t get that done. She didn’t want to have to go through this again any time too soon. It had been a lot worse than she’d expected.
The Duke looked towards Rafe. “And you? Will you join them too?”
“Only if you allow me to do so in a chained coffin, Your Grace.”
The Duke inclined his head. “That will be sufficient. I wouldn’t want you killed over the matter. I’ll expect the three of you here tomorrow morning at eight.” With one last nod towards them, he walked away, the guard remaining at his side.
Meikah waited until the Duke had moved out of sight before she spoke. “How could you talk to him like that?” It had taken all her courage to speak a couple of polite sentences. Kellan had done more than that.
“I’ve known him my entire life. He gave me pastries when I was a child and my mother told me no more or I’d be sick.” Kellan laughed softly. “He’d wait until her back was turned, wink and say it’d be our secret before he gave me two.”
“But-” She looked in the direction the Duke had gone. “He’s…” She had no idea what to say. All her life her family had talked about the Duke like he was the most important person in the world. The one who could change their lives for good or bad. Her stomach lurched. What if she’d caused him to rethink letting her grandfather be on the council?
“Are you all right?” Kellan reached for her.
She stepped away before he could make contact. “We should go.” What had she been thinking? She should have started small and worked her way up to a prank this big. If her family threw her out, when they learned what she’d done, she wouldn’t blame them.
“Ready to go home?” Kellan returned the chemise to the cloth bag.
“I was ready to go home before we arrived,” Meikah said.
Kellan draped an arm around her shoulders, doing the same to Rafe, who momentarily looked startled. “Wait until tomorrow. The gossips are going to be in their element.”
“What are you planning?”
Kellan chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.” He looked towards Rafe as they started forward. “I’ll ask Mace to drive the wagon for you. He’ll make certain no one does anything to your coffin.”
“Should I not have offered to join your parade through the streets?” Rafe asked.
“It’ll be all right,” Kellan said. “There will always be people who hate vampires and want to get rid of you. But you’re one of us now. We won’t let that happen.”
“Does Danton take everyone in?” Meikah asked.
“No. Between him and Amiel they seem to know who to welcome and who to turn away,” Kellan said.




Chapter Three


A figure came out of the shadows wearing a hooded jacket, startling Meikah. 
Kellan reached for his sword at the same time as Rafe drew back. He seemed to become one with the nearby shadows, a bat streaking forward to circle around them. The bat landed nearby, becoming Rafe. He lifted his arms up to stare at his forearms, turning them to check both sides.
“That’s new.” Mace pushed back his hood. “Better than being greeted by a dagger.”
Rafe ran a hand over his left forearm. “I’ve never been able to do that before.”
Kellan let go of the hilt of his sword, turning his attention from Rafe to Mace. “Is there a problem?”
Mace dragged his gaze from Rafe. “You’re all needed at the bookshop.”
“Urgently?” Kellan asked.
Mace shook his head, again looking at Rafe.
“What’s going on?” Kellan walked towards the castle gates that they’d been heading for before Mace had arrived.
Surely the Duke hadn’t said something to Danton about what they’d done. Had he sent a messenger to complain about them? Meikah glanced at the bag Kellan carried. She didn’t want to get Danton in trouble with his brother.
“Another assassin knocked on the door. Showed me his medallion and asked me to fetch Danton.” Mace walked at Kellan’s side.
Meikah looked behind to check that Rafe followed. Seeing he still looked dazed she dropped back to walk with him. “Are you all right?” She half listened to Mace tell Kellan he had no idea what was going on. The assassin had insisted on talking to Danton alone.
“I don’t know.” Rafe again looked at his arms. “I haven’t done anything different. Not since I joined the assassins.”
“We can go over everything and see if we can figure it out,” Meikah said.
Mace looked over his shoulder. “Ask Livia. She’s a true shapeshifter. Maybe she’ll know something.”
Rafe stopped.
Meikah turned to face him, coming to a stop too. “What’s wrong?”
Rafe slowly shook his head. “It can’t be that simple.”
“What can’t be?” Meikah asked.
Rafe glanced around the area. “Later. When we’re alone.”
Meikah grinned. His comment brought to mind the moment he’d told her he had her scent and could easily track her. “Another threat?”
Rafe chuckled, looking more himself. “Definitely a promise.” He began walking again, catching up with Mace and Kellan. “Do you normally have assassins turn up on your doorstep?”
Mace nodded.
Kellan shrugged. “Sometimes. But they don’t usually ask to speak to Danton alone.” He walked faster. “Anyone up for a run?”
Meikah groaned. “In the dark?”
Kellan laughed. “Once we step out the castle gates it’s straight down the main road to the shop. Worried I’ll beat you?”
“You forgot to mention how many blocks that is.” She glanced towards him before her gaze was drawn to the gates ahead of them. “Are you
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