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Stealing the Dragon

Dragon’s Hoard, Book Three

Mell Eight


Prologue

“Did you hear?” a woman asked excitedly, the sound of her voice coming from the direction of the bar. 

“Hear what, Melda?” Jerney’s mother replied with her own touch of excitement. Even after a long day working to serve customers in their little inn, his mother still made the time to hear some gossip. 

“A dragon visited the castle this morning!” Melda said with a gasp. “All golden.” 

“Yes, yes,” Jerney’s mother said. “We all saw him fly over.” 

Jerney nodded in agreement. The huge golden dragon swooping overhead as it flew to the castle had been magnificent. 

“But you didn’t see him land!” Melda gasped. “Well,” she amended. “I didn’t either, but my sister-in-law did, and she told me all about it! When the dragon landed, Prince Leon got off his back.” 

“So, the prince was visiting his family, and his dragon came with him,” another woman interjected dryly. “That’s not a big deal.” 

“Oh, but it was!” Melda snapped, awe still heavy in her voice. “See, the prince was carrying something. Well, someone, to be more specific. He brought a baby to the castle!” 

“What were the dragons doing with a baby?” Jerney’s mother gasped. 

“It wasn’t a human baby,” Melda answered. “Sure, it looked human at first, but my sister-in-law said that the blanket slipped and she could see scales all up his back. The baby was a dragon!” 

“How peculiar!” Jerney’s mother replied, her mind firmly on the gossip rather than on her duties at the inn. “But why would a dragon bring a dragon child to the castle?” 

“The prince summoned his brother, Prince Bast. Said he was calling in the favor owed. The baby’s mother couldn’t take care of him properly, and it was decided that to avoid being squished, the baby would be raised at the castle!” 

“Oh!” Jerney’s mother squealed. “How wonderful.” 

“I think it’s preposterous,” the third woman growled. “A dragon with our human children? King Felix’s children will get trampled!” 

“I’m sure they’ll make provisions for that,” Jerney’s mother said dryly. 

The conversation broke up a few moments later as Jerney’s mother was finally called away. 

That was the first important conversation Jerney overheard from his little workroom in the back of the inn, where he was bent over his spell books. He had been six, his brother Lyr only two and still healthy, and his father hadn’t yet caught the black cough that would eventually kill him. 

A year later, Jerney’s father was dead and his uncle Harold, his father’s younger brother, had moved into the inn and into his mother’s bed. Since his uncle had witch training, the profession Jerney was studying, Jerney didn’t mind so much. It meant he had more spell books to copy. 

A witch’s training included copying his mentor’s spell books so the trainee had their own books to take with them when they moved on with their life. Once the copying was done, a witch would then use their new spell book and attempt every spell. It was tradition, and it was effective. At six years of age, Jerney could already dip spells. 

When Lyr was three, he began his own witch training. Jerney was excited because having two witches in the family was an honor. Then something went wrong with a spell. At three years old, Lyr could barely see over the spell pot and was therefore only assisting their uncle Harold, who was actually dipping the spell. When the smoke cleared, Jerney knew Lyr would never become a witch. A witch needed all his senses to properly make spells, and Lyr had been left mostly blind. 

When Jerney was eight and Lyr four, their mother passed away in childbirth. A healthy baby girl was born. 

An hour after the funeral, Jerney overheard the second important conversation that would change his life forever. Jerney had retreated to his little workroom in the back and was studiously copying a new spell book in order to avoid having to remember anything from the past few days. Lyr, red-eyed and exhausted from crying, was curled up in the second chair. The baby was sleeping in a carry basket at Jerney’s feet. 

“So, what are you going to do with the kids, Harold?” one of Uncle Harold’s friends asked. 

Uncle Harold laughed. “Well, the two boys aren’t mine. The oldest has his uses to dip spells and to take care of the other two brats, but the younger boy is useless. And my girl is a baby, so who knows if she’ll be good for anything, yet.” 

“You gonna sell them?” the first man asked. Jerney flinched. He knew Uncle Harold resented his brother’s children, but he had never been cruel. 

“Probably. The younger boy can’t work and can’t spell. He will do for an elderly gentleman’s companion. The older one can probably stir spells by now, so I have to get rid of him before he gets too powerful. I’m sure I can find someone who wants a pet witch.” 

“And the girl?” 

Uncle Harold sighed. “Too young for anything. I’d like to keep the older boy around to care for her, but if I sell the younger, the older will protest. They’ve both got to go on the same day. Maybe I’ll remarry and have a new woman take the girl. Then when the girl grows up, she can give me grandkids to learn spell dipping.” 

“To sell for even more profit?” the other man guessed with a laugh. 

“Of course!” Uncle Harold responded. “I’ve just been waiting for the damned woman to die before I dealt with her sons. If I knew having a kid would kill her, I would have done it sooner.” 

The two men laughed and finally moved out of Jerney’s earshot, but the damage was done. 

“Jerney,” Lyr whispered. 

“I heard,” Jerney answered, trying to hide his shock and tears from his younger sibling and failing. “We can’t stay here.” 

“I don’t want to be sold like that,” Lyr whimpered. 

“Shh, shh,” Jerney hissed gently. “You know there’s a way out, same as I do.” 

“When you’ve nothing and no one left?” Lyr asked, quoting from the well-known ditty that circled the inns and taverns of the city. The stanzas describing desperate people often changed, but the refrain remained the same. 

“Go to the smallest well when stars are overhead,” Jerney continued with a nod. “And maybe you’ll be lucky.” He left off the final verse, even though Lyr no doubt knew it. Jerney didn’t want to think that they were out of hope. Because ‘or maybe you’ll be dead’ didn’t make what they were about to do any better. 

“Go upstairs to our room,” Jerney said to Lyr. “Gather a change of clothes for us both and anything else we can’t leave behind. I’ll grab some things for the baby and some food. We’ll sneak out tonight before Uncle can sell us off.” 

Lyr nodded and ran. 

And that was how Jerney and his two siblings ended up standing nervously by the old well, hoping they would be lucky. 

They stood alone for the first two hours. Lyr would rock the baby occasionally to keep her quiet, but otherwise they stood in nervous silence. 

“We’ve no use for brats,” a voice called out of the dark. Jerney and Lyr both jumped and spun around, but there was no one in sight. “We’ve less use for a newborn and a blind brat.” 

“We don’t have anywhere else to go!” Lyr replied, clearly stung that his own injury was hindering them. 

“I don’t care if you’ve nowhere else to go,” the voice said with a chuckle. “You can join the ranks of the beggar children by the docks. 

“I can stir spells,” Jerney called into the darkness when the voice stopped ridiculing them. “I’ve mastered dipping, and I already know how to make dozens of potions. With another year of study, I’ll have mastered stirring. Five years after that and I’ll be casting.” 

“A useless boast!” the voice laughed. “Casting at your age?” 

“In another six years,” Jerney promised. “But I can stir right now, and that will save you tons of money on spells.” 

The sound of a footfall had both Jerney and Lyr spinning around again. A young man in his mid-to-late teens stepped out of an alley and made his way over. He had dark hair that looked black in the moonlight but was probably deep brown and eyes the same color. The stranger was tall, but his body still looked unfinished, as if he had more growing to do. 

“Prove it,” the man said as he strode forward. 

Jerney looked up at the man and bit his lip. “How?” he asked. “I have my spell books, but I couldn’t bring a cauldron.” 

“How old are you, kid?” the man asked as he drew close to them. He looked down at Jerney with a calculating eye and then swept his gaze to take in Lyr, the baby, and their bags. 

“Eight,” Jerney replied. “Lyr is four, and the baby was born two days ago.” 

“No name for the baby?” the man asked. He took in their old but well-darned clothes, their packs filled with their worldly possessions, and the expensive baby basket. 

“Not yet.” 

“All right, we can come to an agreement, providing you can actually stir spells. You’ll be our witch and work our spells for free. In return you and your two siblings will be housed and fed. If you’re lying, though—” 

“I’m not,” Jerney cut in quickly to keep Lyr from having to hear whatever threat the man was about to level. 

“Huh,” the man grunted. “Well, I’m Miles and I’ll be looking after you lot.” He bent down and picked up one of Jerney’s heavy bags of books, which included those of Uncle Harold’s books that he hadn’t yet copied. “Come along then,” the man added with a small smile for the three children as he led them away from the well. 

Jerney gathered up the rest of the bags, made sure Lyr was okay holding the baby, and followed Miles into the night air.


Fifteen Years Later

“Tori, you’re the only one I can send. I’m sorry.” 

Tori looked up from where he was carefully shining his favorite ruby necklace and glared at his human uncle Bast. 

“This time you really are the only one. Rex and Jag are both out of the city, and we needed this solved five years ago.” 

Uncle Bast’s expression showed real remorse at having to pull Tori from his hoard room, but that didn’t make Tori feel any better. He wasn’t human, regardless of the fact that his shape was. Both of his parents were dragons, and he was the result of an experiment on what would happen if dragons tried to procreate in human form. Instead of being born in dragon shape from an egg, as all dragons were, Tori had been born from a womb in human form as humans were. 

The fact that his mother had managed to stay in human form for the requisite nine months surprised Tori every time he went to visit her. Gail was the flightiest of dragons, and sometimes she barely remembered she had two sons and that one of them, Tori, was stuck in human form until he matured enough to shift. 

At eighteen, Tori was still a baby dragon. He hadn’t even reached his second decade yet! His older brother Nyle was still considered to be a child, and he had lived for centuries. But humans didn’t understand that Tori should still be cave-bound, barely starting to learn about pretties and his magic. Eighteen years old for a human was considered to be the age of adulthood when young men and women were expected to take on adult responsibilities. Raised among humans, Tori was able to act at least close to that age, but it was hard to pretend maturity sometimes. 

Eight months ago, his uncle Bast had forced Tori to take command of a rank of troops. Tori had tried to treat it as an experiment, to see if a dragon could handle warring humans. Needless to say, it had failed, and the humans had blamed Tori as if Tori should have been old enough to understand what had gone wrong. 

Three months ago, Bast had given Tori some basic investigation work in the castle. A servant had been stealing the silver. Tori had just shrugged off the investigation entirely. If the humans didn’t consider the silver their hoard, then they had no right to keep someone from taking it. Luckily, even the human servant stealing from the castle had known better than to touch Tori’s small hoard. 

There was no way Uncle Bast was sending Tori out on another investigation. Tori would prefer to move in with his big brother Nyle, even if Nyle and Leon were a bit sickening with their snuggling all the time. Tori turned his back on Uncle Bast and went back to polishing his ruby necklace set in gold. 

He held it up to his hair, admiring the fact that the red parts of his hair so closely matched the ruby and the gold parts of his hair matched the gold setting. That was another strange thing about him. Tori was stuck in human form until his magic matured enough to allow him a second shape, and instead of solely being gold like his father, Tori had both his parents’ coloring. Being bicolored, red and gold, was odd for a dragon, but it pleased Tori to be so pretty. 

“There’s a witch spell casting for the thieves’ guild!” Uncle Bast tried to explain. “They’ve been getting away with crimes for almost ten years. I just need you to locate the witch; that’s all.” 

Tori finished polishing his favorite necklace and clasped it around his neck. His glance around the small storeroom filled with his pretties showed that nothing was out of place or in need of polish. Tori stood with a groan and walked over to his small pile of rubies. He felt the urge to curl up on the rubies. There was one advantage to being in human shape: as a dragon, the pile would only serve as a pillow, but as a human, his entire shape would fit on it. 

Tori gave into the urge without much thought. He spread a soft blanket to keep the sharp points from digging into his skin and curled up with one hand buried in red and purple brilliance. 

“Tori!” Uncle Bast snapped from the doorway. Tori ignored him, and soon enough his uncle sighed as if disappointed and left. Tori snuggled deeper into his blanket and took a nap. 

★

Three days later, Tori fled the castle and Uncle Bast’s pointed glares. He headed for the market, where merchants brought the most interesting things for him to peruse. Occasionally, he found something exciting to add to his hoard or to give to Nyle and Leon for their hoard. He had even found something for Eldest once. 

Tori took his time walking around the stalls. Humans yelled, loudly advertising their wares, and Tori often found some item thrust into his face by a hopeful shopkeeper, but Tori was enjoying himself. One stall had silks in patterns he had never seen before; another had jewelry in unique designs. He bought himself a nutty pastry while he thought about buying a rather intricate broach. 
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