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The dragshi are more than just a man or woman. Each are two beings–one a dragon, the other a human–sharing one body in space in time and able to change forms with the other at will. Their world and the adventures of the dragon shifters are recorded in the Dragshi Chronicles.

Within each of the chronicles, the ceoltiers, the keepers of the past and teachers of the present, recount a legend. Sometimes embellished, the ceoltiers use the stories of times and actions past to educate and inspire. However, the legend doesn’t tell the entire story which is why this companion book to the Dragshi Chronicles was written. The actual exploits, the lives–and sometimes deaths–of the heroes and heroines that are mentioned but briefly in the chronicles, are given their due measure within these pages.

First Change starts with a traditional legend from the land of the dragshi recounted as a poem that would eventually be transcribed as the lyrics for a song. Flight of the Night Bird, sets the stage for the stories that follow. As with all legends, some of the tales contain larger than life deeds. Others are the simple story of a man or woman doing what must be done, regardless of the cost. Unlike the other volumes in the Dragshi Chronicles, First Change mimics life in that legends don’t always end happily ever after. Tales that capture the imagination may end in triumph or tragedy, and so do those recounted within these pages.

I hope you enjoy the adventures and romance told in First Change and invite you to come fly with dragons.

Helen Henderson
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Love lost is a wood nymph’s fate








The moon looked down on the star-kissed glade.

Where alone in nature’s chapel Mirianth waited.

Not for the sunrise to paint the sky, but for a man.

Eerie shadows whispered he will not come.

His kind lied. They could not love.







A wood nymph’s destiny is tied to the ground.

Not that of a night bird to play tag with the clouds.

She sat and waited, but no one came. No one came.

Green branches and trees are your fate, not a man.

He said he will come, Mirianth whispered. So I will stand.







True human or not, Mirianth breathed, my love will come.

From dawn till dusk until day is done.

The birds in the sky sat silent and still.

As day after day, she sat in the verdant bower.

For one had vowed to remain by her side forever.







The solstice moon shone big and pale.

News came, the bridegroom had died on the trail.

I don’t want to live, Mirianth cried.

In grief she sent out a wood nymph’s call.

Come, winged friends, take me to the ancestral hall.







The shadow of a night bird blocked out the sky.

On my back, Mirianth, to the moon we fly.

And a farewell to Earth they bid.

Soaring higher and higher until Mirianth touched the stars,

Their power healed and closed her scars.







Now, Mirianth, the night bird asked,

Do we return to the land of grass?

No, she sadly answered.

There will be no other love for me.

The moon my home shall now forever be.







Then I shall stay with you, the night bird sang.

His words pealed out, into the sky they rang.

For I too bear an unbearable loss, he cried.

No other night birds fly wing on wing.

Mirianth’s tear drops fell on mountain and king.







With a strength beyond his own, higher and higher he flew,

And closer and closer the great orb they drew.

Past sun and stars, the night bird travelled.

With each wingstroke their pain fell away,

And the darkness turned into day.







The night bird glowed, a miniature star.

A beacon, Mirianth said, to guide lovers from afar.

We’ll their way through glen and vale, so true love will never fail.

For those who wish for love beneath a solstice moon,

Their desire I will grant as my final boon.
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Between Swords and Sickness
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The Undefended Wall

––––––––
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Ash from the ring of funeral pyres drifted skyward. Not as a light cloud, but in a solid gray column. Acrid smoke burned eyes already red with exhaustion. Geelneach straightened as much as he could within the circle of thorn-covered branches. Ignoring the pain, he sucked the barbs from his torn fingers. He cursed the sharp spikes that protected the dark green shoots underneath, but the new growth was what he needed. Only the narrow, less mature leaves still untouched by the sun contained the compounds Vedrid required. Unlike her trained healer mother, the seventeen-year old had to use extra supplies to make up for her lack of knowledge, which meant more ripped skin.

Geelneach cast a prayer to those he sensed mustered beyond the veil. Silently, he begged them to guard the souls of those wandering between this world and the next. With a sigh, he bent to his work. His job was not to welcome the dead to the eternal clanhold of the ancestors, but to keep as many alive as he could. A task made difficult by the storms that lingered at the far end of the valley. Once the rain-laden clouds came, the lightning would make gathering more herbs too dangerous. By the time he could return, he didn’t know how much, if any, of the needed medicine would survive. What was not picked today would be lost.

More blood joined that which already stained both basket and leaf. The color reminded him of the red blotches that heralded the disease called demon fire. However, the head to foot rash was just the beginning. Within a candlemark, two at the most, fever racked the stricken one’s body. If the sores faded before the consuming fire within broke, the person lived. And the younger they were, the more likely they would survive.

But not all could fight the physical stress or face the hallucinations and return with their minds intact. For too many of the townspeople, the longer the fever burned, the more the spots darkened until black pustules covered their skin and within a day, death cast its shadow. Within Alcari’s walls, only a handful of adults remained healthy. The others lay senseless in their beds or on the pyres. Children between the ages of ten and fifteen tended the sick and manned the walls. Sorrow for his lost friends and neighbors changed to worry. Maliyah, his wife of two years, was among the latest group of stricken.

Closing his eyes, Geelneach searched for Maliyah’s heartbeat. No one knew why, but even before they were handfasted, each could sense the other’s mood. Since then the bond grew and with concentration he felt her heartbeat. Exhaustion made it difficult to attain the necessary mindset and it took several tries before he located the soft thump beneath his own. Maliyah still lives!

Despite the reality of his mate’s continued breath, Geelneach knew her fever had worsened. Red marks could turn black in less time than it took to grind the leaves and boil the water for a poultice.

“Maliyah will recover,” he murmured.

The simple statement, more a prayer than assertion, he repeated it, grasping for the slender hope it represented. In his heart he feared the truth. Poultices from the rouelle plant slowed the rash from spreading beyond the hands and arms to the chest, where, overburdened, the heart stopped. Vedrid continued to make potions to cool the fire from within. But each mixture had to be made specifically for the age of the patient and the severity of the disease. The seventeen-year-old did the best she could with what she had learned from her mother, Leighis, the town healer. Except the older woman was one of the first who fell victim to the demon fire and could no longer guide healing efforts. Despite all Vedrid’s efforts to save her mother, the older woman remained under the thrall of the fever.

Orange-colored light streamed into the sheltered bower pulled Geelneach from his work. A sense of urgency enveloped him. Pushing the basket ahead of him through the narrow tunnel of entwined branches, he crawled toward the fading light. Once free of the treacherous plants, he stumbled a few steps. His low whistle brought his horse at a gallop from its nearby grazing. With practiced movements he placed the latest collection of herbs into the pannier on the horse’s flank and tied down the lid with leather thongs. He tried to climb into the saddle, but muscles strained by long hours in unnatural positions refused to cooperate. His foot missed the stirrup, flailing hands came in contact with the saddle horn—and held tight.

For a long moment, Geelneach hung suspended. Grunting, he pulled himself upright. This time, his foot found its mark, and he struggled into the saddle.

The stallion looked over its shoulder with an expression that spoke clearer than words. Ready to go? I’m hungry.

“You’re always hungry, Balgair, you greedy glut,” Geelneach growled. He slapped the animal on the neck when it gave a snort and shook its black and white-striped mane sending strands of hair into Geelneach’s face. His mood brighter than at any time since the demon fever struck Alcari, he laughed at the horse’s antics. A flick of the reins and the stallion headed down the path towards town.

Whether it was the prospect of fresh hay in a warm barn or the promise of an extra scoop of grain, as soon as the trees gave way to fields green with new growth, the stallion quickened its pace until the ground blurred. Geelneach held tight to the saddle horn and closed his eyes. The horse’s gait was so smooth the rocking motion soon put him into a light sleep filled with dreams of an unearthly chorus. He didn’t return to full awareness of his surroundings until the breakneck speed changed to a normal gallop. The last rays of evening faded as the foam-covered horse approached the city gate. An unnerving silence enveloped the area and Balgair’s hoof falls echoed on the cobbled street. Without a command the horse dropped into a walk, as if it too were afraid the sound of iron shoes on stone would wake some demon. The eeriness deepened the moment they crossed between the great doors.

“Halt!” yelled a high-pitched voice. The speaker, a young boy about ten years old dressed in the rough-sewn breeches and vest of a farmer, stepped into sight. His two-handed grip on a sword meant for someone twice his size showed more nerve than skill.

The horse leaned back on his haunches in response to the challenge and the approaching figure. However, Geelneach pulled the reins and turned the animal’s leap into a spin. “Now, stop that, Balgair” he ordered. “You know Larac. If you want grain, you behave.”

A snort answered the command, but the horse stopped prancing. In fact, it hung its head, before stretching out its neck to lip the young boy’s blond curls.

“It’s all right,” Larac said. He reached up and patted the velvet nose. “You just startled me.” The youth dropped his gaze to his feet. “Sorry, Master. I dinna know.”

“No apologies needed, Master Larac.” Geelneach put an extra emphasis on “master,” and fought the urge to smile as the boy straightened, pride in his bearing. “You’ve done well.”

“Indeed you have, Larac,” a slightly deeper voice boomed from the shadows. “Are all the animals in pen and barn for the night?”

Geelneach didn’t need to look to know the speaker—Jaoth. Wherever there was a tired horse or a sick animal, the fourteen-year old invariably appeared. Like his older sister, Vedrid, Jaoth had a talent for healing. She took after their mother, the village healer, while Jaoth inherited their father’s talent with animals.

Swinging a leg over the horse’s flank, Geelneach slid to the ground. While he steadied himself against the horse to let strength return to his legs, he watched Jaoth step from the shadows alongside the gate. The older boy signaled Larac and the pair pushed the wooden panels closed. Geelneach joined them and helped lift the heavy lockbar into place. He spun at the soft scuff of leather on stone. His hand snatched at the hilt of his sword, then checked the motion at the recognition of the young woman who walked from between two buildings. Scattered wisps of hair strayed from the dark braid hanging over her shoulder.

Geelneach noted the slow way Vedrid moved. It mirrored the way his own muscles acted to commands—with pain. He opened the pannier and unloaded its precious contents. By the time the apprentice healer reached the group clustered around the horse, three more containers of leaves sat at Geelneach’s feet. “Here, Vedrid,” he said, holding out the basket. “Herbs for potions and rouelle leaves for poultices.”

She slid the handle over her arm, but made no attempt to return to the great hall—and her patients.

It was more than the slowness of exhaustion, Geelneach realized. Sorrow weighed upon her soul. He dared not think of the reason. There was but one—death. Silently he prayed it wasn’t Maliyah. Ice tightened his chest. His throat refused to work. Several swallows later, he gave voice to his fears. “Mali? My wife?” he forced out.

Vedrid nodded her head. “No, Maliyah, still breathes. There is no change in either fever or marks.” Her eyes filled with tears, and she sobbed out three names. Two Geelneach knew, they were elderlies who spent their days sitting on a bench in the town square. The last name was an apprentice at the ceoltier hall—and her friend. Without a thought, he gathered the crying girl into his arms. “You did all you could, Vedrid. No one, neither your mother, nor the masters at the healer hall, could have done more.”

Gentle strokes calmed her and eventually her shoulders stopped shaking. With the back of her hand she wiped the tears from her face. She stepped out of his protective embrace and turned to the wide-eyed youngster. “Larac, the pot of stew is still warm. Go get yourself a bowl, you’ve done well this day.” A smile flickered across her lips, but did not reach her eyes.

The youth bobbed a quick bow, and with his sword on his shoulder headed off to where those unaffected by the demon fire ate their meals.

“I’ll take care of your horse, Master Geelneach,” Jaoth said. “He will be rubbed down and fed. Also, Silat and I have set the roster for sentry duty. Besides one of those in weapons training with Silat, each pair will have either an older boy or a recovered oldster.” With the arrogance of youth he added, “I suggest you go rest.” Snatching up the reins, the youth spun on his heel. “And you too, sister,” he said over his shoulder.

Geelneach picked up the twine-wrapped bundles at his feet, and an arm around Vedrid’s waist guided her in the direction Larac had disappeared. He let the healer set the pace, using the time to again curse the circumstances which had made him responsible for the residents of Alcari. Wounded in the last skirmish with the raiders, he arrived home to find the city gates standing open and unmanned. When Vedrid’s mother, Leighis, saw him walking his horse down the street, she quickly conscripted him, at first for manual labor, then as one of the few with medical training, she put him to work caring for the sick and dying. It did not matter if he was more skilled at bandaging sword wounds than potions, he could not deny the woman’s request.

By the time the city rulers succumbed (or ran away, Geelneach kept to himself) he had already organized the older children into groups to search for food in the abandoned homes or care for the animals and birds in the pens and stables. Jaoth appointed himself one of Geelneach’s lieutenants and took charge of the horses and the stolid hauler beasts that pulled the wagons to bring the wounded from their homes to the improvised dormitory in the great hall. Used by the townspeople of Alcari for events during the cold season, the building’s stone floors seemed to calm the fevered. And having everyone in one place made it easier for Vedrid, and those under her command, to care for the sick.

Silat, whose father led a troop tracking down the raiders, helped Geelneach reinforce the town’s defenses, including building a barricade around the town square. During the daylight hours, Silat also worked with the younger boys, and more than a few of the girls, on improving their marksmanship.

There are too few able bodies with skill and age to bear arms, Geelneach swore. If the raiders breach the city gates, Alcari will fall.

Yells of “Geel... Geel,” pulled him from his reverie. A dozen children danced around him and Vedrid. “Tell us a story,” one said. “We been good,” chirped another.

A red-haired boy Geelneach knew was only a season older than the others officiously pushed his way through the crowd with two plates of sliced meat and bread balanced on a tray. Behind him followed a five-year old. The younger child’s brows furrowed in concentration as he contended with a skin of wine and two mugs. “Let Geel and Vedrid sit down,” the first youth ordered and handed over the plates. A sly expression crossed his face. “Geel can tell a story while he eats.”

The children sank cross-legged to the ground. Outmaneuvered and unable to avoid the looks of anticipation on the upturned faces, Geelneach nodded. “Fine, just one. Then if you’re done with your chores, off to your beds.”

“We promise,” the children chorused.

Geelneach sorted through the ceoltier tales in his memory. As soon as Rathad recovers, I’ll have to ask him for more stories.

If Rathad recovers, worry countered.

Pushing away the dark reflection, he launched into his story. “In a far-away land, where the high peaks of the Revarns meet the sky, live men called the dragshi. They are not mere men—they call dragons kin and know the freedom of flight.” Geelneach paused dramatically, to make sure all the children paid attention. “But the dragshi are not the only ones with magic.”

Despite the children’s ages—and their normal ebullience—silence greeted the statement. An unusual emotion washed over Geelneach. This is what Rathad must feel when he leads the little ones in their lessons. He sopped up some of the juice with a piece of bread, then washed it down with a sip of wine, before continuing.

“Herds of special horses, granted speed, strength, and intelligence beyond that of normal steeds also live in the high mountains. Unlike the horses who roam the countryside and shore, seidheirn, both mare and stallion, select their own riders and they are almost always one of the dragshi.”

When he finished the story of a horse crossing a river to save its herd, a rousing cheer came not just from Geelneach’s young audience, but from several adults who, unnoticed, had gathered around.

One of the little ones asked, “What do seidheirn look like?” Geelneach told of their coloring, similar to what the children already knew. “But there is one difference,” he said. “No matter whether the seidheirn is midnight black or white silver, they have black and white-striped manes.”

“Like Balgair,” the red-haired boy said. “I like him.”

“Yes,” Geelneach agreed, “like Balgair.” He stood up. “Now, you’ve had your story. Finish your chores if you haven’t, then off to bed. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”

“Not yet,” the children begged. “A song, Geel, sing us a song.”

His voice already ragged from the day’s work, Geelneach searched for a solution. “Who knows the Seidheirn Battle Hymn?”

Four hands went up.

“Since not everybody knows it, I’ll teach you this very ancient melody.” Although not ceoltier trained, with gestures and inflection Geelneach captured the spirit of the tune as he sang the first verse. The children clapped in time, providing a makeshift drum to keep the cadence.

“Shoulder to shoulder, we charge onto the foe.

Fighting we battle on, to the next world we go.

Seidheirn, seidheirn, sound the battle roar,

Honor the fallen, and mourn no more.

Answer the battle cry with honor,

Until victory is born.

Our spirit can never be broken,

Even when the final requiem is spoken.”

As soon as he started the chorus, he realized how poor a choice he had made. While the verses told of honor and duty, the chorus spoke of the aftermath of battle, and, of late, the children had heard the words of parting said at too many funeral pyres. Still he continued on.

The second verse finished, yet Geelneach still didn’t have an alternate chorus.

A deep tenor cut through the higher pitched voices of the children. Startled, Geelneach looked up to see Rathad, the hold ceoltier, leaning heavily on Silat’s shoulder. Rathad effortlessly continued with the third verse, then satisfaction on his face ended the stirring tune with a chorus Geelneach had never heard before, neither in the classroom, the battlefield, nor around troop campfires. The words the ceoltier sang presented not the reality of the final requiem, but hope for a better day.

The ceoltier sank heavily to the bench next to Geelneach and clapped his hands. “Children, off to bed.” His gaze rounded the few in the audience whose pursed lips or scowls showed signs of rebellion. “And don’t ask Geel or Vedrid for more food or another story. To bed.”

Despite his obviously weakened condition, he kept his expression stern and the children, used to obeying their teacher, stood, bowed and without another word of argument headed off to their room.

To counter his friend’s pale face, Geelneach splashed wine in his mug and handed it to the ceoltier. “I didn’t know you were out of bed.”

“He isn’t supposed to be,” Vedrid growled. “His fever just broke at mid-day.” She glared at the cup in the ceoltier’s hand. “Don’t ruin my hard work with too much of that.”

The ceoltier held his hands up as if to ward off evil. “I’m going back to my bunk.” He hung his head, embarrassment colored his face. “I had to use the necessary and couldn’t make it back inside.” At the young healer’s look of fear, the ceoltier hastily added, “I’m fine now. All I needed was a few minutes to rest my muscles.” He took her hand in his and bowed over it. “My dear Vedrid, I owe you my life. Command and it will be yours.”

Now Vedrid’s cheeks darkened. “Off to bed, you rake.” She pulled her hand from his grasp. “Alone.” With a huff, she rose and headed up the steps into the meeting hall.

“You didn’t say like most ceoltiers, especially your master, you can drink most men under the table,” Geelneach laughed. “At least when you’re feeling well.”

Resentment flickered in Rathad’s eyes at the challenge, but quickly disappeared. “You know Vedrid won’t rest,” he whispered.

“Will any of us?” Geelneach retorted. “I’m sorry, Rathad. It’s not your fault.” He clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re still among us.” His expression shifted, mimicking the departing healer. “Off to bed, I don’t want to have to heal you again.”

Laughing, the ceoltier rose to his feet, and after a two-fingered salute to Geelneach headed to the building where the recovering fever victims slept under the watchful eyes of several of the older children.

However, instead of following his friend, Geelneach sank back onto the bench. More than exhaustion kept him rooted in place. Before he retired for the night, he needed to see Maliyah, but feared what he would find. He pushed himself to his feet. Slow steps took him around the barricade built in front of the doors as a last line of defense. Silently, he shambled through the great hall and down the long hallway.

The sight of Maliyah’s pale face above the covers and her sweat-dampened curls halted him at the entrance to a small room in what normally would be a private office. She tossed in the throes of a hallucination he prayed she would not remember upon awakening. As he had in the woods, he searched for Maliyah’s heartbeat beneath his. Reassured, he crossed the room and sank to his knees at the bedside.

“Easy, my love,” Geelneach whispered and took her hand in his. Her questing fingers tightened around his. “I’m here,” he murmured. “Sleep... rest.”

At his low words, the fevered movements quieted.

Although he had meant to just stay a few moments, he couldn’t bring himself to leave her side. I need to check in on the others, he told himself. And make sure Vedrid gets some rest herself and doesn’t stay up all night boiling leaves and making poultices.

The arguments fell on deaf ears. Rathad can handle Vedrid, came exhaustion’s seductive whisper. Silat and Jaoth make good lieutenants. They will tell you if your presence is needed. Sleep. You do others no good if you are too weak.

Giving in to the siren call, Geelneach closed his eyes. Just for a candlemark, he promised. The sadness that weighed upon his soul added to the physical abuse of a body pushed beyond its limits. Maliyah’s hand in his, he fell asleep, lured to a deep slumber by a comforting presence and wordless songs in silvered tones.

~ * ~
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“Master? Geel?”

Jaoth’s hand on his shoulder awakened Geelneach. He didn’t need to ask why. Even through the thick stone walls, the low thud of swords on shield could be heard—and felt. Raiders had arrived.

“I’m awake,” Geelneach said, his tone low as to not arouse the sick. “Rouse the others and send them to the wall.” Without waiting to see his orders carried out, he snatched up his sword and bow, threw a quiver of arrows over his shoulder and ran up the street towards the city gates where Silat hammered the reinforcing poles into position.

Geelneach raced to the top of the wall, two steps at a time. His chest heaved, but he ignored the pain. Light glinting off metal drew his gaze to the woods. Line after line of men marched from the shadowy trees with one obvious destination—Alcari. He knew in his heart the futility of defending the city. While every boy, and more than a few of the girls had a measure of skill with bow and arrow, those able to wield a sword consisted of a few handful of the recovering men and the older boys who Silat had helped train. Of his entire force, Silat, because of his father’s military background, was the only one who stood a chance in hand-to-hand combat.

A low moan escaped Geelneach. There were too many raiders. Once they broke down the gates, the barricade outside the great hall would provide little resistance. Alcari would fall.

He moved among his meager forces, reinforcing an oldster’s determination here or projecting confidence to a white-faced youth. Afraid to have them leave their posts, he set sentry watches, but kept everyone on the high ledge. Vedrid sent up food and blankets, so those who could do so, ate and slept. Geelneach was not among them. He drew upon previously unknown reserves of energy, and paced from man to man in an endless circle.

For three days, Geelneach and the meager force of Alcari held off attack after attack. Brief episodes of eerie silence alternated with the sound of the battle horn and kettle drum.

“A-l-c-a-r-i.” The sound of a thousand voices echoed off the walls. “A-l-c-a-r-i.”

The din quieted. Now a single voice rang out. “Surrender and Alcari will live. I, Drust, give my word. I give you until the first ray of dawn to decide.”

~ * ~
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Geelneach stood on the rampart above the city gate. The decision, whether to fight or surrender, was his to make. An option, one he had not dared consider, refused to be quashed. He sent Silat and the others to man the barricade at the Great Hall. Jaoth and Silat had argued, but Geelneach prevailed. “You are my lieutenants. It is your duty to obey. Now go.” He laid a gentle hand on both the youth’s shoulders. “No matter what happens this day, you have done your city and kin proud.”

He waited until their shadows disappeared into the mist which still blanketed the city. Despite the fog, the black pillar of the funeral smoke stood out. Each day he had prayed the column would still be seen and word sent to the dragshi of Alcari’s troubles. Or the local men recalled from their hunt. But time had run out, no reinforcements had come. Only one more thing remained to be done—to challenge the leader of the invaders.

Ignoring the danger, Geelneach stood up, silhouetted by the rising sun. Battle energy surged through him and he pulled his sword. His voice pitched to be heard by those standing at the foot of the wall he issued a simple challenge. “Drust, I challenge you, fight me one-on-one.”

“And if I refuse?” came an answer from the throng below.

“Then you are a coward,” Geelneach taunted. He let his disgust show on his features.

A tall, broad-shouldered man in well-worn armor pushed his way through the group of soldiers standing in front of a tent decorated with a captain’s banner. “Bold words for the lone defender of a city,” Drust laughed. “Did your troop desert you? If you can call that handful of gray-haired oldsters and unbearded youths a troop.”

The mercenary waved, his gesture encompassing those around him. “My ‘men,’ are all veterans of a dozen campaigns.”

Geelneach summoned a smile he didn’t feel.

Since Drust had not accepted the challenge, only one option remained. To force the issue, Geelneach riffled through his knowledge of the invader. “They look more like the dregs thrown out of a tavern,” he yelled from his ledge. “It is me who should ask why I should offer you the dignity of single contest.” He shook his head. “But I have a soft spot for dumb animals.”

Now the laugh that came at the rumble of discontent from below held real pleasure. He pointed at the rising column of black smoke. “I would not even wish the demon fever on a rooter sow.”

Growls and oaths accompanied the last statement. The barb hit true and Drust’s face darkened. “No one calls my men dregs. Let alone rooter beasts.” His rage showed as his voice rose. “The last man who impugned me died from a thousand arrow stings.”

More energy flowed through Geelneach. At least I’ve bought Silat, Jaoth, and the others the time needed to reach the inner barricade.

For whatever good that will do, anger roared.

He shrugged his shoulders. Still refusing to acknowledge the harsh truth. “Sorry, Drust,” Geelneach said, “I call them as I see them.” A grin twitched his lips. Although more of a death head rictus than of mirth, he felt all the better for it. Resignation took hold. What happens now will be another’s problem. I’ve done all I could. “Well, Drust, do we fight as honorable men? One-on-one?”

Long moments passed. The only sound Geelneach heard was his pulse, pounding in his ears.

Drust’s voice drowned out his men’s mutterings. “My offer of a quick death to all who surrender still stands. Last chance, defender of Alcari.”

A scan of the now-trampled fields, and of the woods beyond, failed to yield the miracle needed to save Alcari. The hope some traveler had seen the black smoke of the funeral pyres and passed the message to the ceoltiers or lord holders vanished. No one was coming. Geelneach notched an arrow and pulled back the string with the last of his strength. A twang and the lethal dart flew straight and true—at Drust.

The raider chief ducked and the feathered barb intended for him pierced the neck of one of his aides.

“Attack! Show no mercy.” Drust pointed at Geelneach. “A hundred extra coppers for the one who brings me that one’s head. Two hundred if he still breathes when brought before me.” His lips bared in a feral smirk. “And another hundred for any kin, especially a wife—alive and unharmed—at my feet.”

“No,” Geelneach screamed. A second call, even louder, sounded in his mind. This one, silver tones blackened with rage—and fear.

Roars of anticipation came from the throats of the thousand men before Geelneach. Protected from retaliatory action by flights of arrows sent over their heads, the first squads of men raced to the wall and leaned a ladder against the unbreached walls.

Between volleys, Geelneach sent his own attack. He levered an arrow in the narrow firing slot between stones and released. Each arrow killed or wounded an officer. It became harder to pull the string back and Geelneach cursed. Drust remained unharmed.

The time between his arrows increased. Even worse, his muscles moved slower to take him under cover. More and more of the enemy fire reached his sheltered position.

Geelneach balanced his last arrow in his hand, ready to be strung. Exhaustion made the bow useless and he tossed the worthless bolt to the ground. Voices from the other side of the wall told of the enemy’s approach. He pulled his sword and stepped into the open.

“Time for us to tangle, Drust.”

The twang of a bow string rent the air, then another and another. A dozen arrows flew toward Geelneach. One pierced his shoulder. The sword slipped from his grasp. Clasping a hand over his wound, he fell against the waist-high barricade—and over.

The image of a black dragon on the wing, and an identity, Creliwyr, came into Geelneach’s mind. <Let me help you, soul brother,> the dragon said. <Together we will save your friends—and my mate.>

Geelneach grabbed at the offered hand, to see it turn into a black talon. He cried out and tried to withdraw, but it was too late. A sensation of weightlessness overcame him. He felt his arm move, but it was not his, but Creliwyr’s?

A confident reassurance provided the explanation. <You’ve gone through First Change.> In a tone of long-suffering patience, Creliwyr added, <You are now a dragshi.> A bloodthirst, the urge to rend the attackers limb from limb, washed over Geelneach. <Time for talk later, now we battle.>

At first he thought it was his own desire to wreak vengeance on those who threatened Alcari, then realized the dragon felt that way as well.

Embarrassment dampened some of the emotion. <It is forbidden for one of my kind to take the life of one of yours,> Creliwyr sent. A wistful hope entered his tone. <However, the dragshi are not so constrained.>

Geelneach understood the dragon’s intent and without hesitation took control of the offered body. Two sweeps of his wings and he cleared the wall. Another two brought him to the inner barricade. Several of the raiders engaged the beleaguered men of Alcari.

Furling his wings, Geelneach plummeted, his pinions barely clearing the heads of a dozen raiders rushing into the town center. His teeth snapped shut on Drust’s shoulder. With a contemptuous snarl, he slammed the raider onto the spears of his compatriots.

A strong updraft filled Geelneach’s wings, sending him skyward and up over the roof of the great hall. Circling, he scanned the battle below. In the few heartbeats he had been away from the fight, the tide had turned. Silat and Jaoth stood back to back on the steps. Three dead men lay at the youth’s feet, but it was the dozen raiders just beyond the reach of their swords who posed the most danger. As he flew over, Geelneach caught a glimpse of Silat’s upturned face.

Tactics based on unknown knowledge surfaced. He winged low, releasing his breath in a wall of fire between his friends and Drust’s approaching forces. Those caught along the path turned into human torches.

Creliwyr’s ancient cry of his kind echoed in Geelneach’s soul. The sound matched those that accompanied the spirits of dying men as they separated from their bodies.

Looping back, Geelneach dug his talons around a man about to stab Silat. Two wingstrokes and he dragged the man clear. Once above the heads of the horde, Geelneach whipped out his dragon tail and wrapped it around the neck of a broad-shouldered raider. A tug sent the man, arms flailing, into the side of a building. Dragon senses heard the crack when the invader landed head first. In the same motion, he snatched up another of the raiders.

Again, Geelneach climbed high above the city to loop back over the now open city gates. He tossed the squirming man in his talons head first into a dozen men, sending them tumbling like trees before an avalanche. From the midst of those beneath the gates, a soldier thrust a spear.

Geelneach’s raucous cry echoed off the walls. He grabbed the offending weapon in his talons, and before its wielder could release his grip carried the screaming man skyward.

<You shouldn’t have tried to collect the extra hundred coppers,> Geelneach growled and threw the assailant earthward. The man’s scream ended with a puff of dust.

Back and forth above the narrow space between the barricade and the attacking army, Geelneach struck with tooth and talon. Claws raked the backs of two men, ripping through sinew and bone. The pair sprawled lifeless onto the ground in a pool of red. The scent of blood mingled with that of scorched earth and flesh. He reached out and sank razor-sharp talons into the chest of another. A toss and the bloodied hulk crashed through an overturned wagon, knocking down several more armed men.

Shields clattered to the ground. Cries of “retreat” and “to the woods” filled the air.

Geelneach followed them through the streets, attacking where he could. Outside in the open field where the raiders had camped, he changed his tactics. Turning on a wingtip, he hovered over the running men. He took a deep gulp of air, and with Creliwyr’s approval and advice on how to use it, Geelneach created a wall of flame around the city to keep the rest of Drust’s army from breaching the barricade. Close enough to protect the wall, yet far enough way that the homes and businesses did not catch fire, dragon flame was an unbeatable weapon, preventing the raiders from reaching those incapable of holding either arrow or sword. Protecting my friends—my town.

One squad of raiders not only held their position. They advanced. A solitary figure broke through the shimmering flames. His clothes and hair on fire, he shrieked in agony before falling silent. In the eerie calm, a second and third leaped through. Orange flames flowed over Geelneach’s fangs. Human bonfires added to the smoke as they fell writhing to the ground. Inhuman sounds pulled from dying throats stopped when their frantic movements ceased.

Geelneach trumpeted his vengeance. The raiders who remained threw down their shields and raced for the shelter of the woods. With every ounce of energy he had left, he winged towards the center of town. What he saw chilled his soul. A single glimpse of Silat and Jaoth, the blood loss and the severity of their wounds, especially Silat’s, told how little time remained to the youths.

<My friends,> Geelneach cried. <Creliwyr, how can I save them?>

Uncertainty filled the link between human and dragon. <I’m not sure. I’m newly fledged.> The dragon’s focus shifted and Geelneach caught fragments of thought, too quick to catch, between Creliwyr and another. <When in our shared form, some dragshi have the ability to use healing fire, just like my kind.>

Instructions, images of how to shift from lethal fire to healing danced before Geelneach. The actions felt as familiar as a tune learned in childhood and never forgotten. Desperate to save his friends, he grasped the offered lifeline. He landed and crouched over the wounded youths. Sucking air deep into his lungs, he released it in dancing blue flames. He surrounded each boy in turn with the life-giving magic, switching from Silat to Jaoth, and back until his chest hurt with the effort. Still, he continued. When he finished, blood no longer flowed.

Without a thought, Geelneach took another deep draft. This time, he played the blue flames over the other wounded who were collapsed over the barricade or lying on the ground. Some, with lesser wounds, stood up and backed away from the crouching dragon. Others stirred but remained where they were.

Geelneach winged up to land on the roof of the great hall. With his long vision, he watched the remnants of the once proud army disappear into the forest. Down below, Vedrid moved among the former wounded, checking bandages. “Thank you, honored old one,” she called. “Your help this day has saved many a life. How may we repay you?”

<Healing takes out of both dragon and human,> Creliwyr commented to Geelneach. In a dry tone, the dragon added, <a sheep or two would restore our energy.>

<There are sheep in the pen,> Geelneach answered the dragon soul. <Jaoth won’t deny us a meal.> But something pulled at him. He didn’t want to take his eyes off the retreating raiders. Even with a dragon as a protector, there was no guarantee they would not return.

<Very well,> Creliwyr agreed. <We can eat later.> He lapsed into silence.

But, the dragon’s withdrawal did not help calm the confusion swirling in Geelneach’s thoughts. <Creliwyr, will dragon fire heal those stricken with demon fever?>

Again the sense of a distant conversation before the dragon answered. <My kind has never heard of this demon fever.>

We must try, Geelneach swore. Too many lie on the pyres.

Creliwyr caught the errant thought. Sadness colored the link. <I’m sorry, my friend. If it is your wish, we can try. Tell the young healer to bring the wounded outside to the main square.>

A single thought hovered. How?

This time the dragon chuckled. <Just as you talk to me, you can talk to other dragshi or to true humans. Although not always as easily.>

<Vedrid, can you hear me?> Geelneach hoped she could receive the question without him having to change to human form. In his own heart he admitted, he wasn’t sure he could do so.

“Yes,” the young healer replied.

<Bring the sick and any other injured into the square. As I treated Jaoth and Silat’s battle wounds, so will I do the fever.>

Encouraged by the success of his contact with Vedrid, Geelneach reached out to Jaoth and Silat. Unlike the ease of contact with the brother and sister, mindspeech with Silat was like forcing one’s finger through layers of heavy canvas. Whether it was their special aptitude with people and animals, Vedrid and Jaoth took the unusual contact in stride. However, through the link, Geelneach caught Silat’s confused thoughts. The youth wondered how he had heard the voice in his head, and how one of the legendary dragon shifters knew his name.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEGENDS FROM THE EYRLEM.J;‘
: s i

e 'W&-‘——

S m——— =

/ Helen B Henderson






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





