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I promised you another story about dragons, and here it is. I’m sure you’ve already noticed that this story is longer than the first. 

Several thousand words longer.

Sometimes, more words are needed to get the story across to the reader. This was one of those instances. 

Enjoy all the words!

AYA’S DRAGON was quite fun to write. It was something very different from my original genre, which is paranormal fiction. It made me think differently about how things would work with the characters I created. I already tend to micromanage my characters, and with this story, that was not any different. I used to think that was a bad thing, but then, I can’t be the only person who has been mentally dragged out of a story by some plot aspect that made absolutely no sense.

Yes, even in a universe not based on our own reality. I am weird that way.

With SARA’S FIRE, the main character’s natal culture is the opposite of Aya’s, so that will naturally affect Sara’s life and her worldview. Aya had to fight to get what she wanted in her life. Sara’s situation is a much different situation.

I wrote things this way to reflect the way the real world is today. If you think about it, culture is different not just between countries, but even between individual cities and States. What is normal and acceptable in one is anathema in another. This is also reflected in local idioms, so where in AYA’S DRAGON, Our Heroine referred to her mother as “mama,” in SARA’S FIRE, the common idiom for the female parent is “mum.”

Such is a society in general, which can be a shame, depending upon circumstances. I don’t believe that societies should be homogeneous, but I do believe they should be more tolerant of difference within their own communities. It is my hope that such a thing will be a part of our near future in the world and not just a pipe dream.

But I digress.

Never fear, gentle readers. There will be more dragons in your future, and I have not forgotten about Aya, Sentinel, Drannar, and Clarion. While they are not the focus of this story, they are still present, to one degree or another.

The series is currently planned to consist of four stories, each with at least 26,000 words. The next story, on which I’ve already been working, is called KAL’S HEART.

Before you ask, yes, there will be a softcover omnibus edition offered when the series is complete, but be aware that the purchase price will reflect its greater size. The eventual e-book omnibus version will also have a higher price. It will, after all, be four stories all collected into one e-book.

Thank you again, my dear beta readers, for all your help. PickleNick, Mister Moose, James, Jill, and NJ – you rock! 

A particularly grateful nod goes out to the wonderful Daniel, Keeper of Kitchens and Fine Beer. Your thoughtful suggestions have helped to make some of my writing go along much more...er...smoothly. 

What beer pairs best with Fire-breathing dragons? Inquiring minds want to know. My current favorite is Wreck Alley, a dark and tasty Imperial Stout.

If you’re old enough to drink legally, look it up for more information – and then try some.

Special thanks go out to Ekaterina, Cynthia, Annisa, Nancy, and all the beautiful ladies at 80k.

Now, on to what you really want...

DRAGONS!
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“Sara! What are you doing, girl? Stop fiddling with your hair and go help your sister!” Patience was gone from the speaker’s tone at this point, and there was no more opportunity for procrastination.

“Sorry, Mum,” Sara called back over her shoulder and sighed. She twisted her long, curly mass of locks into a plait, then folding the resulting braid in half and binding it all together with a tight band close to her skull at the back of her head. She sat back and turned her head a little to the side, examining the result.

Here and there, untamed hair ends poked out throughout the otherwise tidy braid, but they were contained enough to keep them from being an annoyance. She gave a quick nod and smiled at her work that was reflected in the mirror, pleased with the results. “Just finished. I need it up off the back of my neck. It gets in the way if I let it hang there.”

“Really, young lady, I don’t know why you spend so much time on it. If it’s such a bother, cut it short,” her mother said, not for the first time, nor even the tenth. “Your sister has been far more sensible about things that way!”

Once again, the advice was ignored as though it was a passing breeze. Comparing one sister to the other was never a wise thing for Sara’s mother to do. As well as her daughters got along, there still existed a small amount of tension between the two that was just an example of the normal sibling rivalry that crosses the myriad iterations of sibling relationships that exist in the vast multiverse. Sara’s normal response was to drag her feet when she was compared to her industrious and driven sibling.

“I know, Mum, but I like to wear it long when I’m not working,” she said, stepping out the solid mahogany door and out into the dawn’s weak light. Another blistering day in the shop, helping her older sister forge an order of horseshoes and mending some items. 

“And short hair makes my face look odd,” she muttered under her breath as she closed the bottom half of the door behind her. She kept her voice low to keep her mother from hearing her, but still had the satisfaction of knowing she had said something aloud. 

“I’ll bring a hot dinner down to you both at noon, Sara,” her mother called after her through the top half of the Dutch door. “No need to come up to the house, I know you’ll be busy working.”

“Thank you, Mum,” Sara looked over her shoulder and called back with a broad smile on her face, now feeling upbeat. A hot dinner sounded so much better than a slab of stale bread topped with a smear of butter or preserves, which was their normal dinner fare. It did not help that it was their habit to devour the scant meal between hammer blows at the hot forge. It was a reason to be happy. “I’ll let Pharis know!”

With the top edge of the sun still only just peeking over the horizon, little more than a few spears of golden light reaching into the sky, the morning air remained a bit chilly. Never one to enjoy the cold, Sara moved quickly toward the warmth of the smithy, which had been built about twenty meters from the house, where there would be less chance of random sparks igniting the thatch that covered the roof. Judging from the sounds coming from inside the smithy, Pharis, Sara’s older sister, was already hard at work within. 

Always one to complete as many orders as possible in the day, she would have started the farrier’s work order as soon as she was done breaking her fast. On a normal day, that meant having a portion of whatever was left from the previous night’s meal accompanied by a heavy mug of steaming black tea that had been sweetened with a drop of honey and lightened with a bit of cream that had been provided by one of the two cows the family possessed. 

Sara stopped just outside the heavy door and looked inside the glowing interior of the smithy. She noted that her sister had pulled her own short length of hair back at the nape of her neck, twisted it into a stubby braid, ragged and singed hair ends sticking out all higgledy-piggledy from its edges, and bound it tightly in a wide dark ribbon of indeterminate color. The leather cap her mother continued to insist she wear to protect it hung, long-ignored, on a far wall, where it had begun to collect random cobwebs.

Even at this early hour, beads of sweat already glistened on Pharis’ broad, unlined forehead, her hands and cheeks filthy from her labors. Sara’s sister had never been one to ease into her workday. She dove into her work each day like the early bird hunting for its first worm to break its fast. 

Sara was not surprised by what she saw, as her sister was less concerned with appearances, and more intent upon getting to her forge and to working as early as she could each morning. Pharis had never been one to cling to the dictates of appearance and fashion, instead preferring to wear clothing sensible for whatever occasion she faced.

The same was true of her diet when left to her own devices. Sometimes, when she was in a particular hurry, Pharis would grab up whatever was close to hand and munch on it as she took the pebbled path to the smithy. 

Their mother tried to keep nourishing foods close by for those mornings but was sometimes irritated when Pharis would grab part of a loaf of the previous day’s bread accompanied by a thick smear of butter, rather than the dried fruit and nut bread or savory meat pasty her mother would leave on a plate, under a napkin for her dutiful daughter. It was always a bone of contention between the two.

Pharis had explained many times to her mother that she did not feel that she needed anything so special and that she would do just fine with the simple fare she substituted. Predictably, those reasoned arguments fell on her mother’s selectively deaf ears. 

To Isleni’s way of thinking, a piece of unaccompanied bread and butter did not and could not provide the kind of energy a person needed to stay active for an entire morning. Having been raised by a mother and also a grandmother who tended to be plump, and being near to that herself, it was second nature for Isleni to be heavy-handed with food. It was fortunate, then, that neither of her daughters had slow metabolisms, and that their work kept them active enough to burn off what they consumed during the day.

Sara, never a morning person, did not have the kind of internal drive to dash out the door and off to the forge before the sun had so much as brought its blush to the horizon, so her mother often had to encourage Sara to start her day. Isleni did not begrudge the extra effort on her part, as she had always been a doting mother to both of her children. She knew that once up and about, they would keep busy until they were done for the day.

A strong cup of black tea laced with an oozing honey-dipperful of dark buckwheat honey and a dollop of fresh, thick cream was an excellent tool for energizing tired bodies and brains. Sara’s favorite tea was one that when left in the teapot to steep long enough, became almost black in color. Isleni could not drink the stuff, as it made her feel jumpy and a bit nervous, but Sara appeared to thrive on it. Indeed, the girl took a lidded large pewter tankard full to the brim with tea every morning.

She took a long, careful sip of hot tea as she crossed the threshold into the warm smithy, swallowing down the last mouthful of coddled eggs her mother had made for the morning’s breakfast. Her sister looked up, saw Sara, and gave a welcoming smile. She gestured toward the back of the room.

“Oh, there you are, Sara! I thought you were sleeping the day away! Could you please bring me more blocks from the supply room? I’m nearly through the first batch,” Pharis asked her sister as Sara approached. She effortlessly threw a heavy leather apron at Sara, which the girl just as effortlessly fielded and put on. 

You did not carry about heavy pieces of metal and wield a blacksmith’s hammer without developing significant strength. That was a given. Both young women’s considerable strength had come as a surprise to the occasional stranger who was foolish enough to think of women being “the weaker sex.” The smart ones left the young women alone at the first rejection. The more stubborn individuals left in a bit more pain. Neither young woman allowed pestersome people to dally for long in their vicinity.

Sara ignored her sister’s jibe about sleeping in. No one in the Intelo household slept past first cock’s crow. She recalled a few times where she had awakened the slumbering rooster while going to collect the night’s eggs, reaching beneath snoozing hens to pilfer the body-warmed ovals laid during the night. Her habit was to wake when he first welcomed the morning with his raucous greeting, and then sit up in bed with a single candle burning, either reading or doing a bit of darning. With Pharis almost dashing about the room in her preparations for her day, it was easier to stay out of the way.

There was always too much to do and never enough time to get it all done in the course of the day. If there were some way to create more time, Sara would have leaped at the opportunity, but reality being what it was, she would need to allow it to pass in its tediously monotonous manner.

“Mum said she would bring dinner down to us today, Pharis,” Sara said as she brought over a wheelbarrow full of iron ingots. “I’ve no idea what she has in mind, though.”

“Wonderful! Whatever it is, I’m sure it will be delicious. We can get more done if we don’t have to eat up at the house,” Pharis enthused, never taking her eyes from the curved metal she was carefully shaping on the edge of the forge. Leave it to the girl to be enthusiastic about swinging a hammer over a hot forge. “You can toss the bread in the box to the hens, I suppose. They’ll enjoy the treat.”

Doing as she was bid, Sara reflected that she did not possess the kind of enthusiasm for work her sister did but knew it needed to be done, nonetheless. It kept the roof over their heads and food in their bellies, and not having to work for someone else as some sort of servant was a preferable living situation.

“How many sets of shoes did Garland request?” Sara asked. “You tore shreds out of him the last time he ordered only a few.”

“He said he wanted five full sets this time, one small, two medium and two large,” Pharis replied, gesturing at a grubby scrap of paper pinned to the wall. “I made sure to write it all down as he said it to me. I even made him sign it to confirm it.”

Her sister nodded her approval of her sister’s ingenuity.

“This is the last shoe from a set Onari ordered from me yesterday. I don’t know why he insists on shoeing that bitty pony of his, but if it’s what he wants, who am I to gainsay him?”

“You mean that tiny horse with the hooves that are smaller than the palm of my hand?”

“The very same.”

“I imagine the shoes last a long time. That animal barely weighs anything! I thought he already had a set made a long time ago.”

“He does, but these are different. This time, he ordered them made of silver!”

“Silver? Whyever for?”

“Who knows why the man wants what he wants, but if he is willing to pay for them to be made, who am I to question his motives? He clearly loves the animal. He takes it everywhere with him, after all.” 

“I suppose so,” Sara replied. “It just seems so odd.”

“They’re probably twice the thickness of an oyster shell, so they’re not very heavy at all. Maybe as heavy as one of Mum’s wrist bangles,” Pharis explained further. “They’re for show, more than anything else.”

“I suppose they’d have to be, but won’t they get scuffed up a bit when he puts them on?”

“Not my problem,” Pharis told her with a sigh of resignation. “My part of the arrangement ends with his paying me for my work and handing them over to him.”

“Well, whatever happens, it will get him even more notice than he receives already,” Sara noted with a one-sided smile.

Everyone in a twenty-mile radius knew the story. One did not easily forget an encounter with the unusual companions.

Onari was rarely seen without the little horse, which he had raised from shortly after its birth when the beast’s dam had rejected it. Raised indoors and fed on rich goat’s milk, the small horse had thrived and rewarded its human with the kind of love Sara had before only seen bestowed by dogs upon their masters.

“We all have our odd moments, sister. Leave the man to his,” Pharis advised with a soft smile. “His oddness harms no one, after all.”

“As you say, sister,” Sara agreed.

“So, twenty shoes for Garland,” Pharis murmured as she glanced at the indicated order from its place on the wall. She mopped the sweat from her brow. “I can’t imagine the man will use them all in a month’s time. Too many of his customers prefer him to reuse their old ones if they haven’t been lost and can be salvaged.”

“It’s best to be thrifty, Pharis,” Sara reminded her sister. “I’d certainly try to reuse a shoe if I was able.”

“It’s what most of us would do, Sara. Garland is most often like a peddler who will do his best to get as much money as he can from a customer before they come to their senses and walk away.”

“His son told me that he has decided to stock up against a rainy day, and thinks he will get a better deal if he orders more at a time. As long as he pays, why worry about it?”

“Because he will try to drag out that payment for as long as I’ll allow it, Sara. Anyhow, how did you get Solom to give you that information?”

“I gave him half the sweetcake Mum made me for dessert the other day. He gets quite talkative when he is stuffing his face,” Sara explained. “The boy’s a slave to his stomach, although I still cannot understand why he is not fat because of it!”

“He burns it all off apprenticing for his father. If he wasn’t kept as busy as he is, he would be huskier. Anyhow, he is sweet on you, Sara,” Pharis opined, hammering another horseshoe into shape. She ignored her sister’s snort of amusement. “He always has been.”
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