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Moonlight broke over the mountain peaks sending glints of light onto the black stones. A sensation of agelessness emanated from the ring of slabs as tall as five men. Glynnes stood in the center of the stelae, transfixed by their lure. Chiseled marks, symbols in an ancient language, covered the panels. Unbidden, she reached out and touched the glyphs executed by some ancient craftsmen. The sharp edges pricked her fingers as she traced a female dragon swallowing a large fish, then outlined the carvings of the aerial acrobatics of a mating flight.

“It’s not fair,” she growled. “It should be my turn.”

Glyn fought to suppress her jealousy.

Lexii is a friend, whispered her conscience. Despite the difference in their rank, they had been constant companions since childhood. As the daughter of Lady Dealan Gwennteir and Lord Liam Orfhlaith and the first baby ever born to dragshi parents, Lexii’s destiny had been set. The dragon song which welcomed her into the world proclaimed the existence of a twinned dragon soul and Lexii’s path as a dragon shifter. Whereas Glyn was an orphan who traced her lineage to trader clans, not the dragon lords.

Another sense of duty, one instilled in Glyn from her arrival at Cloud Eyrie to become Lexii’s bodyguard added to her guilt. Even though she herself was now a dragshi, the old habit of protecting Lexii, of putting her first, surfaced from time to time.

Still, Glyn was honest enough to admit, at least to herself, that it became harder and harder to watch another do what she so desperately wanted. And this time, she did not have the comfort of her own mate, Talann. He winged in Lexii’s mating flight—as a suitor.

“Ancestors beyond the veil, protect and guard Talann,” she whispered. Silently she added, “And don’t let him be the one to catch Lexii.”

Frustration added its own sorrow. I am exiled beyond the wall of mist.

<Our turn will come.> The comfort that flooded Glyn could only have come from her dragon soul twin, Janaleigh. The only other dragon who initiated contact was Fitheach, the dragon soul connected to Talann. And right now both were locked behind a tight mental block.

Glyn wished she felt the sureness Janaleigh projected. Yet again she wondered what the dragons knew that their human twins did not. The strength that had enabled Glyn to hide her true gender all the years she guarded Lexii hardened her determination to wait her turn.

If Janaleigh can wait so I can, Glyn vowed. After all, she has more to wait for. She won’t come in to her own until the time I depart the world of man and she takes control of our shared body.

Sensing an undercurrent in the mindlink to the dragon, Glyn broadcast reassurances to the spot in her mind the dragon soul occupied. <You’re right, Janaleigh. At least we found our mates. We are not alone.>

Where before the contact with the dragon soul had been comforting, now desire colored it a vibrant red. <Someday soon, you and Talann will take on my and Fitheach’s forms and fly.> Smugness entered the mindlink. <We will fly high and fast, and a hatchling will result.>

Glyn hid her own worry that she would never have a child so deep the twinned dragon soul could never find it. The old ones, the true dragons did not sing a welcome at my birth, she mourned. The tortured years of loneliness she had endured darkened her mind for an instant before being banished by her determined will.

She realized that since Janaleigh had awakened, it was easier to force down the old resentment. After all, despite Talann being the son of two dragshi, the Lady Anastasia Jessian and Lord Branin Llewlyn, the old ones did not sing at his birth. Just as they were silent at his mother’s entrance into the world. “Like me,” Glyn whispered, “there was no sign of a dragon shifter’s birth until our soul twins awoke.”

Her gaze rose to the massive temple build of stepped levels of the same rock as the panels and lingered on the top ledge—the spot from which female dragons, or dragshi in dragon form, launched themselves to begin the mating. The image of Lexii, glowing golden in the throes of passion while being courted by two suitors filled Glyn’s mind. However, it wasn’t the yellow dragon presenting Lexii with a large fish that tore at her heart, but the black one—Talann.

Again she murmured, “It should be me.” Like the dragon counterparts, humans twinned to a dragon soul also joined for life in this world and the one beyond. Once vows were exchanged between the handfasted couple, they were never broken, even by death.

No one, neither dragshi nor ceoltier, nor the old dragons on their ledges above Cloud Eyrie knew why, but mating flights, either by dragshi in the form of their dragon twins or true dragon required multiple suitors for any possibility of conception. A contradiction which caused consternation amongst the older dragshi.

Glynnes bit off a curse and wondered at the vagaries of life. Until Talann’s mother discovered the Place of First Rising and the stelae, few mating flights between true dragons had yielded a hatchling. “And the cause,” she muttered, “was the chase by extra males. Even though they were not meant to be victorious and mate with the queen, at least two suitors had to be on the wing for a successful mating between the queen and her chosen one.”

Yet their participation had to be more than a show. All risked a fall to a mountain peak when exhausted wings refused to keep them aloft. According to legend, more than one mortal wound had been inflicted when a participant in the flight fell under the thrall of the mating. His mind lost; in a blind frenzy he attacked anyone in his path. Because of this, each of the handful of mating competitions undertaken since the wall of mist around the Place of First Rising was pierced had involved only three dragshi—the handfasted couple and a trusted friend. For only a friend would risk being ripped to shreds by sharp talons or use his own strength to keep the involved couple from crashing to their deaths on craggy mountain cliffs.

In her mind, Glynnes knew Talann had to fly as wingman in Lexii’s flight. Kynan, Lexii’s mate, had been to Talann what Glyn had been to Lexii—confidant, bodyguard, and most importantly, a friend.

Heat burned her fingers. White fire on the black rock showed a single dragon with five males in pursuit. Lost in her reflections, she hadn’t noticed the carvings glow brighter in response to Lexii’s heightening arousal.

~ * ~
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Activity on the lake stopped Haldric within the shadowed tree line of the jungle. He didn’t need to look to know Nesseq followed a step behind. The soft rustle of her skirt told of her position an arm’s reach farther back up the trail. His hand signal sent her to her knees on the ground. A glance showed she had not only chosen a soft bed of ferns that would help mute the sound of any movement, but the low-hanging branches broke up her outline and concealed her from the air. At least, he thought, I don’t have to worry about her hair revealing her position. The hats she had become quite adept at weaving from the supple tree fronds covered her sun-bleached white tresses.

Satisfied that Nesseq was well hidden from even the sharp eyes of dragons, Haldric moved to a spot where he could see the gentle waves—and anyone approaching by either land or lake. The traders of Clan Weiss were not due until the next full moon. Haldric looked forward to their visit and exchange of the salted fish curing in the caves for other necessities he and Nesseq needed for their small compound. He had received no word of any other wagon train coming south to resupply the researchers at the temple. In fact, just the day before he had watched the dragshi and the retired masters of the Ceoltier Guild assisting them in deciphering the stelae leave the temple area leading a dozen pack animals. Nesseq and I should be alone at this end of the valley.

Out on the lake, a dragon dove to the water’s surface, rising with a large fish in its claws. Soon the captured prize was added to the pile already on the beach. “Now I understand,” Haldric cursed. There will be mating flight—and soon.

Annoyance at the disruption of his routine warmed his neck. He had planned to take advantage of the cooler night air that kept the small biting bugs from attacking and go fishing. However, with dragons in the air, he did not dare take the small boat from its hiding place amongst the reeds.

Haldric quashed the rising anger. The cursed shifters can home in on strong feelings, especially anger and hatred. “Must calm,” he muttered, repeating the low mantra.

Several deep breaths later, the heat left his face. It was easier to do now without the Parant’s constant exhortations of the evils of the dragshi and their supporters, the ceoltiers. As always, Haldric repeated the justification for his disobedience. The dragshi did attack the hidden valley where the Parant held court, but showed more mercy to my Uncle Waljan’s followers than the leader did to his own. “No, not Uncle Waljan,” Haldric corrected, “the Parant.” He still could not think of his kin as such, but as the religious leader who put any and all under his thrall. And enforced his will with a drop into one of the deep cave pits for all who resisted the “training.”

Shadows crossed Haldric’s soul. Including me. My uncle had given the order that I was not to come South with him.

A smile twitched his lips. “The dragshi’s attack gave me the chance to escape the Parant’s influence.” Without it I would never have known Nesseq loved me for myself, not because she was ordered to do so by the Parant.

Still, old habits were hard to break and he stood motionless within the sanctuary of the jungle until the dragon climbed skyward and winged away. “At least,” he muttered, “the cats go deep in the jungle when the dragon’s fly. Nesseq will be safe while I work.”

For long moments, Haldric stood, scanning the space from the lake surface to the scattered clouds in the sky. The dragon did not return. When the area remained quiet for half a candlemark, he turned to the now sleeping Nesseq. Pride softened his features. She had worked so hard for the last three days—and nights—picking and preserving baskets of the small red fruits unique to the dragon’s valley. The fruits, prized by those in the northern climes as a mid-winter treat, withered quickly in the jungle heat and had to be soaked, the hard rinds removed, and the soft sections sealed in ceramic jars before the juice dried in the shell rending the fruit useless for trade—or anything else.

A portion of the proceeds from the trade will be for her, Haldric vowed. Unlike the trade goods Clan Weiss offered, the cookware she had been able to secure and bring with them on their frantic escape from the shifters was poorly made. No matter how any times the pots were sealed, food stuck. Several pots no longer held water.

A low moan escaped as Nesseq, caught up in an old dream, thrashed around in her sleep. The nightmares of being under another’s will returned less frequent than seasons ago, but an occasional reminder of her time as the Parant’s handmaiden returned.

Haldric hurried to her side. “Easy, darling,” he whispered until she quieted. With a gentle touch, he moved a strand of sun-bleached hair from her damp brow. “Nesseq, I want to make the visit worthwhile for Clan Weiss. If I unload the wagon now, I can still get another load by dawn.”

His cheeks warmed with at his wife’s drowsy smile and sleepy mumble.

“You rest, I’ll load the wagon.”

“Ummmhhh.”

A scan of the area ensured no creature, neither dragon nor the black cats that inhabited the region, would disturb Nesseq. The draft horse used to pull the wagon cropped contentedly at the end of its rope. The animal would give warning of either dragon or cat and its hooves could be as lethal as a sharpened blade. Swift strides took him to the boat. Tossing aside the concealing matt of tree limbs, he bent and man-handled a large fish to his shoulder. He staggered a dozen steps, then lowered the burden with a grunt onto the rough boards of the wagon.

Load after load Haldric repeated the circuit—lift, stagger, drop, scan and return for more. The moon cleared the treetops before the boat was empty.

His breath coming in short gasps, he leaned against the wagon. A faint rustle of cloth on the breeze spun him to face the source. But it was no wild creature that stood there, but Nesseq with a smile on her face. Her hands lifted in summons and she moved in close. Her breath wafted hot on his neck. “Darling,” she whispered.

Fighting the fire racing in his veins that her touch triggered, he checked the sky for dragons. However, none darkened the moon. Only an echelon of birds winging toward the distant shore broke the blue of the sky.

A distant bugle rolled down the beach. Again Haldric cursed the timing. The mating flight will begin at dawn. And one of the after-effects of the Parant’s training is that Nesseq is susceptible to their broadcasts. Conflict cooled the rising ardor. He had to get her away before the dragons rose.

Swift calculations fueled his determination to make another catch. He didn’t have enough fish for the items he wanted to buy for her. Another reason to spend a day in the deep caves surfaced. Salting the fish will keep us out of the way of the dragons.

Her fingers traced over his bare chest. Energy shocked his skin with each swirl. Her fingers pulled at the laces of his pants.

“Nesseq, no,” he ordered.

Her lips pursed in a pout that transformed to a sly smile. Her touch teased until he managed to capture her hands. In the temporary reprieve, his chest heaved with deep breaths to regain control.

The Parant would take advantage, lust encouraged.

And died for his excesses, conscience argued.

Nesseq’s low moan sounded into the night.

Logic whispered to yield to their rising desire. Nesseq is willing.

Still Haldric fought her advances. Guilt about all the women he had taken rose. The faces of those who had come to him as the obedient followers of the Parant, willing to give anything for the privilege of being a follower appeared in a chilling parade.

I am not that man any longer. I have been faithful to Nesseq, never taking her in anger or lust. And I won’t do it now. Again he tried to reach the teasing woman. “Nesseq, my love, the dragons will soon fly. These are not your own thoughts. You’re under their influence.”

“I don’t care,” she murmured. “I want you—here—now.” A tug freed her hands and she reached up to slip the loose bodice of the blouse from her shoulders. “You are mine, Haldric.” She pressed against him and he could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric. “Now and forever.”

~ * ~
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Lexii’s strident call rang out in the darkness. Kynan’s tenor answered her challenge. Talann’s gaze shifted to the pile that was his shirt and vest, the items discarded during his and Glyn’s private farewell. His wife had not wanted to leave and it had taken some convincing until she agreed to wait outside the wall of mist for the mating flight to end.

A second, more urgent, bugle sounded from the launching ledge. The yellow dragon broadcast such an allure, Talann ignored his clothes and ran to the open space at the bottom of the temple. He summoned his magic and between one step and the next, switched forms with Fitheach and emerged on the wing.

Heartbeats later he approached the temple. On the flat ledge, Lexii in the form of her dragon soul twin, Beylnea, arched her neck in a come-hither summons.

Snatching a fish from the pile caught the day before, Talann stroked skyward with his burden secure in his claws to where Kynan circled.

Kynan growled, but backed off allowing Talann to present his offering to Lexii. After three more trips, he landed on a ledge farther down the building.

She gulped down the fish and moved onto the next. Her color brightened with each bite and soon mirrored the deep gold of the setting sun. She stretched her wings and whistled.

Passion flooded Talann’s veins at the seductive call. The air vibrated with a sensuality that he felt in every sinew of his body. His efforts to control the effect of Lexii’s siren call enabled him to retain his senses, but failed to lessen the physical affect.

From the spot he inhabited in Talann’s mind, Fitheach broadcast his own response. <We will fly this time?> The dragon soul answered his own question in a sorrowful tone. <But we can’t. It is Beylnea who rises, not Janaleigh.>

The dragon’s comment reminded Talann of the divergent personalities amongst the dragon souls. Some refused to name a person they didn’t like, merely projected an image. Others tended to name the twinned soul rather than the human one. For a heartbeat, he wondered at Fitheach’s use of Beylnea, rather than Lexii, who at the present controlled the pair’s shared form.

It is just because Fitheach awaits Janaleigh, Talann reassured himself. Not because of any antipathy to Lexii. Whether the dragon soul intended it or not, his comment added to Talann’s control. Our time will come Fitheach. First Glynnes and I will fly in your forms, and then one day, you and Janaleigh will soar above the lake together.

He looked at Kynan who crouched two dragon lengths away. <Ready?>

<As I ever will be,> Kynan answered. <Although I wish Lexii would launch, already. This waiting is getting on my nerves.>

As if she heard, between one heartbeat and the next, Lexii rocketed herself skyward. Speed enhanced by the mating drive quickly carried the glowing dragon past the waiting males. A powerful kick thrust Kynan into the air close on her tail. Fighting the urge to succumb to the lure, Talann followed a heartbeat later. This was Lexii’s flight—not Glynnes’. He owed Kynan his life several times over and could not—would not—fail him.

Lexii pulled away. Then hovering, snaked her head over a wing, teasing her rapidly-approaching mate. Before he got close enough to twine necks, she winged away. Lost in urges as ancient as time, she folded her wings and dove, pulling out above the tree line.

She rose higher. Her hide, vibrant with arousal, glowed against the sky. A wing’s distance above the chasing suitors, she halted to see which of the pair locked in aerial combat leagues below she would allow to mate with her. Her bugle taunted and teased.

Following a compulsion stronger than time, Talann overtook Kynan and arrowed in close pursuit of the soaring Lexii. He projected an image of them flying side by side. Sensing her increased interest, he whistled her name in a lover’s croon.

Lexii answered with one of her own and rose higher.

Sparks flickering from his wings, he circled beneath Lexii. Each loop brought him closer, without actually overtaking her. His muscles burned with every stroke. Lower down, Kynan closed the gap.

Talann gasped at the insanity in his friend’s roars. Still he continued to mirror Lexii’s intricate maneuvers. Finally, his chest heaving, he slowed. <Lexii, end this,> he sent on a tight link. <The flight has lasted too long. You and Kynan are exhausted. If you consummate now, you’ll crash into the peaks.>

Lexii whistled again, testing Talann’s control. Only the physical demands of flight and the strength of his friendship with the pair allowed him to maintain a splinter of reason against the siren call. It had been hard enough to resist the mating urge when it was between the true dragons, now it involved two of his own kind. No, he argued, my two best friends.

His tenuous hold over his own will weakened and he grabbed onto Fitheach’s comfort.

<Our time will come,> the dragon soul returned.

A bugle, an imperative summons, came from the hovering Lexii and she glided toward Talann in an open invitation to twine necks.

The pain of refusal surged through Talann. Once again he repeated the mantra, Lexii is wed to Kynan.

<But I am larger, stronger,> Fitheach grumbled. <Of interest to any female.> Sadness and recognition of the truth colored his tone. <But that is not Janaleigh waiting for us.>

Kynan thundered his anger and surged forward in a whoosh of wind. <Lexii is mine.>

Fear for his friend chilled Talann. Kynan’s lost in the mating thrall. The other dragshi’s hide glowed a brilliant orange from his exertions. His entire being broadcast a single determination—he would wait no longer.

Kynan trumpeted his defiance. <I will fly Lexii. No one will stop me.>

As he swept past, he stretched out a claw. Sharp talons raked Talann from shoulder to wingtip, ripping through flesh and sinew. The pain of a thousand knife cuts tore through his body. He faltered, then fought to recover the lost attitude. Every wingstroke became an agony.

Still he fought to keep his friends in view. They needed him now more than ever before. Without someone to awaken their reason, to pull them from the grip of the mating, they could crash onto the mountain peaks.

Kynan climbed above Lexii then dropped. Where before his talons were extended, now they grabbed Lexii around the waist, and in almost the same motion twined necks. Sparks leapt from orange wings to Lexii’s golden ones until the unnatural blaze surrounding the pair turned them into a miniature sun. Their silhouettes rose until they were nothing but small black motes against the clear sky.

Kynan’s triumphant call and Lexii’s lighter bugle added to Talann’s pain.

Sadness darkened Talann’s soul. It should have been me and Glynnes. We waited too long.

Although a glacial ice surrounded his chest, fire burned along his wing. His muscles refused to move. Crippled, he plunged toward the ground.

Glyn, I’m sorry. Forgive me.
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No longer able to ignore the increasing calls in her head, Glynnes climbed high above the jungle canopy. The power in the dragon body called to Glynnes, but she dared not give in to Janaleigh’s blandishments to join Talann at the temple. The dragon soul’s cries were so close to her own that Glynnes bugled in defiance—and anger.

The flat beach provided a perfect site to land, but she had given Talann her word to wait on the other side of the veil of fog. And she would keep her vow. Determinedly, she turned her back on the white sand and winged toward the wall of permanent fog that kept the Place of First Rising hidden from the rest of the world.

Powerful strokes took her to the wall of fog. However, instead of hovering like she had on all her previous visits, she rammed through. But not even the chilled air dampened the fire in her veins. Considerations of joining the researchers of the Ceoltier Guild at their temporary camp vanished. Instead of continuing on, she landed at the foot of a rock slide and hastened the shift to human form. If I stay in dragon form, the temptation will be too great. A single stroke and I’d rise to challenge Lexii. Her emotions swirled in contrasting needs. And I can’t do that. Besides Lexii being my friend, I owe her.

Unable to sit quietly, Glyn evaluated the alternatives and her gaze lingered on the rock fall. Sharp edges pricked her fingers as she climbed the natural stairs to wait the summons to return. With each passing heartbeat, her body vibrated with the effects of Lexii’s broadcasts. The higher the suitors and the one they chased rose in the mating flight, the more desire ravaged Glyn’s body and mind.

She paced back and forth along the narrow ledge. Her fists clenched in the effort to control both her own and Janaleigh’s urges to launch themselves skyward. Although duty had been a part of her life since the day she became Lexii’s bodyguard, being responsible ‘to another’ rather than ‘for another’ was a new experience.

<Let us join them,> Janaleigh begged Glynnes. <Please, sister. Fitheach needs me.>

The pleading ended to be replaced by an even greater torment. Glynnes wrapped her arms around her chest against the sensuality Janaleigh projected. Still, Glynnes focused on her word to Talann. Despite her own anger at being the only one on the ground, a rage enhanced by the knowledge that as the youngest and strongest of the dragshi she should have gone first, she acknowledged Lexii's need.

Fire ripped through her body. It felt like her arm had been severed from her body. Twisting her head, she expected to see her limb hanging uselessly at her side, but it bore no mark. No blood flowed. It was not her pain, not her body being clawed and torn. The pain is Talann’s.

<Sister, take on my form,> Janaleigh implored. <Kynan will kill Talann—and Fitheach.>

Glynnes strained her eyes searching for the black of Fitheach’s form, but she couldn’t see through the concealing curtain of cloud. Fear for Talann overwhelmed her. Before she could censor her actions, she reacted to Janaleigh’s fears and raced off the ledge. Between one step and the next, the changing mist surrounded her and, the transition sped along by Janaleigh blending her magic with Glyn’s, they emerged on the wing.

I’m not hurt, Glyn repeated, trying to control the sensations coming through the mindlink.

Another searing wave of agony surged through her veins. Redness clouded her vision. Blocking out the torture of Talann’s wounds, she rushed toward the aerial fight. <Hang on, Talann.> Glyn’s cry soared through the cosmos. <I’m coming.>

The link with Janaleigh throbbed with the power the dragon fed through it. <We will save them.> Then, in a stronger cry, the dragon soul called out to her mate. <Fitheach, live for me!>

A single wingstroke and Glyn blasted through the concealing wall. The obstruction removed, a distant mote could be seen plummeting earthward.

Her pulse raced. Talann is falling too fast. The mating flight had taken too much from him. Deeper in her soul, another answer rose. The deadness in the link between her and Talann did not come from a mindblock. He was unconscious.

Panic seized her heart. I can’t reach him in time.

~ * ~
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Not a single breath of wind disturbed the night air. Wired from Nesseq’s wild lovemaking in the bed of moss, Haldric couldn’t rest. Rather than disturb the sleeping woman, he rose and pulled on a thin, sleeveless shirt and a pair of short breeches of the same light material. Quiet steps took him from the jungle to the beach where the small sailboat remained undisturbed beneath its camouflage mat of ferns. A push and the craft glided out onto the glass-smooth lake.

Oars it will be, he thought. Swift calculations and a glance at the night sky told him he could get several candlemarks of fishing in before dawn. “Enough time to snag at least a large fin or two,” he mused.

Halfway to his favorite spot near the opposite shore, a faint noise broke his concentration. Slipping the oars, he strained to catch a repeat.

The sound of distant bugles echoed down the lake on the freshening breeze.

“The dragons have risen.” Haldric said it like a curse, then rumbled, “Maybe that will keep them out of my hair. At least until I can catch another boat full of fish.”

A black spot plummeted to the ground, growing closer with each heartbeat.

It’s a sea bird, Haldric thought. However, he admitted the truth. A shifter fell from the sky.

“No sense to hurry,” Haldric muttered. “The shifter will end up in the jungle, beyond my reach. The trees will cushion his fall enough for him to survive. And if not, the jungle cats will eat well.” A moment later, he realized the downward path was not onto land, but the lake. The shifter might survive the crash, but would be too far from the shore and would drown. Before he could censor his actions, Haldric ran up the sail and sent the craft gliding across the lake. Frantic pulls with the oars aided the motion.

“Let the abomination drown.” Haldric swore he heard the Parant’s voice in his ear. “Dragshi are unnatural creatures. They need to be removed from the face of the earth.”

Keeping his gaze locked on the growing spot, he held the tiller to intercept the falling object and the splash that accompanied its contact with the dark water. Still he held course, not for an unidentifiable shape, but for what could clearly be seen as a man—unconscious and floating face down.

The bubbles of a wake and a narrow brown shape closing in told of another danger. Despite the treediles who swam in the lake or sunned on the muddy slopes being smaller than their river cousins, they were just as deadly. Except for the three-foot-long juveniles, the lizards’ jaws could bring down a drinking horse or rip the arms off a man.

Panic lent strength and Haldric half-pulled the man into the boat. Drawn by the blood in the water, the treedile headed toward the legs dangling in the water. Rolling the dead weight over for better leverage, Haldric stopped in mid-motion. A single name formed—Talann!

One of the few people in the world who know your true identity, fear hissed, and your relationship to the Parant.

The Parant is dead, reality countered. Killed at the dragshi’s hands.

Fear turned to glacial ice. What will be the cost to Nesseq if the shifters learn our true identities?

Although he knew the Parant was dead, Haldric swore he heard the older man’s voice growl in the wheedling tone used to bend the followers to his will. “A push and the problem will be solved. The treedile will kill the shifter. Your hands will be clean.”

Fragments of the fanatical preachings rose. “It is not a man beneath your hands. All creatures are mine, and the life force from one feeds another.” The voice darkened. “Remember, Haldric, the dragshi forced you from the comfort of friends and family. Drove you away from me and my flock.”

Haldric’s honesty countered with the truth. The journey south was made to escape the Parant as much as to avoid the dragshi. By the time he and Nesseq learned about those who came to the temple area, they had established a small compound at a distant spot in the valley.

The ragged cuts, made more visible by immersion in the water, reminded Haldric of when Marbh whipped not only Talann, but the horse when it refused to trample its rider.

Anyone who can inspire that kind of loyalty can’t be all bad, he thought.

Although the deliberations had taken just a heartbeat, the treedile was now so close, Haldric could see the stubby ridges on its back. The bumps that looked like tree branches and gave birth to the creature’s name now approached at frightening speed. Before he could change his mind, he grabbed Talann under the arms and pulled the still unconscious man the rest of the way into the boat. Blood ran in rivulets to pool on the bottom of the craft.

Haldric looked at the mast and the limp sail. What little breeze had enabled him to reach the shifter had vanished. And, he cursed, I have no bandages, no moss. Nothing to staunch the bleeding. Realization sank in. He couldn’t do anything until they reached the shore.

Putting his hesitation aside, he started rowing. His muscles strained even as his thoughts swirled in chaos. Each slap of the oar was accompanied with a prayer. Let this one live. Let pain cloud his vision. He must not recognize me. Or Nesseq will die.

Air teased Haldric’s neck. The sail snapped with a freshened wind, then just as quickly died. However it was enough for him to look over his shoulder. A large dark shape dove at him. Let it be a seabird, he prayed. But in his heart he knew what—and—who approached.

Angry thoughts pierced his fear and their source was the gray dragon hovering above the waves.

Slipping the oars, Haldric raised his hands. “Please, don’t fire the boat,” he begged. “I meant no harm, just pulled the man from the lake.” He gestured at the pale shape at his feet. “Your kinsman is severely wounded.” He gulped and ducked at the angry bugle. “Your dragon fire might save him, but without the boat we’ll both drown. My craft won’t survive your fire.” He bent and snatched up the anchor rope. One end in each hand, he formed a large loop and held it above his head. “The wind blows offshore. If you could see your way to tow us, maybe we can still save your friend.”

The dragon dropped so low Haldric feared the blasts from its wings would tip over the boat and he almost dropped the heavy line. He pulse quickened when the dragon reached out a sharp talon and hooked the rope. Two sweeps of the dragon’s wings and the improvised tow rope played out until the anchor rose from the bow to set in the crook of the dragon’s claw. Water splashed Haldric and his unconscious passenger as the skiff gained speed. Wingstroke by wingstroke, they raced to the shore.

Haldric pressed both hands against the wounds. However nothing he did staunched the flow of blood. His fear repeated over and over in his head. What will the gray one do if this one dies? And what will become of Nesseq?

~ * ~
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Glynnes landed in a shower of sand. The fisherman had already lifted Talann from the small craft and laid him, face-down on the beach. White bone showed through the deep slashes along both shoulder and back.

A moan escaped her throat at the true price her mate had paid for saving their friends. She did not need Janaleigh’s mournful, <I’m sorry, my sister> to confirm her fears. The wounds were fatal.

I can heal him. I can save him. The words became a mantra. Glynnes wrapped her lifeline around Talann’s, willing him to live. Before she could give into her self-doubt, she sucked a long gulp of air deep into her lungs and released the healing magic in a shimmering ribbon of flame. Again and again, she played the healing energy over the wounds. The bleeding stopped. Gaping tears closed, leaving behind only narrow pink lines.

Long after the breath ended, she fed her own life force into the fire that danced over Talann’s body until she could no longer maintain the effort. The last spark flickered out, leaving behind only a wisp of smoke coming from her muzzle.

She waited... and waited, refusing to acknowledge her fears. Talann had always been resistant to healing fire. When he was wounded in the battle with Marbh and the Parant’s followers, it had taken the combined efforts of five dragons to save his life. And I am alone.

Talann’s body convulsed and relaxed.

<It is not the finality of death,> Janaleigh asserted. <Fitheach is with me—and with Talann.>

Her words provided little comfort, still Glynnes grabbed at the lifeline. Every ounce of her will, of her love for Talann, went along the cord that bound her to him. Finally, she recalled the years of loneliness he had spent waiting for her. And her joy in finding him.

His body shuddered a second time. Not with a spirit fleeing a crippled shell, but the draw of a life-giving breath. Talann opened his eyes, and pushed himself up onto an elbow.

His wink sent fire racing along her Glynnes’ veins.

Whatever else he was going to say remained unvoiced when his savior, the tanned sailor, gestured down the beach. “Sire, I have a wagon nearby. If your friend don’t mind riding with fish, I can take him to my compound or to the temple.”

Tilting his head, as if weighing his strength, Talann waited a heartbeat before rising in a lithe movement. Then, studiously avoiding Glyn’s angry glare, said, “Thank you, but I feel much better now, Holder ??”

“Caldrih, sire.”

Before Talann could decide whether the hesitation in answering was from meeting a dragon shifter in person or the baleful glare from the gray dragon behind him, a rustle in the bushes, shifted his attention. Stray wisps of light-colored hair escaped the woven hat. Her eyes demurely downcast, the woman bowed first to the dragon and then to Talann. “My lord, honored old one, pardon my intrusion, I wasn’t aware my husband had company.” She gestured to the cooler interior of the jungle. “Would you accept our hospitality? Our fare is humble but filling.”

“Thank you, mistress, but I have already taken up enough of your husband’s time,” Talann said. He turned to the boat and the tail of the large fish protruding over the bow. “Please let me help unload the boat. It is the least I can do.”

“But sire, your wounds? I would not want them to open. There are but a few fish in the boat, and I can make quick work of loading the wagon.”

Glyn’s angry tone rang in his head. <Don’t waste my healing, Talann, by showing off.>

Bowing to her, Talann straightened. The sharp pinch of muscle newly knit together reminded him of the cost of the mating flight. Blocking Glyn, he tested his magic to see whether he was strong enough to fly.
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