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Dedication



For my kids. I could list a million reasons why, but there is one reason that sums up the majority of them. For being yourselves. 






Dragon Blood 1: Pliethin Description




Sixteen-year-old Amber’s life, that was once completely normal, is dramatically changed when she is forced to move to a small Queensland town west of Brisbane.  Suddenly dragons are no longer creatures of myth.  Amber becomes caught up in their world of clans, survival of the fittest, ancient traditions, dangerous enemies and dragon warriors. 


*

This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.











Name Pronunciation




Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 

Names:

Alsandair (ahl-san-dare)

Anrai (arn-ree)

Bredon (bread-en)

Chait (single syllable, rhymes with hate)

Daray (dah-ray)

Doneele (donny-lee)

Emlyn (em-lin)

Gair (rhymes with hair)

Gethin (geh-thin)

Isleen (ish-lean)

Kiani (key-ah-knee)

Laren (lah-rin)

Maira (may-rah)

Orin (oh-rin)

Paili (pah-lee)

Queran (qwhere-rin)

Rhobert (row-bert)

Rian (ree-in)

Ronan (row-nen)

Tahmid (tar-mid)

Turi (two-ree)

Other pronunciations:

Erilan (era-len)

Feralenzi (fair-a-len-zee)

Pliethin (plea-thin)

Temolae (tem-oh-lay)







Pliethin: Chapter One




Amber swirled the dishcloth through the water in the kitchen sink and watched as the suds parted. Her chestnut hair fell in waves around her shoulders and her brown eyes remained focused on the water. There had to be a way to convince her mother to change her mind. “I don’t see why we had to move to Hicksville. How am I meant to see my friends? It’s nearly four hours to the city.” Amber looked over her shoulder at her mother. She still couldn’t believe her mother had made her leave Brisbane partway through year twelve. 

Donna grabbed the salt and pepper shakers from the middle of the kitchen table, putting them in the pantry. She had short blond hair and blue eyes that narrowed as she faced Amber. “Stop calling it Hicksville. It upsets your grandmother when you do that.”

“Yeah, well it upsets me being here.”

“Don’t start. Just do the dishes.”

“We shouldn’t have had to come here. Once you move a few hours away from the Australian coast you might as well be in the desert, at least as far as civilisation is concerned. Grandma could have stayed with us. She would have been able to survive the city for six weeks. Why should I be punished because she broke her arm?”

“Amber.”

She ignored the warning tone in her mother’s voice, determined to convince her. “I could have stayed behind with Dad. Jay got to.”

“Jasper’s at uni.”

“And I don’t see why I have to go to school here. My school could have given me whatever work we’d cover this term. How do you expect me to pass school and get into uni next year if you’re going to make me change schools like this?”

“Dishes! Now!”

Amber muttered under her breath as she turned back to the sink and swept the cutlery off the bench and into the water. She plunged her hand into the sink then yelped. “I cut myself. I don’t see why Grandma can’t have a dishwasher.” Nothing had gone right since her mother had forced her to move here. She fought against the anger and frustration that made her want to scream.

“Amber!”

She muttered loud enough for her mother to hear. “Stupid town. Stupid school. Stupid house.” She put the last of the cutlery in the draining rack and pulled the plug. Drying her hands on the rear of her jeans, she turned to face her mother. “I want to stay with Dad. You’re the one who wanted to come here. I want to stay at home. You don’t need me. It doesn’t take two people to look after an old woman with a broken arm.” Why wouldn’t her mother listen to her? If only she could figure out how to make her listen.

Donna opened her mouth to reply when the kitchen door opened and Helen stepped in. She had her arm in plaster and a sling, wore wire-rimmed glasses, was bony rather than slim and had grey hair. She glanced between Amber and Donna until her gaze came to a rest on Amber. “You’re not still complaining about being here, are you? Never known a kid who could whinge so much.”

Amber glared at Helen. “It’s probably hereditary.”

“That’s it. To your room. Now! I won’t have you talking to your grandmother like that.” Donna pointed towards the kitchen door.

Amber turned her glare on her mother. She had not started that. Her grandmother had. “Might as well sit in my room the whole time we’re here. Nothing else to do. All my friends are back home. So even if there was something to do, I’ve got no one to do it with.” She pushed the door open and stepped into the hallway, the door closing behind her. She stomped up the stairs, her anger carrying her halfway up them before she noticed a droplet of blood had formed on her finger. Sighing, she started back down the stairs to ask where the bandaids were kept. About to push the kitchen door open, she froze as she heard the raised voices. Did she really want to step into another argument between her mother and grandmother?

“Don’t take that tone with me, Mum. Amber is having a difficult time here. She’s missing her friends. She’s not usually like this.”

Amber grinned. No, she was sometimes worse. She pressed her ear against the door as their voices lowered.

“You’ve been here nearly a week and that girl has sulked or carried on the entire time. I kept telling you the way you were raising your kids would turn them into spoilt, inconsiderate brats. And you haven’t even told her yet, have you?”

Amber held her breath, waiting to hear what her mother would say. The silence stretched out long enough she began to wonder if they were whispering. The sound of a chair scraping on the floor had Amber tensing as she wondered if her mother was headed towards the door.

“I’m waiting for the right moment.”

“You’re an idiot, Donna. She’ll figure it out eventually. Or is that what you’re waiting for?”

“I just know she’s going to take it hard.”

“That’s not an excuse. You were always lacking in backbone. I sometimes wonder if I brought the wrong baby home from the hospital when I had you.”

There was another silence and Amber fought the urge to burst into the kitchen to make her grandmother apologise.

“I’ll tell her when she’s settled into her new school.”

Helen snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it. She’s not interested in fitting in. And what about the bedrooms? She whined you had the bigger one and you handed it straight over. No backbone. And now you have no ensuite.”

“It was unimportant.”

That was news to Amber. She hadn’t cared about the size of the room, or having an ensuite, she’d just been looking for a way to convince her mother to let her go home.

“I might as well go to bed. I’m wasting my time trying to talk to you, Donna.”

Amber scurried away from the kitchen door and up the stairs as quietly as possible. The last thing she needed was for her mother to catch her listening at the door. Even if it had started out as an accident. She closed her bedroom door behind her and leaned against it in relief.

She didn’t think Helen knew how to be a grandmother. Her best friend, Crystal, had a grandmother who baked biscuits and cakes and called her ‘love’. She was stuck with a grandmother who terrorised small children, glared more than she smiled and always listed people’s shortcomings rather than their achievements.

Amber locked the bedroom door and grabbed a tissue to dab at her bleeding finger. She watched the blood stain the tissue before she crossed the bedroom to the French doors and flung them open. Stepping onto the small balcony that wasn’t much wider than the doors, she scrunched up the tissue and pushed it into a pocket of her jeans.

Leaning on the balcony rail, she wished she was back in her own room. It had only been six days, but it felt like so much longer. She just wanted to go home. The only benefit of being here was that when she looked at the stars, they seemed closer. If she were into astronomy she’d have been happy to move. But she wasn’t. She had a life. One she liked very much. And it wasn’t here. She’d lost count of the amount of times she’d told her mother those words. It had made no difference. Nothing had.

Amber stared up at the stars, her mouth dropping open. Silhouetted in moonlight were two large… birds. At least she guessed that’s what they were. They were a blur of rapid motion as they attacked each other. She turned to hurry inside and grab her phone to take a picture. A crash against the roof of the house made her spin back. She looked up in time to see a man slide over the edge and land in a heap at her feet.

Amber stumbled backwards into her room, opening her mouth to scream. The man lurched to his feet and lunged for her, covering her mouth with his hand. Meeting his gaze, she recognised him. It was a boy she’d caught staring at her in class today. One she hadn’t minded staring back at. Her fear eased slightly, only to increase again as she noticed the blood streaking his left arm. Four long, deep gashes ran down his flesh.

He staggered. His hand left her mouth as he grabbed her shoulders to steady himself, looking like he’d collapse at any second. Amber seized him by the arms and nearly let go as the blood from his wound made the cut on her finger burn. And not just burn. It felt like acid shooting through her finger, quickly becoming a dull ache. Putting her shoulder under his arm, she slid an arm around his waist and helped him further into her room. She paused, unsure what to do next.

Blood dripped onto the polished timber floor and Amber groaned. “Ensuite, before you bleed everywhere.”

He breathed shallowly, his jaw clenched. “Lock the doors.”

“As soon as you’re in the bathroom.” This was crazy. He was worried about locking doors and she was concerned about blood on the floor. What she should do was call an ambulance.

He pulled away from her, pressed a hand against his wounds and stumbled across the room to the open door of her ensuite. Amber watched him for a couple of seconds before she turned and locked the French doors, trying not to get blood on them. She hesitated. Should she call for an ambulance or let him know what she was doing first? And what on earth had he been doing on her roof? A sound of falling bottles made her dash to the ensuite.

She stopped in the doorway. The basin tap ran and blood swirled in the water as it went down the drain. Lotions and bottles lay on their side on the vanity and tiled floor. Her unexpected guest sat with his back against the timber door of the vanity, his eyes closed.

Fear for herself was replaced with fear for the boy. How much blood could a person lose before they died? “I’ll call an ambulance.”

“No!” His eyes opened to stare at her. They were a golden brown, his brown hair sun streaked with a similar colour.

“You can’t expect me to let you bleed to death on my floor.” Amber took a step backwards.

He smiled then winced. “You’re Amber, aren’t you?” At her nod, he said, “You’re in my English and Art classes.”

She nodded again. “I don’t know your name.”

“Kade.”

She watched the blood drip down his arm, even with the pressure of his hand against the gashes. “You need a doctor.”

Kade shook his head. “I only need some help cleaning it up.”

They both turned at the firm knock on Amber’s bedroom door and Kade tried to struggle to his feet.

Amber knelt beside him to press him back to the floor. “Don’t be stupid. You’ll fall over.” She wasn’t sure why she whispered. She should have been calling out that they needed an ambulance.

Kade grabbed her hand. “Don’t let them in. Please.” He kept his voice as low as hers.

Amber jerked her hand out of his bloody one, ignoring the knock that came again. She stared at the cut on her finger, Kade’s blood smeared across her hand. “What the hell have you got in your blood? Acid?”

Kade swore softly, grabbing her hand. He swore again when he peered at the cut. “Wash it. Immediately.”

Amber put her hand under the still running tap. Fear slid through her. Did he have some sort of disease? Scenarios ran through her mind. Each worse than the last until she came to an image of her body so diseased it was falling apart. She grabbed the soap and washed her hand harder. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You’ll live.”

Amber looked down at him. “That’s not what I asked.”

“It’s what you’re thinking.”

“What are you? A mind reader?”

Kade tried to smile. It turned into a grimace after a momentarily successful start. “Your expression.”

Before Amber could reply, there was a harder knock at the door. “Amber? Honey? Let me in.”

“Don’t let her in,” Kade whispered urgently. “Please.”

She raised her voice. “I’m in the bathroom, Mum.”

“I need to talk to you,” Donna called through the door.

“Well you can’t. I’m not about to sit around having conversations while I’m naked.” Amber turned her back on Kade’s fleeting grin and waited for her mother’s reply.

“Come to my room when you’re finished?”

“I suppose.” When there was silence on the other side of the door, Amber turned back to Kade, lowering her voice again. “What am I meant to do with you?”

“A bit of pressure on the scratches I can’t cover would be good but don’t use the hand with the cut.”

Amber sat facing him and pressed her hand against his arm, trying not to think about the blood that quickly coated her hand. “I can’t sit here all night. My mum will be back looking for me if I take too long.” Why wouldn’t he let her call an ambulance? Had he been doing something illegal? And how had he got onto her roof?

“Help isn’t far away.” Kade closed his eyes.

“You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?” If he did, she was ringing an ambulance no matter what he said.

Kade opened his eyes. “Would that bother you?”

Amber met his gaze. She should have been the one with eyes that colour. They would have suited her name much better than the plain brown ones she had. But at least she couldn’t complain about her hair, which fell in rich chestnut waves around her shoulders.

“Maybe I should be worried about you.” Kade raised an eyebrow.

“What?”

“Never mind.” He shook his head. “Can you open the balcony doors now?”

“I thought I was supposed to lock them.”

“Now I want you to unlock them.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot.”

Kade closed his eyes for a second then spoke with exaggerated patience. “Please open the doors. My friends are on the balcony waiting to be let in.”







Pliethin: Chapter Two




“What?” Amber leapt to her feet, running over to the glass doors. She stared at the two shadowy figures standing on the balcony. A glance over her shoulder showed Kade still leaned against the vanity. She hesitated as the figures came into the light. Amber recognised them from school. One was in her English class, the other Art. She opened the doors and stepped back so they could enter. This would have to be the most interesting thing that had happened since she’d arrived and she had no idea what to think or do. 

“I’m Maira, that’s Brann.” Maira smiled, chunky silver and black bracelets glinting as she gestured towards her companion. Maira had black hair cut level with her smile, green eyes that glanced around the room and skin a couple of shades darker than Brann’s well tanned skin. Brann was easily six foot. He had curly brown hair longer than Maira’s, deep blue eyes and a friendly grin.

“I’m Amber.” Questions crowded her mind and she didn’t know what to ask first.

“Oh be patient. We’re coming,” Maira muttered as she strode towards the bathroom.

Amber turned to stare at Kade in confusion. He hadn’t spoken a word. She followed Maira into the bathroom. “Ah… have you considered it might be best to call an ambulance?” 

“He’ll be fine. It’s not as bad as it looks.” Maira washed out a cloth she took from the leather backpack Brann carried. She bent to wipe at Kade’s wound.

“Careful,” Kade growled.

“Baby.” Maira rose to wash out the cloth.

“That’ll teach you for taking off without us.” Brann leaned against the door frame of the bathroom, the backpack at his feet.

“Will you lot be much longer in my bathroom? I have to wash. My mum’s waiting to talk to me and for some reason Kade doesn’t want anyone to know he’s here. If I take too long, she might come back.” Amber looked at each of them, still not certain what to do. If she told her mother, her grandmother was sure to find out and Helen would think of some way to blame this on her.

“Amber?”

She faced Brann.

“Can’t you go and see your mum while we sort Kade out?”

Amber started to answer when a tearing sound made her turn towards Maira and Kade. Maira dropped the sleeveless shirt, she’d torn away from Kade, onto the floor. Amber’s gaze searched for scissors. There were none. The dark shirt had looked new and of the same material as Kade’s long pants. Amber realised the dull black pants they all wore were made of leather. Maira also wore a body hugging leather vest.

“Are you lot in some sort of gang?”

Kade chuckled. “Do you always do that?”

“What?”

“Brann asked you a question. You ignored it.”

Amber turned back to Brann. “What was it again?”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re nearly finished and then you can have your bathroom back.” Brann reached into the backpack to pull out a small first aid kit.

Amber paled when Maira took a fine needle from the box. “You’re not going to…” she swallowed hard. She held up a hand to indicate ‘stop’, then staggered to the toilet to sit on the closed lid. “On second thought, I don’t want to know.” She leaned forward, eyes closed and breathed through her mouth. Her stomach somersaulted and she pressed her hand against her lips only to realise it was the bloodstained one.

Taking the single step to the shower, she turned it on to wash her hand clean. Next she brought water to her face to clean off the rest of the blood. Turning off the tap she shakily grabbed her towel and covered her face with it. Sitting on the toilet lid, she kept her face buried.

“Are you okay?” Brann asked.

Amber could only shake her head. She was afraid to speak for fear she’d lose her dinner. Blood she could handle, medical procedures involving needles was too much.

“You can look now. I’m finished,” Maira said.

Amber took a cautious look. Neat stitches marched along the gashes. Kade’s normally golden brown skin was pale and his eyes were closed with his head tilted back. While she watched, Maira touched Kade’s forehead and his eyes popped open. Maira nodded her head, gathered up the first aid kit, cleaned up the blood and followed Brann out of the bathroom, the backpack slung over his shoulder.

“Why do I keep feeling like there are conversations I can’t hear?” Amber slid her towel over the towel rack where it hung bunched up.

Kade rose carefully to his feet. “Has anyone ever told you what an interesting imagination you have?”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re full of it?”

Kade laughed. “Not often.” He moved towards the doorway then looked back at her. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

“What?” She hurried to his side snagging his hand so he couldn’t move away. She wanted answers and she wasn’t about to let him go before she got them.

“I haven’t said thank you, have I?”

“What happened? How did you end up on the roof? What attacked you? How did your friends know to find you here? And what did Maira give you for pain? I don’t know any tablets that work that quickly.” She was finally able to ask some of the questions that had been swirling around in her mind.

“Full of questions, aren’t you?”

“I haven’t even started.”

Kade tugged his hand out of hers. “Then don’t bother. I’m not going to answer them.”

“I deserve some sort of explanation. You can’t come in here, bleed all over my floor and expect me to shrug and wave as you walk out the door.”

“Maira cleaned all the blood off the floor.”

“Kade!”

“Shh.” He put a hand over her mouth, his other grasping her shoulder. “I don’t want your family in here asking questions too.”

Amber twisted out of his grip. “Then tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.” He turned to go again.

Amber took a deep breath, ready to scream. She barely managed a second worth of sound before his hand was over her mouth. He’d moved in a blur of speed to stop her. This time she could only glare at him.

“Would you rather I tied and gagged you so we can leave without you calling anyone?”

Amber could barely shake her head.

“If I take my hand away, will you scream?”

She shook her head again. As soon as he removed his hand she demanded, “Why can’t you tell me what’s going on? You were the one who landed on my balcony, walked in and demanded I lock the doors behind you. I deserve to know.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Amber searched his face carefully. She couldn’t tell what he thought or if he told the truth. “Are you saying that so you can get out of here without me screaming the place down? Or are you actually considering answering me?”

Kade grinned. “No. It depends on other things.” He started to move away again.

“What other things?” Amber followed him to the French doors that were open again. She noticed his friends stood on the balcony.

“Don’t you have to shower and see your mother?”

Amber shrugged. “She’ll come and hassle me again if I take too long.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kade muttered. He reached out and grabbed hold of the curtain that hung at the French doors. With a quick movement, he spun it around her.

Amber struggled to free herself. The moment she escaped, she stepped out onto the balcony and glanced around, looking for the three of them. She peered over the rails, her gaze scanning the ground. Having nowhere else to look, she studied the sky. In the distance she saw three large… Amber’s mind struggled with the word bird. But what else could she call a creature that flew through the air, propelled forward with large wings? She laughed nervously. Prehistoric bird? Dragon? Mutated bird of prey? She had no idea.

Closing the French doors, she made sure she locked them. It was the first time since she’d been here. Her room was on the second storey of the house. She’d thought she was safe. It wasn’t like it was a major city or anything. A shudder went through her as she recalled the past six nights she’d slept with the doors unlocked. She drew the curtains together and turned away from the doors. It took her several minutes before she could make herself walk to the bathroom.

After a quick shower, Amber stepped out of her room and walked towards the other end of the corridor. She passed two closed doors that were next to each other and opposite the stairs. From habit, she tried each doorknob as she passed. They were still locked. The only comment about them she could get from her grandmother was that if she hadn’t been so nosey she wouldn’t have known they were locked. Her mother’s room was the last one. She knocked on the door. When there was no answer, she knocked again.

“Mum?” Amber opened the door a fraction when there was still no reply. Her mother lay on her side, one hand under her cheek, still dressed and on top of the quilt. She was fast asleep. Amber carefully closed the door, relieved she didn’t have to endure the discussion. It was probably yet another one about her attitude. She was sick of those conversations. Who wouldn’t have an attitude when they’d been ripped from the life they loved with absolutely no say in the matter.

Returning to her room, Amber locked her bedroom door then flicked the light switch off so only the bedside lamp lit the room. Pulling back the sheets on the queen-sized bed in the middle of the room, she flopped onto it, rolling onto her back. Her gaze was drawn to the curtains that covered the French doors and she sat up in annoyance. There was no way she’d be able to sleep. She had too many unanswered questions.

Her gaze travelled around the room. Clothes spilled from a built-in wardrobe that wasn’t quite shut, a suitcase open on the floor beside it only half unpacked. Her schoolbag sat by the door, books in a precarious tower near it and a hairbrush, clips, scarves and hair ties overwhelmed a duchess. In the middle was a crystal tray on a frilly piece of embroidery with two crystal containers. A laptop sat closed on a desk in the corner. Amber’s gaze came to a stop on her laptop. She frowned and glanced at her door. Her mother was asleep and her grandmother never came upstairs since her bedroom was downstairs.

Within seconds, Amber was in front of her laptop and signing into her messenger to check who was online. She frowned when she saw both Crystal and Josh go offline. Her brother and Angela, another school friend, were still online. She ignored the rest of the people listed as online, since she only knew them through games. Maybe her brother would know the secret her mother was keeping from her.

Amber says: Miss me yet?

Jay says: Who’s this?

Amber says: Ha, ha, very funny.

Jay says: : )

Amber says: What’s mum meant to tell me?

Jay says: How would I know?

Amber says: Her and the witch were yelling and I heard the witch say something about her not having told me something.

Jay says: Could be anything.

Amber says: Took you ages to reply to that. You sure you don’t know something?

Jay says: You sure you don’t?

Amber says: What’s that supposed to mean?

Jay says: How long you planning on staying with Grandma?

Amber says: As short a time as possible.

Jay says: Really?

Amber says: What gives?

Jay says: g2g.

Amber says: Jay!!!!

Jay says: Pay more attention. And I didn’t say anything.

Amber says: You haven’t said anything. Stupid cryptic comments.

Jay says: Can’t spell this one out for you. Gotta figure it out for yourself.

Amber says: Fine! Have you seen Crys and Josh about? Never seem to be able to get hold of them lately.

Jay says: Both of them???

Amber says: Didn’t I just say that?

Jay says: Hmmm.

Amber says: Spit it out.

Jay says: They avoiding you? You’re normally chatting away to them every night.

Amber says: Why would they be avoiding me? Not like I wanted to move here.

Jay says: Are you sure we’re related?

Amber says: Some days I really hope not!

Jay says: g2g.

Amber says: You trying to avoid me?

Jay says: No. Bed calling. Some of us actually try and pay attention in class and not use it as sleeping time.

Amber says: K. Later.

Jay says: Night.







Pliethin: Chapter Three




Amber exited the window and checked to see if Angela was still online. Relieved to see she was, she clicked on her name. Maybe she could give her some answers. No one else seemed to be interested in telling her anything. 

Amber says: Where is everyone lately?

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I’m right here : )

Amber says: Hi everyone! How about Crys and Josh? They never seem to be about.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Guess they’re busy.

Amber says: But you see them at school, right?

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Of course.

Amber says: They said anything? I’ve sent them all types of messages and heard nothing back.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: They haven’t talked to you at all?

Amber says: No.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Guess they must be busy.

Amber says: Come on Inge. Spill!

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I’ve got nothing to spill.

Amber says: Inge!!

Snowflake… or just a flake says: They said they’d talk to you. You have any voice messages on your phone? Texts?

Amber says: Nothing. It’s like they’ve dropped off the face of the Earth.

Amber says: Disappeared.

Amber says: Were abducted by aliens.

Amber says: Kidnapped by Bigfoot.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I get the drift. No need for more scenarios.

Amber says: And I was just getting warmed up!

Snowflake… or just a flake says: g2g.

Amber says: NO!

Snowflake… or just a flake says: My mum just told me lights out.

Amber says: Talk to me. I need to know what’s going on.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Have you rung them?

Amber says: Yes. And sent a million texts. Come on! You know what’s happening. I’ll keep ringing you all night if you don’t tell me. You won’t get any sleep.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: We were at a party Friday night.

Amber says: The day I left! You didn’t pine for me for long.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: You want to hear this or not?

Amber says: Yes.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: They’d had a couple of drinks. I didn’t think it was many, but maybe they’d had more than I thought. Next thing I look over and they’re kissing like lovers separated for a decade.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: You still there?

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Hello?

Amber says: Are you sure?

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Of course I am.

Amber says: Absolutely?

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I told them they should tell you before you found out some other way. I can’t believe they thought you wouldn’t suspect something when they don’t talk to you for a week. Well, as good as a week.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Still there?

Amber says: Yeah.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I didn’t want to be the one to tell you.

Amber says: I know.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: I’m sorry.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: You’ve gone quiet again. Can I go now? Before Mum grounds me.

Amber says: Thanks Inge. Sorry to hassle you about it.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: No problem. Sorry they didn’t tell you and you had to hear it from me.

Amber says: Night.

Snowflake… or just a flake says: Night.

Amber stared at the screen. She wanted to write a message begging them to tell her it was all lies. But they hadn’t spoken to her in six days. Unheard of. Completely and utterly unheard of. Crystal would only avoid her because of something major. Josh she wasn’t so sure about. He’d only been her boyfriend for two months.

She sent a message to Josh first. He was good looking, could kiss better than anyone else she’d ever kissed and outgoing. But he was only a boyfriend, their history short. The message only needed to be equally as short. She typed ‘We’re over.’ and sent it. She frowned as she thought about what to write to Crystal. After many tries, she finally had a message she could send.

Amber says: We became best friends on the first day of grade one and no matter what happened we were always there for each other. I thought we were closer than sisters. I was obviously wrong. I hope he’s worth it because I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to forgive you. Not that you stole him. That I probably could have forgiven. But that you hid from me and avoided me. All you needed to do was say two words and I probably would have forgiven you. Now, ‘I’m sorry’ is far too late in coming.

Amber closed her laptop down. She slowly rose and walked over to the bed to sit on the edge of it. She felt numb. No. Made of lead. Could lead bleed? It felt like someone had shredded her chest, from the inside. Like the same creature that had attacked Kade had ripped her apart. Her wounds would not be so easily sewn back together.

She lay down and turned the light out, staring unseeing at the ceiling. “I want to go home,” she whispered into the dark. Just like every other time she’d spoken it since coming here, no one listened to her.

*  *  *

The wind whistled past as Amber worked her wings harder. The scent on the breeze drew her on. Excitement rushed through her veins as quickly as the wind cut past her. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the deer grazing peacefully in the moonlight. Claws outstretched, she swooped down. At the last second, the deer tried to bound away. But she’d left it too long. A sharp shake as she flew higher killed the doe instantly. The doe hung limp and heavy. Still warm.

The smell of blood swirled around her as claws pierced the hide. Her mouth watered. She looked around for somewhere safe to eat. A place where she wouldn’t be disturbed. Then she had company. They swooped in on either side of her. A glance showed they were friends. To the right was a black scaled dragon with silver wing veins and green eyes shot through with silver. On her left flew a slightly larger dragon, dark velvet brown, deep blue wing veins and slightly darker blue eyes.

“You going to share?” The dragon on the right didn’t talk with her mouth, but used her mind. And she had Maira’s voice.

*  *  *

Amber sat up with a jolt. Adrenaline rushed through her body. She could still smell the blood, feel the wind and the weight of the carcass. She flexed her fingers, surprised to find they weren’t claws. Checking the time on her alarm clock, she saw it wasn’t quite four in the morning. Dropping back onto her pillow, she groaned. She should be asleep, not thinking about tearing a deer carcass apart and feeding on it. She shuddered. It wasn’t like she was a vegetarian. She loved a thick rump fried in the pan, or any cut of meat for that matter. As long as it was cooked. Completely cooked. Not even slightly pink. The thought of eating raw meat, including hide and bones, made her feel a little ill. And yet she also had a slight craving for it. Leftover from the dream. At least she hoped it was leftover from the dream.

No wonder she hated change. You alter one thing and it screwed everything up. This was all her grandmother’s fault, breaking her arm so her mother dragged her away from home. Her friends were hours away, the bed she now slept in was nowhere near as comfortable as her own and she’d started having nightmares. She guessed her grandmother didn’t only give little kids nightmares.

“Go to sleep, you idiot,” Amber muttered. The words didn’t help. Sleep took ages to return.

*  *  *

Amber hurried along the school corridor, turned a corner and stopped abruptly. She saw Kade, back to her, facing Flinn, someone she’d been told to avoid. Flinn had short brown hair, blue eyes and was reasonably good looking. Nothing to make you stare or look at twice, or so you’d think. But something about him made you give him as much space as possible. Amber didn’t know if it was the way he held himself, the look in his eyes or the tone of his voice when he spoke. It didn’t matter. Instinct kicked in and she froze, unwilling to take another step. She could see the door of her classroom several metres past them, but class could wait.

Flinn put his hands against Kade’s shoulders and pushed at him. Kade didn’t budge. Instead, his hands came up and he pushed against Flinn. Brann appeared at their side, coming from the classroom Amber needed to enter. There was more whispered conversation, but it was no less furious for all its quietness. They separated, angry glances at Brann. Then Flinn looked up and saw Amber standing, watching them.

“What are you looking at?” Flinn started to stride towards her.

Kade grabbed Flinn by the arm and spun him back to face him. Amber took the opportunity to hurry towards the classroom, keeping close to the wall furthest from Flinn. She couldn’t hear what Kade said, but she noticed Flinn shook his arm off before he spat out his own comment. He turned to glare at Amber before he strode away.

Amber stopped, her gaze on Kade, ignoring Brann who wandered back into class. Her gaze darted to Kade’s shoulder, hidden by his shirt, before meeting his gaze again. “How are you?”

Kade continued to stare at her a moment longer. “It’d be better if you stayed away from us.” He turned and entered the classroom.

Anger rushed through her. It wasn’t like she’d asked him to sit by her side for the rest of the day. It had been a simple question. She crossed the last few steps to the classroom and stopped in the doorway when she saw the only seat left was next to Kade. He glared at her. She couldn’t resist a slight smile as she slowly walked towards the seat and made a production of sitting and getting comfortable. Kade’s lips thinned with each deliberate glance his way. She didn’t even bother trying to stop her smile from widening. It served him right. It wouldn’t have hurt him to be civil.

“Books out.” Mrs Thornley, the English teacher, stepped into the room. “Who can recap what we discussed last class?” Her gaze scanned the room and she pointed to one of the eager students with their hands in the air.

Amber ignored the droning voice as she glanced at Kade who caught her look and glared at her. She barely managed to stifle a giggle, but preventing another smile from forming was too much effort. Tearing a piece of paper from her notebook, she was about to write a note to him when the atmosphere started to change.

There was a hum in the air like something was about to happen. Amber frowned and noticed most of the class seemed oblivious. Except Kade and Brann. The hum intensified until it was nearly a crackle and she rubbed her arms, trying to rid herself of the uncomfortable sensation filling them. Kade glanced at the clock on the wall before he stared out the window.

“Flinn went after the Pliethin. I saw him from my classroom window,” Maira said.

Amber looked around. It had been like Maira had stood beside her. Yet she wasn’t even in this class. She frowned. “What’s a plea-thin?”

“Block!” Kade yelled.

She reached up to grab her head, which seemed like it might explode from his shout, as the world seemed to collapse in on her.







Pliethin: Chapter Four




Amber struggled to sit up. She brushed aside Kade’s hand as he tried to help. Mrs Thornley peered anxiously at her while she kept shooing students back to their seats. Amber looked around at the curious faces as she got up off the floor, dusting off her clothes with her hands. She swayed unsteadily. 

“Do you need to go to the sick room?” Mrs Thornley asked.

Amber shrugged. “I don’t know. I think I just need some fresh air.” What she really needed was to ask Kade what was going on.

“I’ll go with her. In case she faints again.” Kade put an arm around her waist.

When Amber tried to elbow him away, he tightened his grip. If it wasn’t for the fact she wanted answers, she would have protested his suggestion.

“Well…”

“I’ll take her to the sick room if she isn’t feeling any better after a few minutes.” Kade started to usher Amber towards the door before Mrs Thornley could say anything. Eventually she nodded and the two of them stepped into the hall.

“What’s going on?” Amber demanded as soon as they were alone.

“No need to thank me for catching you before you hit the floor,” Kade said.

“Thank you! Why should I when you had something to do with it?”

Kade hurried her towards the doors leading outside, where he tried to deposit her on a bench under a shady tree. “I’ll come back shortly and check on you.”

“No you won’t. You’ll tell me what’s going on, now.” Amber ignored the bench she wanted to collapse onto. Her legs felt unsteady but she refused to let them give out. There were so many questions she wanted answered, including ones she had from last night.

“I don’t have time. There’s something I need to deal with.”

She was tempted to argue, but doubted she’d be able to change his mind. “Promise me you’ll come back and answer my questions. Swear it.”

“Amber-”

“No!”

“How about you get one question that I have to answer truthfully?”

“Five.”

“Two and that’s it. Any longer and I won’t need to take off.”

“Fine. Two. And you try and get out of answering them I’ll tell everyone about you landing on my roof.” Amber held out her hand. Kade hurriedly shook it and took off at a run.  The crackle was still in the air and Amber dropped onto the bench. Now she had to figure out which questions would give her the most answers.

She hadn’t worked out what she should ask by the time the bell rang for class. Kade also hadn’t returned. Amber reluctantly wandered to her next class, her mind far from the classroom and what the teacher said. She was glad when the bell rang for lunch.

Amber wandered around the school, looking for Kade. She only found Maira who sat with two other girls from their art class. She couldn’t recall their names.

She waited impatiently for Maira to finish speaking to her companions. “I’m looking for Kade.”

“I don’t know where he is.”

“Then you can give him a message from me. Tell him I want his answers by midnight or they don’t count.” She was sick of secrets. If only she could figure out a way to learn the one her mother was keeping without letting her know she’d overheard her.

Maira rose to her feet. Her chair scraped loudly across the floor. “Look-”

“Don’t start with me.” Amber pointed a finger at Maira. “Midnight.” She spun away, headed for her locker. If she’d been at her old school, there would’ve been a number of people she could have sat with. Here she had no one willing to spend time with her. She ignored the smile sent her way from one of the guys from her maths class. Okay, maybe she should rephrase that to include no one she wanted to spend time with either. She glared at him and he turned away.

Not knowing what else to do after she’d eaten, Amber decided to go to the library and see if there was a computer free so she could check her emails and messages. She would have used her phone, but she’d nearly used up all her data allowance for the month. By the time it was her turn the bell rang. Ignoring it, she quickly signed in. There were no messages and she felt like the day had been one disaster after another. Once she’d signed out, she rose, glaring at the computer screen for a moment before she strode to her next class.

Amber wished she could go home, her real home, not her grandmother’s home. She wanted to confront Crystal. The rest of her classes were spent planning various ways to accomplish that. She wished she was seventeen already and had her license, but that was still two months away. And a bus would take too long. It had to be a trip she could make in the space of a day. There was no way her mother was going to let her go home, even to talk to Crystal. She drew in the margin of her book. First a sports car, a figure vaguely looking like her at the wheel. Then herself in a hang glider. She frowned as she noticed the wings were almost draconic.

Kade still hadn’t appeared by the time she returned home. The rest of the day dragged. There were no messages, emails, or phone calls. There was nothing for her to do other than homework. She reluctantly sat at her desk and started it, almost relieved when her mother interrupted.

“I thought you were going to come and see me last night once you were finished in the bathroom.” Donna hovered in the doorway.

Amber leaned back in her chair. Her relief had lasted for all of two seconds. “You were asleep. Practically snoring.”

Donna stared at the floor. “It’s not so bad here, is it?”

“I hate it.”

“I thought we could stay here so you could see the school year out. You’re right, it probably isn’t fair to shift you again.”

Amber leapt to her feet. “No!” She wished now she’d thought to lock her bedroom door and not answer her mother’s knock.

“Now Amber-”

“No.” Amber’s jaw dropped as the situation suddenly became clear, Jay’s cryptic comments making sense. “You never had any intention of going home again. It was all a trick. You’ve left Dad!”

“I wouldn’t exactly say that.”

“Then what would you say? Are you going back to him?”

“I don’t know.” Donna paused. “It’s complicated. When you’re an adult-”

“Don’t pull the ‘you wouldn’t understand’ comment on me. You won’t let me use it.”

“That’s different. I was a teenager. I can understand what you’re going through. You’ve never been an adult.”

Amber turned away and dropped back into her chair. “I’ve got homework to do.” She stared determinedly at the screen of her laptop. If she had to hear one more piece of bad news, she might start screaming. Very loudly and for a very long time. Like a siren.

“Amber…”

Amber refused to acknowledge her mother. She listened as Donna sighed heavily, closed the door and walked away. As soon as she heard the door shut, she hurried over and locked it.

She took one step towards her laptop then changed her mind. Walking to her bed she dropped down to lay on her back, arms spread as she stared sightlessly at the ceiling. Her mind was blank. Deliberately so. She didn’t want to think. Not yet. Too much had happened at once. And none of it good. Life wasn’t normally like that. She knew she often coasted through life, skimming the surface. But that was her choice. She didn’t want life to be too deep. That usually meant pain. She’d seen what emotional pain did to people. She wasn’t an idiot. There was no need to experience something to learn about it. You only had to watch what happened to those around you. Her grandmother was a perfect example of what happened when you lost someone you loved. No way was she going to turn out like her. As friendly as a red-bellied black snake and probably as poisonous.

Time ticked away without her. She ignored the knock on her door. Her mother tried to insist it was time for dinner, but Amber acted deaf. Even the knock much later, and her mother insisting it was time for bed, was ignored. She continued to stare at the ceiling, only the bedside lamp and laptop screen lighting the room. Pushing thoughts away about her present, she focused on the past. Parties. Sleepovers with Crystal. Whispering and laughing in the dark with Crystal. Always Crystal. She couldn’t picture a single moment of her life that hadn’t involved Crystal since the first day of school. They’d been closer than Siamese twins. That was why she couldn’t understand. How could Crystal have done that to her when they’d been so close?

A knock at the French doors caught her attention. Amber forced herself to her feet. Checking her alarm clock showed her it was after eleven. The moment the door was opened, Kade stepped into the room. He wore leather pants, boots of a similar material and his chest was bare.

After a lingering look at his chest, Amber’s gaze went to his shoulder. Reaching out, her fingers lightly traced the faint scars left on his skin. She tried to comprehend the impossible. Even the stitches were gone. She met Kade’s gaze when his hand captured hers, holding it centimetres from the warmth of his skin.

“Kade-”

“You said you wanted answers before midnight. Better ask your questions then.”

She hesitated. She had so many more questions to ask than the two she was allowed. One sprang to mind she hadn’t even considered earlier. “What did you do last night after you left me?”

“I went hunting.” He released her hand.

“That’s not a proper answer. You need to at least add who with and what you were hunting.”

“I was with Maira and Brann and I hunted deer.”

Goosebumps rose on Amber’s arms as she stared at Kade. She closed her eyes as her dream rushed in on her. Sight, sound, smell, taste. Opening her eyes, she met Kade’s gaze, holding it a moment before she spoke. “Are you a dragon?”

Kade swore, turning away from her. “Ask a different one. That isn’t a proper question.”

“That’s the one I want answered. You said you’d answer two questions. That’s my second one.”

“What made you ask that?”

“A dream and your first answer.”

Kade looked shocked. “You were with me last night? I didn’t feel you.”

“Only in my dreams. Okay. I’ll ask a different question since you’ve pretty much answered that one with all your drama.”

“Amber, you can’t even think that.”

“What? That you’re a dragon?”

“Forget everything you’ve seen, heard or think you know. It’d be safer for you.”

“I want to know everything that’s going on.”

“That isn’t a question. Hurry up and ask your second question. I have to go.”

“What’s a Pliethin?”

Kade closed his eyes momentarily. When he opened them, his eyes were almost gold. “Energy. A creature of energy.”

“Did you get it? Or did Flinn?”

“You’re out of questions.” Kade turned back to the French doors and started to step through them.

Amber recalled the way it had felt to have someone speak in her mind and how she’d thought when she’d spoken in their mind. She gathered her energy. “Kade! Don’t-”

Kade was a blur of motion, not halting until he had both hands around her upper arms. “Stop.”

“Or what? You’ll cause me to pass out again?”

“That was an accident. We’ve never blocked a human mind before. We used too much force. I’m sorry. Just please don’t broadcast to every dragon in the area that you can hear them.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not meant to know we exist.”

“It was the blood, wasn’t it?”

Kade stared at her for a moment before he nodded. “It’ll wear off. Two to four weeks and everything will be back to normal.”

“No it won’t, because I’ll know you’re real.”

“Forget about us.”

“Us?” She thought about her dream. “Are Maira and Brann dragons too?”

“Amber!”

Amber’s mouth rounded as another possibility occurred to her. “Is Flinn a dragon?”

“You’re out of questions, remember?”

Amber’s eyes narrowed. “Show me what you look like as a dragon and I’ll stop asking questions tonight.”

“No. And no more broadcasting either.”

“Broadcasting?”

“Speaking with your mind so everyone in the area can hear you.”

“Show me what you look like as a dragon and I won’t broadcast tonight either.”

“Don’t be stupid. There are worse creatures than dragons to notice you exist.”

“Like what?”

Kade shook his head. “Enough questions.”

“Then show me what you look like as a dragon.”

Amber barely had time to finish her sentence when the air around Kade shimmered and his body seemed to flow into that of a dragon, giving him the bulk of an elephant, but only the height of a large horse. He was a golden brown dragon with gold wing veins and tawny eyes shot through with gold. She stared at him, her mouth ajar.

She managed to close her mouth and take a step forward. Reaching out, she tentatively placed her hand against the warm scales on his chest. She was fascinated. It was like one of the fairytales, her father had read to her as a child, suddenly come to life. Her fingers trailed across his chest. He lowered his head so his gaze could meet hers. She reached up to touch his face, the warm scales smooth under her hand, except where they overlapped the next. Kade moved forward, flowing back into a human as he did. Amber’s hand rested against his jaw and his arms went around her.

“As a dragon I can still feel when you touch me.”

Amber ran her hand down his neck, continuing downwards until she stopped at his chest, palm pressed against his heartbeat. “Can you feel it as strongly when you have scales?”

“No.” His voice was barely a whisper. 

“What does-”

“I have to go.” When Amber opened her mouth to speak again, Kade shook his head. “You promised.” He stepped back, his arms dropping to his sides. “No broadcasting.”

Before Amber could say anything, he walked out the door. She hurried after him, stepping onto the balcony. He was gone. Looking upwards, she found him. Wings beating strongly, rapidly taking him into the distance until she could no longer see him. And still she stood there, staring up.

He’d said there were worse creatures than dragons. Did they have wings too? Sighing, she headed back inside, turned off her laptop and flopped onto her bed. Her hand closed and she recalled the feel of his scales. A moment of doubt surfaced. Did mental illness run in her family? No. He’d felt too real. Warm and real. She wasn’t crazy.







Pliethin: Chapter Five




Amber tore herself from the nightmare, struggling to sit up. Her breath came in gasps as she reached for the bedside lamp to dispel the dark. The eyes were not so easy to get rid of. Blood red eyes had stared at her like she was the next feast. She tried to make herself believe it was a dream, even going so far as to say the words out loud. It didn’t help. She threw back the bed sheets and rose to pace the floor. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep again. Nightmares didn’t normally bother her, but this one had seemed so real. Like she’d open her eyes and some creature would be lurking in the corner of her room watching her, waiting for her to move before he pounced and tore her apart. 

Pulling on jeans, a shirt and a jacket, she grabbed socks, her boots and her backpack style handbag before heading downstairs to the front door. Quietly letting herself out, she pulled on her socks and boots and then glanced around before heading down the streetlight lit bitumen. She slipped her arms through the straps of her handbag, barely giving her grandmother’s two-storey brick house a glance. It was the ugliest house on the block and the two balconies looked like they’d been an afterthought. One was at the side of the house at her room, the other at the front of the house.

The sound of her boots against the street echoed in the quiet morning. It made her look over her shoulder nervously. She took her mobile phone from her handbag and checked the time. Daylight was about an hour and a half away. No wonder she felt unnerved. Back home there’d be cars speeding down the streets, groups of people about and a steady stream of noise. Here it was far too still and unnaturally quiet. A nice friendly, quiet country town. Just what she didn’t need. Give her a noisy city any time.

She turned the corner. A streetlight ahead of her flickered off and on. Starting to feel uncomfortable, her gaze searched the area again. She was still alone. Her footsteps hit the bitumen faster as her gaze continued to dart everywhere. She didn’t feel alone. She felt like something watched her. Turning to go back to her grandmother’s home, the sound of air whooshing above her made her look up. A dark shadow came at her and she saw the glint of two outstretched claws and red eyes.

Amber screamed. She spun and ran. Home wasn’t an option. A street over she heard a dog bark. Running to the footpath, she hoped the trees would slow the creature down. Her breath came in sharp gasps and her hand pressed against her side where a stitch had developed.

A harsh cry above and behind her caused her to stumble. Glancing back, she dodged behind the trunk of a large tree. She didn’t know what type of tree, she was only relieved it hadn’t lost its leaves like some of the other trees had when the weather had started to grow cooler.

“Kade!” She desperately tried to call out to him, mind to mind. Was this the other creature he’d talked about?

“What do you think-”

She clearly pictured what she ran from, weaving amongst the trees on the footpath. She hoped he could see the picture she sent.

“A wyvern! Where are you?”

Relief rushed over her, but she didn’t slow. She pictured where she was, her gaze darting around as she concentrated on running, ignoring the pain that made her want to double over. Her hand pressed harder into her side.

“Don’t stop running. We’re coming.”

She didn’t know how much longer she could keep moving. “Hurry.”

Time seemed to drag out, but only minutes passed before three shadowy dragons swooped out of the sky and attacked the wyvern. Amber collapsed onto the grass and her breath came in harsh gasps. Brushing tears from her eyes, she tried to see what was happening in the skies above her. Her hand pressed against the side she lay on, unable to move.

With a last screech, the wyvern fled. The three dragons gave pursuit. When Amber thought they might leave her alone, one turned and flew back to her. He landed on the ground and knelt beside her in human form.

Kade reached out to her, a hand on her shoulder, pulling her into a sitting position. “It didn’t get you?”

Amber could only shake her head.

“You’re sure?” He ran his hands over her arms, then her back.

She threw her arms around him and he folded his around her. “What was it?” Her breathing started to return to normal. Her heart continued to race and the stitch was there, painful when she moved, but it had started to ease.

“Wyvern.”

“Why’d it attack me?”

“It’s the natural enemy of dragons.”

“I’m not a dragon.”

“No. But it would have smelt the dragon blood in you. As little as it is, the wyvern would have thought you were a young dragon. An unprotected, young dragon. Easy game.” Kade tensed and started to pull away from her.

Amber clung to him. “Don’t-” Her eyes widened as she saw another dragon swoop in to land beside them. She let Kade stand, as the dark blue dragon with gold wing veins became Flinn.

“I heard her broadcast. What do you think you’re doing?” Flinn stalked towards Kade to stand toe to toe.

“None of your business.”

“It’s my business if she tries to expose us. What the hell were you thinking?”

Amber struggled to her feet. She’d fight her own battles and defend herself. Even against a dragon. “Why would I tell anyone? They’d medicate me and I’d be stuck seeing a shrink for years.”

Flinn ignored her. “What happens if she’s killed by a wyvern? You can’t be seen with her. I’ll get rid of her myself if you’re going to be that stupid.”

“Back off, Flinn.”

Flinn grinned maliciously. “The Elders would be interested in this development.”

Kade grabbed Flinn by the throat and his voice dropped menacingly. “You speak of this and you’ll regret every syllable.”

“Kade!” Amber grabbed his arm. She might as well have tried to move a boulder.

“You always fought for the wrong things, brother.”

Kade released him instantly. “You only call on the bond when it’s convenient.” He took a step back. “And you fight far too many battles, Flinn. Brotherhood won’t help you if you fight the wrong one.”

“Get rid of her before she causes more problems.” Flinn turned, leapt into the air, changing into a dragon in mid leap. His wings beat hard and he shot into the sky.

Amber stared after Flinn, momentarily speechless. “He’s your brother?”

“Not in the human sense.”

“Then what sense?”

“We trained together. It’s a lineage thing.”

“I don’t know anything about your… ah… people?”

Kade smiled fleetingly. “Gold Warriors. We’re descended from our first king. Only we can capture the Pliethin or hold positions of power.”

“Gold? As in the colour on your wings?”

Kade nodded. He glanced around. “Let’s get you home before daylight. It’s not too far off.”

“That’s right, you can’t be seen with me in case I come to a messy end. We don’t want a finger pointed at you now, do we?” Amber glared at him.

“Amber.” He sighed heavily. “Don’t be difficult about this.”

“What attacked you the night you landed on my balcony?”

Kade hesitated. “A wyvern.”

“So even you can’t beat one on your own.”

“I was distracted or it wouldn’t have got me.” He started to walk towards her home.

Amber hurried along at his side. She forced her aching legs to move. “What distracted you?”

“Why aren’t you scared and screaming?”

“Because I’m trying to take my mind off it by grilling you.” She waited for Kade to answer. Her thoughts were distracted by the leather pants and boots he wore.

“I’ll answer some of your questions if you promise not to approach me at school.”

“Why leather?”

“Huh?”

Amber’s fingers brushed lightly against the waist of his pants. “Leather. I noticed even Flinn wears them.”

“You didn’t answer me.”

“About?”

Kade sighed. “Stay away from me at school and I’ll answer some of your questions.”

Amber froze and Kade stopped to turn and look at her. “You think it’s going to get me, don’t you?”

“I don’t know. But I can’t take chances with the lives of my people.”

“Your people?”

“Brann and Maira.”

“You… you own them?” Amber frowned.

Kade shook his head. “No. I’m responsible for them.”

“Why?”

“If you want me to walk you home you have to get there before daybreak.”

Amber’s gaze was drawn to the sky. Already it was lightening. The thought of walking home alone made her shudder. The thought of walking the rest of the way home made her aching limbs feel weak. The slight tremble that had been in them ever since her race from the wyvern increased and it took all her willpower not to let her knees buckle.

Kade swore. “Why didn’t you tell me?” He shimmered and transformed into a dragon. “Get on.”

“What?”

Kade nudged her towards his back with his head. He held his foreleg close to his body and she used it like a step so she could swing her leg over his broad back. There was nowhere to hold on.

“I’ll fall off.”

“Hold on with your legs.”

The trembling in her legs increased as she tightened them. She couldn’t help the soft shriek that escaped as Kade took to the sky. What had taken her ages to cross, took Kade less than a minute. He partially perched on the rail of the balcony, his wings still in motion, and Amber slid off him. Her legs gave way and she expected to hit the floor. At the last second, Kade became human and his arms wrapped around her, dragging her upright. 

She let herself lean against him for a moment. For a few seconds she considered taking up a sport so she’d be in better condition. She mentally laughed at herself. She knew she’d be looking for excuses to get out of attending from the first day. Reluctantly she pulled away from Kade, opening the French doors. She didn’t know if she should be relieved she’d forgotten to lock them or annoyed any creature could have entered her room while she slept.

When Kade followed her into the bedroom, Amber turned to face him. “You can go. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I’ll be back at dark. Leave your doors unlocked for me.” He gestured towards the French doors.

“Why?”

“Because wyverns won’t show their face in daylight where people live. They’ve come in contact with your weapons. After dark… then you’ll need protection.”

“Can’t you get it out of me?”

“What?”

“The blood.”

Kade shook his head. “No. But I won’t leave you alone. I won’t let my mistake cost you your life. From dusk to dawn there’ll be someone with you. And any time you want to go somewhere sparsely populated.”

“How am I going to explain that? I barely know anyone here and the next second I have you shadowing me. That’ll go down real well with my mum.”

“We’ll take turns.”

“I don’t know.”

“Here or at our place.”

“Is there a responsible adult there?” Amber laughed sharply when Kade shook his head. “Then I’ve probably got no chance of staying.”

Kade reached out and took her hand. “I’m sorry I brought this to you.”

Amber pulled away from him. “You know where the door is.” She walked into her bathroom and closed the door, fighting the urge to cry. Her body ached, her nightmare was real and she wanted to go home. Her home. She thought of her father and Crystal. But even that was changing. Just like everything else.

Quickly stripping off her clothes, she stood under the shower, leaning against the wall. She desperately tried to stay on her feet as the water streamed over her. It didn’t help one bit. Her body still ached and she missed home more than ever. Turning off the taps, she stepped out of the shower, dried herself and grabbed the short, black robe that hung on the back of the door. Tying the sash, she stepped into her room, freezing. Kade sat at her desk, having turned the chair to face the room.

“Why are you still here?”

“You looked ready to collapse.”

“When you leave, I will.”

“I wanted to make sure you managed to get to your bed okay.”

“Why? Are you planning on tucking me in?” There was a sharp edge to her voice.

Kade rose to his feet with a chuckle. “Only if you need me to.”

Amber glanced between him and her bed. She crossed her arms. “I’m tired, exhausted and cranky.” Not to mention homesick. “Go home and leave me alone.”

“When you’re safe in bed.”

“Fine!” Amber strode to her bed, dropped on it and pulled the linen over her. She’d planned to dress in her sleep shirt first, but she changed her mind since Kade was in the room. “Now out.”

Kade walked towards the bed. “Didn’t you mention something about tucking you in?”

Amber sat up. “Don’t you dare.”

Kade smiled slightly. “Sweet dreams.” He bent forward and brushed his lips against hers. “Call me at the slightest danger.” He handed her a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “No matter the hour.”

Before Amber could reply, he was gone, the French doors closing softly behind him. She looked down at the number clutched in her hand and wondered why she couldn’t call to him with her mind. Flinn and the wyvern knew she existed, so what did it matter?







Pliethin: Chapter Six




A knock on the bedroom door startled Amber to wakefulness. She sat up, surprised she’d been able to fall asleep again. The knock became more impatient. 

“What?”

“It’s nearly ten. Are you planning to sleep all of Saturday?” Donna spoke through the door.

“Yeah. So quit trying to wake me. The less time I have to be awake in Hicksville, the better.” It was probably her safest option. At least until the dragon blood wore off.

“Amber-”

“Goodnight.” Amber lay back down and listened carefully. Eventually she heard her mother’s footsteps recede. She tried to close her eyes and go back to sleep. It was impossible.

Flinging the bed sheets aside, she quickly dressed in jeans and a shirt, pulled on her boots and, once she’d entered Kade’s number in the contact list, pushed her phone into her pocket. She considered heading down for breakfast, but didn’t want to face her mother or grandmother yet. Instead, she turned on her laptop and checked for messages. There were several, but none from Crystal. She didn’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved. She opted for annoyed.

Once she’d replied to her messages, she had no choice other than to go downstairs for something to eat. Her stomach felt like it pressed against her spine and she felt a little light headed. She didn’t know if that was from hunger or her early morning run. And to think people actually enjoyed running. Amber slowly shook her head as she wandered downstairs and into the kitchen.

A glance around showed her she was alone. It took only minutes to throw together a sandwich, scribble a note and put it under a fridge magnet. She considered grabbing her handbag from her bedroom, but when a check of the lounge room showed it was empty, she slipped out the front door instead, hurrying down the street.

She’d nearly finished her sandwich when she stopped suddenly and spun to look behind her. A hand went to her hip as she glared at Maira who was a couple of houses back. She finished off her sandwich as she stood and watched Maira.

After standing there, staring at her for a minute, Maira seemed to come to a decision. She strode towards Amber. As Maira reached her side, Amber noticed she wore the same chunky silver and black bracelets she’d worn when she came to help Kade. They were tight on her skin, almost like they were a part of it. Amber squashed the urge to reach out and touch them. She also forced her mind away from the jewellery and back to her initial annoyance.

“Why are you following me?”

Maira shrugged. “Got me beat.”

“Then go home.”

Maira shook her head and silver earrings bounced at her ears. “Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because a good soldier always follows orders.”

“Soldier… Kade…” Amber frowned. “He’s older than you?”

Maira laughed. “Barely. By a month. But that’s not how it works. It’s the bloodline. Anyway, that’s unimportant. My orders are to shadow you, his words, and protect you. He said there was a good chance you’d wander off into unpopulated areas without telling him.”

Amber turned back in the direction she’d been headed before the uncomfortable sensation of being watched had made her turn around. She’d thought it might be a wyvern, even though Kade had said they didn’t hunt during daylight. Striding silently along the footpath, she tried to ignore Maira who continued to walk beside her. Who did Kade think he was? She didn’t need a babysitter. It was daylight.

“So what are we going to do?” Silence greeted Maira’s words. “I guess it doesn’t matter, I’ll find out soon enough. Not that there’s much in this direction. You don’t strike me as the type to be headed to the park. Not to play on the swings anyway.”

Amber clenched her teeth together and bit back the words that threatened to spill. Why couldn’t Maira shut up? She began to regret letting Maira talk to her in the first place. She’d already known she was following because Kade had asked it of her. Why did she need it confirmed? Why did she always feel the need to ask questions? Amber held back a sigh.

“Silent treatment. Good call. It can be effective against a lot of people. Not me though. It just means I can talk without being interrupted.” Maira grinned at Amber, laughing when there was no response. “I’d ask you if you were going to the party tonight, but I guess it’d be pointless since you wouldn’t tell me anyway. I don’t even know if you knew about it. We could take you with us if you want to go and haven’t been invited. Jessica and Danielle are holding it. They’re not related, don’t even look alike, but you’d swear they were twins. It’s the way they act and talk.”

Amber walked a little faster. It didn’t slow down Maira’s words like she’d hoped.

“They didn’t want to invite us, but Flinn made them. I’m not sure which one is his girlfriend, or even if any of them are. They hang around him like groupies. He doesn’t seem to mind though. Kade hates it. I had to get rid of a couple of groupies that seemed to want to worship at his feet. I think it’s in the blood. Something about the power of their ancestors is even noticed by you humans. The more popular the person the more they seem to be drawn to the two of them.”

“Can’t you shut up?” Amber stopped, rounding on Maira. “And quit grinning at me like that.”

“How are you feeling after your run in with the wyvern this morning?”

“Just great.”

Maira chuckled. “Are you always so sweet-natured or do I bring out the best in you?”

“Look. I’m not interested in talking. Or making friends. As soon as I can I’m out of this town. I’ve got a life. One that I like. And I’m getting back to it as soon as I can.” Maybe she’d make that her mantra. Got a life, like it, going back. Got a …

“Lives have a tendency not to wait on you.”

“I don’t want your little words of wisdom. Keep them for someone who cares.” Amber started to walk again.

Maira walked silently beside Amber for nearly a minute before she spoke again. “So, where are we going?”

“How the hell would I know? I don’t know anything about this town and I don’t want to.”

“So… what? Are you going to put your life on a shelf for the next few months and then pull it out again, dust it off and hope you haven’t outgrown it?”

“Why bother getting to know anyone here? I won’t see them again. Who’s going to drive the nearly four hours it’d take to come and visit me?”

“I could probably be there in an hour with a tail wind.”

“Really?” Amber stopped again and eagerly faced Maira. “Could you take me there?” She wanted to see Crystal face to face and demand answers.

Maira shook her head. “You’ll have to ask Kade. He’s stronger than I am. It’d take me a couple of hours to get there with a passenger. He could probably do it in an hour and a half.”

“Why won’t you take me?”

“Because that wasn’t part of my orders.”

“And you do everything Kade tells you to?”

“I try.”

“That’s…” Amber shook her head, at a loss for words. “How can you? How demeaning. It’s as bad as slavery.”

“You don’t understand our society. My family is full of well-known warriors. Many have served under famous Gold Warriors. This is my last chance to serve a Gold Warrior.”

“Is Kade famous?”

Maira shook her head. “No, but hopefully he will be one day.”

“Why’s it your last chance?”

Maira grinned wryly. “Apparently I have a major flaw.”

“Only one?”

Maira laughed. “Only one that they’ve listed the past two times a Gold Warrior terminated my services. I have a slight problem with remembering to follow orders. If Kade decides I’m not suitable, that’s it. No more chances. What is it you humans like to say? Three strikes, you’re out.”

“Why do you need warriors, anyway?”

“Why do you?”

“We don’t.”

“Yes you do. You call them soldiers.”

“To protect our country. And to protect those who are weaker than us and are being attacked.”

“Exactly.”

“Huh?” Amber frowned, trying to make sense of Maira’s words.

“There are millions of wyverns and sometimes they even attack in the thousands. Not to mention renegade dragons and those wanting more power than others. Just like in your world. And that’s only the start of the list.”

“But wouldn’t we notice if there were thousands of wyverns in the one place?”

Maira shook her head. “This conversation is getting into territory that’s becoming complicated. Do you know where we’re headed yet?”

Amber stared at Maira as she tried to catch up with the conversation. “What time does the party start?” She was pleased to see it was Maira’s turn to flounder.

“Any time after seven. Although it’s probably not worth going until nine. Only the desperate will arrive at seven.”

“Can you take off your bracelets?”

“Are you asking if I can physically remove them or if I will remove them?”

“My mum is strange about black jewellery.”

Maira stared at her for a moment before she glanced around. The street was deserted. She pressed her left arm against her chest and covered it with her right hand. She ran it along the length of her arm and the bracelets disappeared. It looked like she slid them off and yet there were no bracelets left in her hand when she finished.

Amber blinked, staring at Maira’s bare arms. “What the-”

“Scales. I reform them instead of completely changing. It was hard to maintain when I first started doing it. Not many of us can. Most of us can only be one or the other, not both at once.”

Amber took a deep breath. “Help me talk my mother into letting me go to this party. I might as well go. Anything’d be better than staring at my bedroom walls.” She strode towards her grandmother’s home, ignoring the ache in her legs. The rest of the trip back was silent. She glared at Maira. Typical of her to be quiet when she needed a distraction.

Amber went straight to the kitchen and found it empty. Her note was still stuck under the magnet. Taking it down, she shoved it in her pocket and went looking for her mother. She found her in the back downstairs room, which was a sewing room, or torture chamber, if her mother’s expression was anything to go by.

“What a surprise. You don’t show up when there’s work to be done unless you have a buffer.” Helen’s gaze landed on Maira as she spoke the last word.

Amber tried hard to ignore her grandmother’s words. They dug into her and made her want to deny the accusation. Instead, she turned to her mother and focused her attention on the person who’d say yes or no to the party. She glanced towards Maira. “This is Maira. She’s in my Art class.”

Donna rose from the sewing machine. “Nice to meet you, Maira.”

Maira smiled slightly. “Thank you.”

“Maira and her brothers are going to a party tonight and asked if I wanted to go too,” Amber said.

“For someone who hated it here and wasn’t interested in nothing or no one, you’ve changed your tune pretty quick,” Helen said sharply.

Amber continued to watch her mother. She wouldn’t let her grandmother bother her. She hoped. “You did say you wanted me to be more involved. Or was that just talk?”

Donna turned to Maira. “Will there be adult supervision at the party?”

Maira shook her head. “No. And Kade’s my cousin, not brother. And Brann is no relative.”

Amber shrugged. “Brother, cousin. He’s still family. So can I go?”

“Well…”

“Look, Mum, don’t take all day to decide or I’m going to change my mind again. I had planned to lock myself in my room, but Maira insists anyone not at the party will be considered not worth knowing.”

“When will it finish?”

“Late. Which is why I thought I might stay at Maira’s place.”

“And is there adult supervision there?”

Maira shook her head again.

“I guess that means I’m hanging out in my room again. Thanks, Mum. I told her you wouldn’t go for it. Glad to see I can rely on you to be consistent.” Amber turned to leave.

“Don’t try that reverse psychology on me. It won’t work.”

Amber shook her head. “I wouldn’t think about it. I told Maira I’d only come if I could sleep over. It looks like I’ll get out of having to go after all. Thanks.”

“Are you going to let her get away with talking to you like that, Donna?” Helen demanded.

“Mum-” Donna began.

“Don’t worry about it, Mum,” Amber interrupted. “It’s Hicksville. How exciting will a party be here? Half the people are probably inbred morons.”

“You will stop calling my town Hicksville,” Helen snapped.

Amber shrugged.

“Don’t give me that attitude, miss. I don’t go calling Brisbane Murderopolis.”

Amber grinned. “Way to go, Grandma. I didn’t know you had it in you. I actually quite like that name.” She had no idea if it was accurate or not and didn’t care if it was. All she cared was that it was her city and she wanted to return to it.

Helen turned to Maira who stood quietly watching the drama unfold before her. “I don’t know what you see in my granddaughter.”

“She’s new to our school. I thought she’d be interested in making friends, but I’m beginning to wonder.”

“Who’s having the party?” Donna asked Maira. 

“It’s at Jessica Chambers’ place.”

Donna nodded and turned to Amber. “You’ll ring me and check in when you arrive, when you leave and when you get to Maira’s house.”

“You’re letting me go?” Amber feigned surprise. Although she hadn’t been completely certain her mother would let her go even with all the guilt she’d probably be feeling over tricking her into moving.

“You have got to be joking,” Helen exclaimed.

Donna ignored her mother and continued to face Amber. “I grew up here. I know Jessica’s mother. She was always quiet at school. I’ll have all the details of the party by Monday afternoon. You might want to remember that.”

“Just great. Small towns suck. I might as well stay home. It’ll be as bad as having you there holding my hand.” 

“Come on, Amber. Why don’t we go and see what you’ve got to wear?” Maira glanced between Amber and Donna.

Amber grunted, turning towards the doorway.

“Nice meeting you.” Maira looked first to Donna and then Helen before she followed Amber.

“That girl is going to end up ruining her life and causing you nothing but heartache.” Helen’s words followed Amber out of the room.

She took the stairs two at a time, closing and locking her bedroom door the moment Maira stepped inside. “Thanks.”

“I’m not sure how I helped, or if I helped at all.”

Amber grinned. “If I act too eager to go anywhere, she always thinks something is planned. So when I don’t want to go, I act like I can’t survive if I don’t get to go and then sulk for a couple of days when she doesn’t let me. My brother figured it out and told me in exchange for not dobbing on him when I caught him sneaking back in one morning.”

“How odd. You humans are such strange creatures.”

“Are you telling me dragons always say exactly what they mean?”

Maira grinned. “No, not at all. We have our politics, but our parents can’t be so easily fooled.”

“Can they read your mind or only talk in your mind?”

Maira laughed. “By the time we’re teens they can’t enter without permission. But then that’s a dead give away at times. They also give us more freedom. They believe in survival of the fittest. I don’t suppose it’s easy for them, but if you want to make a place for yourself in our society, then you have certain… I guess you could call them rites of passage to pass. Otherwise you could end up being ostracised and that’s as good as a death sentence.”

Amber stared at Maira, her words making her glad to be human. A death sentence for not fitting into society? “What do you get for murder?”

“Huh?”

“If one dragon kills another. What then?”

“It depends. If it’s a renegade who has attacked you, then nothing. Okay, maybe congratulations. If you’ve attacked a dragon weaker than you, probably death if the family finds out. Our laws are different to yours. Survival of the fittest. Clans. Warrior ties. It’s complicated.”

“You… you get away with… murder?”

Maira shrugged. “Not exactly. And it isn’t always murder. We still have battles to the death. If you invoke that right it’s usually over something serious.”

She had enough problems in her own life. She couldn’t start taking on the problems of an entire society. She pushed the disquieting thoughts from her mind and strode over to her open wardrobe. “What sort of clothes will everyone be wearing?” When Maira didn’t answer, Amber turned to face her.

Maira looked puzzled. “Clothes?”

“Yeah, what are you wearing to the party?”

Maira shook her head as she slowly walked over to the wardrobe. “Clothes. Your mind jumps around like a cricket.”

Amber frowned, tempted to argue that comment. It had been a perfectly logical question.







Pliethin: Chapter Seven




Amber sipped the drink in her hand as her gaze scanned the noisy, dimly lit room. It was crowded with people from school as well as others she didn’t recognise. That didn’t mean they weren’t from her school, just that if they went, she hadn’t noticed them or they didn’t warrant her attention. 

She sighed heavily and watched as Kade glanced her way before he turned back to talk to Maira and Brann. They were several metres from her and she wondered if he’d actually heard her sigh over the sound of talking and music or if it was a coincidence he’d turned towards her at that moment.

Her attention was caught by a boy walking towards her. He smiled when she looked at him. The last thing she wanted was to put up with someone trying to hook up with her. She looked him up and down and gave him her most disdainful expression before she turned slightly, her shoulder in his direction. She watched as Kade continued to talk to his companions. Or would ‘warriors’ be the correct term? Amber’s lips smiled slightly. Maira and Brann looked as far from warriors as it was possible to be.

Brann had draped his arm around Maira’s shoulders and his fingers lightly brushed back and forth. They wore black clothes and Maira had her usual jewellery, glinting and gleaming as her bare arms moved when she spoke. Her dress was long, the only concession she’d made to the cooler night and Amber believed it was made of the same leather as Brann and Kade’s pants. The dress was probably warmer than needed with the press of bodies that kept the chill at bay.

“Hey.”

Amber glanced at the boy who stood beside her. He was tall, blond and athletic looking. She made sure her expression showed how uninterested she was, mentally cursing Kade for deserting her within minutes of arriving. What was so important he’d had to take Maira and Brann aside? “Not interested.”

“You don’t know what I’m offering.”

“Still not interested.”

“I noticed you came with Kade. You’re wasting your time there.”

“My time to waste.”

“And making friends with Maira won’t help. Enough have tried that trick.”

“Mind your own business.”

He held out his hand.  “Justin Chambers.”

Amber ignored his hand. “You’re related to Jessica?”

“Our parents tell me we’re siblings, but I swear one of us was adopted.” He grinned and lowered his hand.

“Why are you hassling me?”

“Because I’m not blind.”

“How much?”

“What?”

“The bet. How much?”

“What bet?”

Amber let her gaze fall on the two boys who had watched Justin’s progress, or lack of, talking and elbowing each other the entire time. “And what were the terms? Dance? Flirt back? Kiss? Go with you to your bedroom?”

“It wasn’t like that.”

Amber smiled, her eyes cold. “You wouldn’t be the first, and you won’t be the last. Your mistake was thinking you could goad me into spending time with you. I’m a master at that technique. Run back to your friends and pay up. I have better things to do with my time.”

“Like what?”

Amber’s smile became warm and she handed him her drink. Without answering, she turned and wove her way through the scattering of people between her and Kade. He looked up before she reached him, his gaze meeting hers.

“What are you planning?”

“I thought we weren’t to use this method of talking?” She came to a stop in front of him, her smile still in place. Maira and Brann nodded towards her and, with a grin and wave from Maira, departed.

“We’re shielded. I’m close enough to you it isn’t difficult. Now, what are you up to?”

“I hope I didn’t scare them away.”

“Amber.”

She grinned, placing her hands high on his chest. “Dance with me?” She took another step closer. There was only centimetres separating them.

Kade’s eyes narrowed. “What are you trying to prove?”

“Nothing. Just sending out a message. Think of it as a way to repay me for all the problems you’ve caused me.”

“Then we’re even?”

“Nearly.”

“Even.”

Amber let her hands travel up to lock behind his neck, pulling his head closer. Her eyes closed as their lips met and her heartbeat raced. Time suspended and sounds receded. Kade’s hands came to rest on her hips. Amber struggled to remember her plan. Then the fire in her veins turned to a crackle of energy in the air. She pulled back to stare up at Kade, a question in her eyes.

He didn’t answer. He grasped one of her hands and pulled her through the crowd, headed for the front door. People stumbled out of his way, their gazes falling on Amber. She kept a smile hovering on her lips. She didn’t know what was going on, but she wasn’t about to let anyone else know. This would work out much better. She knew they all assumed he was desperate to get her alone. Let them think that. And if Justin didn’t understand this message then he was blind as a bat.

Outside, Amber noticed Flinn striding down the street. Kade swore and moved quicker. As soon as they were out of earshot, Amber asked, “What’s going on?”

Kade dropped her hand and started to unbutton his shirt. “I need to find somewhere to stash you. Somewhere safe.”

“Why?” The crackle in the air made the hair on her arms sit up. “It’s that Pliethin again, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I have to get to it before Flinn.”

“Why?”
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