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Drakar Holkinverg sniffed the damp night air, tracking the
faint aroma that led him farther into the city and away from his
sanctuary in the nearby mountains. Snowflakes floated toward the
hard ground, and ice crunched beneath his heavy boots. The city
lights grew closer as he followed the scent that drew him, called
to him, only stopping now and again to inhale, ensuring he was on
the right path.

She was near. The light floral
fragrance, like roses after a summer rain, filled his senses,
deepening in its bouquet with each step. A tinge of fear and
desperation clouded the scent.

Drakar paused high upon a hill at the
edge of the forest. Down below, the Magdoli Bridge crossed over the
slow moving Cantar River near the outskirts of Karsburg. The town
was alive with celebration. Even from this distance, he could hear
the thunder of premature fireworks and the shrill squeal of
noisemakers. The townspeople's laughter and loud voices drifted
through the night as they celebrated the coming New
Year.

A new year…a new life.

He listened intently, focusing on one
small sound, until the noise of the city faded away and the rhythm
of her heartbeat pulsed through him. He felt it as his own, its
quick tempo pounding in an adrenaline rush. He scanned the area
until he saw her.

Gwyn.

Love surged through him at the sight
of her. She’d always held an immense power over him.

She stood alone at the highest point
of the bridge in the shadows of dim streetlights, clutching the
railing while leaning over the edge, staring into the icy water of
the Cantar River. She swayed from side to side, lifted her face to
the sky, then looked back into the river. Her energy enveloped him,
thrusting forward a desire he thought he'd never feel
again.

It had been too long.

Her short black hair, straight and
cropped at one length just below her ears, fell forward blocking
her face, yet he knew every line, every angle. Wet from the falling
snow, her hair glistened a blue black in the glow of the
streetlights. A short coat covered the slim body that he knew was
underneath. She leaned over the rail.

She was going to jump.

Not on my
watch.

Shifting the energy fields around him,
he moved to her side in an instant, leaned over the rail, and
followed her gaze into the dark depths of the Cantar. “You don’t
have to do this.”

She spun toward him, fists drawn." Get
away from me."

“You don’t have to do
this, Gwyn.”

“You’re not taking me
back,” she yelled, running a few yards away from him. She threw her
foot over the rail and climbed. “I won’t go back!”

Drakar grabbed her waist and pulled
her off the railing. She kicked and punched at him.

“Stop, Gwyn! I’m not
taking you back. Don’t you recognize me?”

She pushed against him, still
struggling to break free, her eyebrows furrowed. Anger radiated
from her.

Of course she didn’t recognize him.
He’d grown a beard and wore his hair long. You could barely see the
tattoo across his forehead and cheek that marked him as Talgorian.
He no longer wore the fine robes of an aristocrat but now donned
the heavy clothing of a huntsman. He didn’t look anything like the
pale, skinny youth he’d been when they fought the Monocaths
together. He'd seen her die that day. Her life force had faded as
the arrow pierced her heart. Devastated he'd lived in a
self-imposed isolation for the past two years, lost in grief after
her death. Wandering from place to place, living off the land, had
changed him into a powerful warrior.

Drakar’s heart went out to her even as
anger coiled in his gut. He would destroy the Monocaths for making
her suffer, for driving her to this point.

“I don't know you." She
pushed harder against his chest, increasing the distance between
them. "Let go of me.”

“Are you sure about that?”
He pulled her closer.

“I would remember you.”
She stared up at him, her body stiff and stretched as far away from
him as she could get within the circle of his arms.

“I’ve changed.” He ran his
fingertips along her temple to calm her, losing himself in the
depth of her dark eyes. “Let me refresh your memory.”

He crushed his lips against her mouth.
She hit his shoulders, struggled to break free but suddenly stilled
and parted her lips, allowing him entry. He gripped the back of her
neck, deepening the kiss, tasting the sweet elixir of his future
mate. Her body melted against him.

Drakar broke the kiss. “Spark any
memories?”

Her eyes brightened, a soft smile
played on her lips. “Drakar?”

He smiled back.

“Drakar!” She threw her
arms around his neck and hung on tight. “I’ve missed
you.”

“And I you, my
love."

Her body pressed against him, her
scent tempted his control.

“Why did you leave me
during the battle?” She pushed away. “If you’d protected me, I
wouldn't have been held captive by the Monocaths for the past two
years.”

And there it was.

He hadn’t protected her as he’d
promised.

“I saw you die, Gwyn. I
had no idea any Talgorian could survive an arrow through the heart,
an X across the body and decapitation. How did you survive? Did you complete
the transformation ritual? ”

“I'll never be able to
complete the ritual," she said. "They didn't decapitate me. The
Monocaths took me to their prison and made sure I healed. They
wanted to use me to get to you but when they went looking for
you... they told me you vanished."

“I did.” He grasped her
hands, looked out across the Cantar then back at her. “It doesn’t
have to come to this. I won't let you jump now that I know the
truth and have found you.”

“They're coming after me
and this time, they will kill me. They saw my birthmark. During the
transformation ritual I was just scared to shift...to glimmer...but
now… I know why they want me, and I can never fully be Talgorian.”
Her eyes clouded. “You have no idea what I’ve been through or what
they plan.”

“Had I known before this
morning that you were still live I would have come for you. I'd
have saved you from the hell they put you through. King Asari
contacted me telepathically after your Guardian sensed your life
force. I immediately came to find you.”

“You’ve been looking for
me all day?” She stared at him, her mouth gaping open. “Why didn’t
you just contact me telepathically?”

“We tried.” He smoothed
her hair and caressed her cheek with the back of his fingertips,
noticing the snowflakes sticking to her eyelashes. "Asari couldn't
contact you. I've tried every single day for the past two years
even though I saw you die. Even your Guardian thought you were
dead. I don't understand how we all lost contact when you were
still alive."

"Dragon scales."

"I don't understand."

"The Monocaths lined the prison room
they kept me in with dragon scales. They said it was the only thing
that could keep my captivity secret.”

“That doesn’t explain why
I couldn’t contact you this morning,” Drakar said telepathically. When Gwyn didn’t respond, he
repeated the sentence out loud.

“I don’t know. Try
now.”

“I just did. You didn’t
hear me. We’ll ask Asari. He’ll know what to do.”

Gwyn stared at him. “They've been
looking for you. They seem to think that our combined shifting
abilities would enable them to defeat us, and that the scales of a
Talgorian dragon will give them an undefeatable power.”

“That will never
happen.”

“I know. I’m not shifting
to finish the ritual, and you’d never turn your back on our
people.” Gwyn moved out of his arms and turned back to the railing,
looking out over the dark water below. “I don't blame any of you,
Drakar. It’s my fault that I was captured.”

“You were protecting that
little girl. What you did then was heroic. What you’re about to do
now, isn’t.”

Gwyn hung her head, sighed and then
looked back at him. “Give a girl a break, will ya? You found me
when I was resting, not contemplating suicide. I’ve been on the run
all day, I haven’t eaten. If I can survive two years in a Monocath
prison, I sure as hell am not going to jump into some icy cold
river and drown myself.”

Drakar burst out laughing. “There’s my
girl! Come on, let’s get out of here.”

"You will not be going anywhere,
Dragon."

Drakar pushed Gwyn behind him as he
turned to face the menacing voice. Two men stood at the edge of the
bridge closest to Karsburg, dressed for battle and carrying swords,
lances and other weapons. The Monocaths still preferred the weapons
of ancient times.

"Monocaths," whispered Gwyn from
behind him. "The one in the black skin is Marden, the leader. His
magic is pure evil. The other five are his pawns. They all work for
Narvon, who is more evil than Marden. We can defeat these
guys."

"You're not taking Gwyn,
Monocath."

"Then we'll take both of you," said a
voice from behind them.

Drakar whirled around, positioning
himself so that Gwyn was between him and the railing, as he faced
the man who had spoken from the other side of the bridge. Twenty
Monocath warriors stood shoulder to shoulder blocking the path into
the woods.

They were trapped at the highest point
of the bridge, with no way to escape.

One man stood in front of the rest,
sword drawn, a long cape covering his body, a hood shadowing his
face.

"Narvon." Gwyn spat out the name in
disgust. "You bastard. I'll die before you take me
again."

"With my magic, you didn't even hear
me approach, so yes, I will capture you again." Narvon pushed the
hood back. "But you will not die, Gwyndolyn. You will shift, become
the beast within, and I shall have your head. For with it, and the
scales of a Talgorian dragon, I’ll create a magical potion that
will put an end to all Talgorians and then you will all die now
that you've brought the dragon to me."

"You're a liar, Narvon.”
Gwyn said. “I’d never help you harm my people."

Narvon motioned to the men on both
sides of the bridge. "Take them."

The men rushed toward the center of
the bridge, screaming and yelling.

"It's now or never, Gwyn. Glimmer with
me."

An explosive burst of air threw the
men backwards but Gwyn stood in the quiet of the storm and stared
up at Drakar. He stood in all his glory, a giant blue and silver
dragon, the current of air from the powerful beat of his wings held
the Monocaths back. He looked down at her, his glowing silver eyes
held hers for moment before enormous teeth gently placed her on his
back. She gripped the base of his wing and dug her toes between the
scales. Her foot slipped and she almost fell before regaining her
footing. The Moncaths shouted and threw lances and rocks as Drakar
spit bursts of fire over them. When he leapt upward in flight, pain
pierced through her shoulder.

As Drakar soared high into the air,
Gwyn glanced over her right shoulder. A lance stuck out of her
body. Drakar flew higher and out over the forest, leaving the
Monocaths behind. The air current pushed against the wooden shaft,
causing the blade to move upward through her flesh. Gwyn gritted
her teeth against the pain.

She shuddered as agonizing
spasms tore through her. Beads of sweat rolled down her face, yet
she shook with cold shivers. Waves of nausea washed over her. The
sticky warmth of blood flowed down her back, soaking her pants.
Sudden weakness threatened her hold on Drakar. If she lost her grip
from this height... She pressed her forehead against his scales and
sent him a telepathic message, "Drakar,
I'm hurt. Please land now. I can't hold on much longer."

 


* * *

 


Why hadn't Gwyn glimmered? Drakar felt
her slight weight on his back as he flew through the hidden pathway
to his cave. He’d known that as a ten-year-old, when they’d gone
through the transformation ritual, she’d been afraid to complete it
by changing into the giant snake, indicated by the birthmark on her
thigh. At twenty-two, she should be over that fear, unless the
Monocath's threat to wipe out the Talgorian race kept it
alive.

Drakar landed in front of his cave,
looked back at Gwyn and saw the lance protruding from her
shoulder.

Anger surged in him. Why couldn’t he
ever keep her safe?

He moved her from his back to the
ground in front of him, then glimmered back into human form. The
air was frigid against his naked body.

Gwyn groaned and tried to sit up. “Get
this thing out of my back, Drakar.”

He knelt beside her and grabbed the
wooden staff. “Ready?”

She nodded, and he yanked the blade
from her flesh and threw it into the forest. She grimaced in
pain.

He picked her up. “Wrap your legs
around me.”

He carried her deep into the darkness
of the cave until he reached a dead end. He placed his palm against
the rock wall and it slid to the side, revealing a high ceiling
room, a low burning fire and hand made furnishings. Once inside he
closed the hidden entrance and sat Gwyn in front of the fire. “I
need to look at that wound.”

“You should get dressed
first.” Gwyn looked up at him, then down the length of his body
before turning her dark gaze back into his eyes. “You’re definitely
not the skinny boy I fell in love with.”

Drakar grinned. “I grew.”

“Yes, you most certainly
did.” Gwyn carefully shrugged out of her coat while he dressed. “I
haven’t been injured since they captured me. It doesn't feel like
I'm healing.” Gwyn unbuttoned her shirt and tried to get her arm
out.

Drakar kneeled beside her. “Let me
help you, Gwyn. You don’t have to be so damn
independent.”

He slid her uninjured arm out of the
sleeve and then gently removed the fabric from over the wound,
leaving her back bare. The deep gash in her body still bled. He
gently wiped away the blood with her ruined shirt.

Something
was terribly
wrong.

“You're right, you're not
healing. What did the Monocaths do to you when you were in
captivity? You’ve lost your telepathic and healing
abilities.”

“They took care of my
wounds and constantly threatened me, you and our people, but they
never touched me again.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Are you
going to have to sew me up?”

Drakar studied the uninjured left
shoulder blade. It looked misshapen, raised up a little, and had a
slight half moon scar. “Did that arrow go through your left
side?"

“No, the right, just like
now.”

“You’ve
never had an injury to your left side?” Drakar ran his hand over
the misshapen part of her back.
Damn if it didn’t have the shape of one of his scales.

“No, never.”

“I think the Monocaths put
a dragon scale inside of you, Gwyn.”

She stared over her shoulder at him.
“A scale? That's what's been blocking my telepathic abilities? Son
of a bitch!” Gwyn pounded her fist against the floor. “Take it out.
Now.”

“But you’re not
healing.”

“Cut it out of me.” She
pulled a small knife out of the side of her boot. “Use this. While
you’re in there, look for a small piece of silver that looks like a
coin. If you find one, take that out too.”

“What is it?” Drakar took
the knife, rose and walked to the fire.

“I’m not sure," she said
as he dropped to a squat and held the blade over the flame to
sterilize it. "I once overheard Marden say that it would prevent
both Talgorians and Monocaths from healing if embedded in the
flesh. He was threatening one of his men with a slow painful death
and an end to his immortality by using a silver coin.”

“And if it’s removed,
you’ll heal?”

“I hope so. Or you’ll have
a lot of sewing to do.”

“This is really going to
hurt Gwyn.” Drakar knelt beside her. “Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever
be.” She removed the leather belt from her pants, stuck it between
her teeth, and nodded for him to start.

Drakar worked quickly. Five minutes
into the procedure Gwyn passed out. He was surprised she’d lasted
that long. He found the scale easily and slid it from underneath
her skin. The silver coin was there too, but embedded deeper in
muscle. It took a few moments but he was able to cut it out as
well. Once removed, Gwyn’s body immediately began to heal. Soon it
looked as if she’d never been injured, even the scar was gone, but
she hadn’t woken up.

He put the scale on the table, washed
the blood from her back and removed the blood-soaked pants, before
putting her in bed. As he covered her, he noticed the Talgorian
birthmark on her outer thigh. It was no longer the snake that he
remembered but was now a beast with nine heads and the body of a
dragon.

The Hydra.

Now he understood.

Both the Monocaths and Talgorians
considered the Hydra to be a source of intense magical power. If a
head were severed, she’d grow two back in its place. The Monocaths
could wreak havoc on the Talgorians by using pieces of one of the
Hydra's decapitated heads in their magical rituals. And with his
scales…

“That’s why I can’t
change,” he heard Gwyn's voice in his
head, “Narvon wants to use me, kill you
for your scales, and eliminate our race.”

Drakar studied Gwyn. She pushed
herself up, holding the blanket to cover herself, and sat facing
him. She’d always seemed to know what he was thinking. Apparently,
that hadn’t changed. He picked up the red and purple scale from the
small bedside table and handed it to her as he sat on the edge of
the bed.
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