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To my daughter,


For helping me become the person I always knew I could be,


&


In loving memory of John Ricci: uncle, friend, artistic mentor, gone too soon.
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Author’s Note




This is the 10 th anniversary edition of Dragon Whisperer and may look a little different if you read the original version. I’ve applied ten year’s worth of growth in my craft to this book while doing my best to honour the original text. Also, I’ve used Canadian spelling.

Thank you for coming along on this adventure!

Vanessa
February 2023




Content warnings: burns, body shaming, death of parents (off page), death of sibling (off page), demon possession, kidnapping, marital strife, murder, parental violence, sibling rivalry, the dog lives

Heat level: medium








  
  
Prologue




The Ovailens and the Joaseras sat at the dark barnboard table in the kitchen of the Ovailens’ modest, one-and-a-half-storey farmhouse. From where they sat in the airy kitchen that opened out into the parlour on one side, they could see out the screened rear door to where their young children, Reiser and Vyranna, played in the expansive yard under an idyllic summer sky. The Ovailens’ oldest, Loniesa, had gone into the city market with the neighbours.  

Sivyla Ovailen glanced out the door to check on the children as she served her frequent guests chilled tea and fresh fruit. Today’s visit by the Joaseras, although friendly, was full of long silences. Sivyla handed Draidel and Sharice Joasera each a cup and then the two families got down to business. The topic had been briefly discussed once before, but nothing had ever been decided.

“Now,” Draidel began, “me and Sharice have thought over your suggestions from your visit in the winter. None of us are getting any younger and we need to see that the children will be cared for in the case of hardship or tragedy.”

“As long as you’re not rushing into the deal because of your illness,” Lou said.

Draidel shifted slightly but shook his head. He was still gaunt and pale, still much thinner than he had been, with most of his black hair suddenly gone white, but his spirit had at least returned to normal. 

“I’m better now, but it sure brought things into focus. It’s hard to say what the lasting effects will be, but that’s not the point. The kids need to be looked after and there’s no reason not to go forward with this.”

“They’re still so young,” Sivyla said.

Lou gave his wife a stern look before turning his attention back to Draidel, nodding solemnly.

“Now, Siv, it’s not etched in stone.” Sharice reached across the table to give her friend’s hand a reassuring pat. “Nothing is ever final in these matters. You know it’s ultimately up to the children to decide once the time comes. A little nudge in the right direction never hurts.”

“They’re still only babies.” 

“It’s nothing final,” Lou grumbled. 

Sivyla took a slow breath, but shook her head and stared at her hands folded on the scarred old table. She wasn’t against the idea of pre-arranging a marriage between her son, Reiser, and the Joaseras’ daughter, but she felt that the children were far too young to be able to tell if they would be a good match. She and Lou had waited until Loniesa was five before solidifying her match. Although Reiser and Vyranna were only toddlers, they were cold towards each other and Vyranna, who was two years older than Reiser, often took to picking on him rather than playing contentedly like she did with her other playmates.

“We’ve been close since we were children,” Sharice said. “There’s nothing wrong with continuing the bond shared by our families.”

“Of course there isn’t,” Sivyla agreed. She peered outside to see that Vyranna was busy pushing Reiser away so she wouldn’t have to share the bowl of berries Sivyla had given them. “It’s just that our children don’t seem to like each other.”

She looked across the table to where Sharice leaned back in her chair with her hands rested on her belly—swollen with the Joaseras’ second child. Sharice insisted it would be another girl.

“I just don’t think a nudge in the right direction will be enough for those two,” Sivyla said.

“The sooner we get this out of the way, the better,” Draidel said.

Lou had been watching her closely and nodded. “If the young’un on the way is a girl, maybe we should include her in the final decision.” 

The Joaseras exchanged a glance, Draidel’s head tilted to one side and Sharice pressing her lips together. Vyranna was stubborn and defiant, and it was clear that she didn’t like Reiser. It would be a great shame for the two families to go through the hard work of arranging the marriage only to have the children reject each other in the end. 

“All right,” Sharice said.

“Has the midwife been able to confirm the baby’s health?” Lou asked.

“So far everything seems fine.”

“The healer never found out what was wrong with Draidel,” Lou said. “Is there any concern of his illness affecting the child?”

Sharice and Draidel exchanged another quick glance.

“The baby seems fine,” she insisted. “But we’ll have to wait and see. Assuming she’s healthy, I see no reason not to include her.”

Any further conversation was interrupted by an agonized squeal from the back of the house, and Reiser came running up the steps crying, while Vyranna stood defiantly in the yard shouting about how he had deserved it. With dual exasperated sighs, Sivyla went out to comfort Reiser and Draidel was close behind to punish Vyranna. Lou and Sharice, meanwhile, started to iron out the details of their agreement.








  
  
Chapter One




Dionelle returned to the field with fresh waterskins slung over her shoulder and handed them out to the groups of peasant children working the fields. The sun was warm with the first traces of summer in the humid air, smelling of rich, fresh earth and new wildflowers. She gave the last of the water to Reiser and then stood watching the planting efforts, absently tucking the loose strands of her long white braid behind her ears. 

“It’s no use, love.” Reiser pushed the windblown strands from her face and kissed her forehead. She rested her hands on his broad shoulders and tilted her head to look up at him. His warm brown eyes held her gaze, his smile going lopsided and expression softening. He shook himself and smiled. “Fetch a hat next time you’re up at the house, it’s the only way you’ll win.”

She gave him a shy smile, but continued to observe, doing her best to learn how to help her new husband run their farm. It had been only a week since she left the Joasera household to join Reiser on the ranch. Even the landscape was new. The farmland itself was something she was accustomed to, though the valley floor around Pasdale was flat whereas her home had been one gentle curve after another—a wide expanse, but not nearly so shapeless. And then there was the way the foothills rose up at every horizon, some with a vertical climb that was most strange.

She bent over to help one of the smaller boys with a sack of seeds when they heard the first screeching cry. Dionelle stood bolt upright and spun in the direction it had come from.

“Dragons,” she whispered. “Get everyone to safety!”

She ran toward the house before the second cry that confirmed her fears—dragons were nearby and getting closer. Reiser gathered everyone and got them to help him move as much of the livestock as they could back to the barn so they could get to safety before the blaze arrived. Dionelle came back out to join them with her brown cloak draped over her arm. Reiser gave her a curious look and she realized this was the first time she’d taken it from it’s hook by the door.

“Fireproof,” she said. “To protect my clothes.”

“What do you mean to do with a fireproof cloak?”

“Whatever I need to. Get everyone inside, but leave me a horse.”

“You’re not going to come in?” 

“I’ll stay nearby, but I want to see where they go.”

Reiser frowned but got everyone into the house and brought their swiftest horse with him, tethering it to the front porch. Dionelle stood in the front lane, watching the western horizon, where the pine-covered slopes rose steeply, almost like a ragged mountainside. The dragoncries grew deafening, but she hadn’t spotted the creatures yet. Her stomach roiled but she was less nervous about the dragons than she had been about the prospect of leaving her family behind before wedding Reiser after the deaths of his parents.

The dragons swooped over the hilltops to the west, flying low and giving voice to another of their mighty cries. There were two of them—the larger one was a midnight black dragoness and the smaller one was a grey male. When the pair reached the farmland in the valley, the male swooped around, circling the fields while the female continued on toward the city.

“What would she want in the city?” Dionelle stood rooted to the spot, staring.

“To talk with our ruling lord, no doubt. He looks like he’s intent on mischief though.” Reiser gestured to the male.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Dionelle took the reins and led the horse away from the house as she watched the dragon. 

He landed in a nearby field where the neighbour’s cattle were grazing. Dionelle mounted up and galloped headlong toward the beast, despite Reiser’s shouts of alarm. Was he worried about the horse? She dismounted a good distance from where the dragon terrorized the herd and let the horse sensibly flee. Dionelle, meanwhile, ran in the opposite direction, toward the dragon while struggling into her cloak.

The dragon dived and swooped, spewing dragonfire at the terrified herd, but hadn’t mortally wounded any yet—enjoying the hunt before it moved in for a proper kill. It had one down and was preparing to move in when Dionelle got between the dragon and the cow.

“That’s quite enough,” she said calmly but loudly enough to be heard over the din. Her heart raced as she worked to breathe evenly. 

Shocked and angry, the dragon landed in front of her and hit her with a fiery blast. Dionelle gasped. Somewhere in the distance Reiser cried out in terror, but she held her ground, squinting against the bright light and spreading her arms to make herself and her cloak as large a shield as possible as she tried to protect her neighbour’s cow from the fury of the dragon.

The dragon recoiled, shuffling backward on all fours, when he realized she wasn’t a charred, writhing mass. The dragons always reacted to her in surprise the first time they met her, as she wasn’t a renowned wizard and was unremarkable in her appearance, aside from being completely, unnaturally white. The dragon stood tall on his hind legs, spreading his silver-tinged wings to make himself as large and intimidating as possible, shrieking up at the sky. 

She was barely taller than his ankles and he would have to lie flat on the ground to see her eye-to-eye, but she had conversed with dragons before, always under the same circumstances; she wasn’t afraid of the display. It was a desperate dragon that would eat a human—most humans were all bone and hair and cumbersome clothing. Dionelle was scrawny as far as most humans went. Dragons were slow with their claws, especially when lying flat to converse with the humans in their presence, so she wasn’t afraid of being torn to shreds—or she wouldn’t be once she got the dragon to settle down.

As the dragon roared furiously at the sky, Dionelle nudged the cow and got it moving. It stampeded after the rest of the herd as they rushed from the dragon and back toward the homestead.

“That’s quite enough,” Dionelle repeated firmly, once the dragon quieted.

“Who are you to command me!” he roared, voice like living thunder.

Dionelle winced but held her ground.

“These are my neighbour’s livestock, and I will not permit you to destroy them. I know for a fact there is a man paid by the crown to raise oxen specifically for your appetites, so I suggest you take your mischief to him.”

The dragon spread out on the ground to look her in the eyes. He blew another line of flame at her, testing. It fanned warm across her face, blowing back the loose strands of her hair.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! It didn’t work the first time! I thought dragons were cleverer than this.”

“You dare insult me?” 

“You’re the one behaving in a manner worthy of insult.” She took a slow breath, her heart still pounding. “I always expect dragons to be majestic beasts—like the mistress you travelled in with—but I must say your demeanour is incredibly disappointing.”

Dionelle was surprised how this line of reasoning always worked with the males, but an angry dragoness was much more difficult to calm and bring to reason. The same trick always worked with the males, but it was always something different with the females. Boidossen, Dionelle’s mentor and a powerful wizard, had been training her since she was a small child, and he had been schooling her about dragons from the beginning, but he was no expert and knew very little about their customs. Dionelle hoped that now that she was so close to such a large city, she could learn more.

“Why should I care about disappointing a white little twig like you?”

“Because I am one of the subjects of your world, whether you like it or not. If you would prefer I view you as a tyrant, then continue your present course. But these are human lands, and it doesn’t do your reputation any good to go about marauding like some kind of monster.”

The dragon huffed, petulantly blowing more flame at her, before springing into the air and joining his companion in the city.

Dionelle sighed in relief as she removed the bulky cloak. Its sole purpose was to protect her clothing from the flames and it didn’t even have a hood, though it draped on the ground around her feet to protect her boots. She glanced around to survey the damage, seeing scorch marks all over the field and some wounded cattle. She spotted Reiser leading the mare her way.

“What possessed you?” Reiser shouted, eyes wide.

“They won’t hurt me.” 

“Just because they haven’t yet doesn’t mean they won’t.”

“Dragons are only a real threat to humans during times of war, or when they feel provoked, and the rest of the time they are only a threat to livestock and livelihood. As soon as they discover I can’t be scorched, they tend to lose interest in harming me.”

“What about those claws!”

“Dragons prefer to be eye-to-eye with those they converse with and will lie on the ground, usually on top of those claws.” She crossed her arms. “The only real danger occurs before I can get them to settle down and talk to me, but at that point they’re always more interested in using fire. When fire doesn’t work, they become curious and usually abandon their mischief for a word with me. They’re a highly inquisitive lot and would rather find out my trick than kill me once fire fails them.”

“You do this often?”

“I didn’t mean it the first time, but they were after Mamma’s horse. I have no fear of their fire and jumped in to stop them. When it worked, Boidossen schooled me in their behaviours as best he could, and now I stop them whenever I can. They’re just bullies, the lot of them—they think because they’re so large they can forget their manners and behave like tired children.”

“Please, I beg you, don’t do that again!”

“Now that your neighbours know I’m immune to fire, I don’t believe they will forgive me saving these cattle and not others. I’ve only had to deal with dragons a handful of times in my life. It’s unlikely to happen again for years.”

“Don’t be so certain. Perhaps they don’t maraud in your homeland very often, but they visit Pasdale several times a year to speak with Lord Draxli and Lady Karth.”

“They really visit that often? What could they possibly want with a bunch of humans?”

“I know very little about the details, but they have treaties with the king and agreements with the wizards, and they come to the city frequently to discuss them. They don’t always make such a display out of their arrival and don’t always cause mischief, but they’re here regularly and I don’t want you risking your life for a couple of cows!”

“It will be all right.” She squeezed his arm. “If he had landed much farther away, there wouldn’t have been much I could have done anyway, and I barely got here in time as it is. How often do they land in these fields?”

“That was the first time in years.” Reiser shook his head. 

But Reiser still had a steely look in his eyes and only unbunched his fists when he moved to help her onto the mare. The silence was heavy. Dionelle stilled as he climbed up behind her and huddled forward, her throat hot and tight. 

Their new marriage had been like a dance neither of them knew the rhythm to, but Dionelle felt like she’d stomped on his feet somehow. The silence wanted an apology; Dionelle hadn’t done anything wrong.

But the silence remained as Reiser tracked down the flustered steed she’d abandoned and they got back to the house, getting the children back out into the field. Reiser went with them and Dionelle stood on the porch, watching the city for the dragons’ departure. They never left in the same direction they arrived from and never arrived from the same direction twice in a row. It made it nearly impossible to track them to their homes deep in the mountains and that was how they preferred it.


      [image: image-placeholder]Reiser had noticed a change in Dionelle’s demeanour even before the dragons, but now she was even more put off. He was too flustered by the whole dragon ordeal to say anything. He didn’t know how to approach either topic. He still wasn’t used to her fire immunity and seeing her being torched by a dragon had been a terrible shock. For what was neither the first nor the last time, he wondered what he’d gotten himself into—what his parents had gotten him into. There was still a lot of work left to do, so he pushed his concerns to the edge of his mind and hefted another seed bag down from the wagon.

“Master Ovailen,” a small voice interrupted. One of the field girls was trying to get his attention.

“Yes, Jinny?”

“Where’s the water, sir?”

He looked around and realized that Dionelle hadn’t returned, even though it had been over an hour since she went to refill the waterskins from the pump at the back of the house. One of the children, often Jinny herself, usually performed this chore, but it was the best way for Dionelle to make herself useful until she learned more about farming. 

Reiser found her sitting at the kitchen table with a letter in front of her, her hands in her lap and her head hung, weeping. He entered cautiously and picked up the letter, not wanting to upset her any further by making her speak about it when he could easily find out for himself. She remained silent and still as he read, her narrow shoulders slumped as she shrank deeper into her seat.

The letter was from Cusec, her younger brother, and it wasn’t good news, though Reiser wasn’t surprised by what the boy had to say. The Joasera household had become tumultuous in Dionelle’s absence, with Vyranna and Sharice fighting constantly and the boy terrified and lonely. Vyranna’s fits had become much worse and she occasionally became violent, throwing things or pounding her fists against the walls and kicking the furniture. Sharice was left with little choice but meeting Vyranna’s tantrums with violence of her own and had made good on her promise to box her daughter’s ears if she didn’t keep her behaviour in check.

“It’s barely been a week,” Dionelle whispered, “and they’re already falling apart.”

“Your mother will make Vyranna leave if this keeps up.”

“Cusec is still so scared. There must be something we can do.”

“Tell him he can come help us in the fields for a week. If it’s still this bad when he receives your next letter, then have him send for us and we’ll bring him here for a little while.”

Dionelle beamed up at him, the blue of her eyes bright and the amber fire-like rim around the blue shining. “You mean it?”

“The sofa is plenty large enough for him. Or we can find a new mattress for the other room.”

She jumped up and threw her arms around him, hugging him fiercely for a moment before she pulled his face to hers and kissed him deeply. Though she hadn’t quite found her place in her new home and missed her family intensely, she had adjusted well to the fact that she was now his wife. 

The transition had been hard on her, going from a family of four to only the two of them was something she needed to adjust to. She’d commented on her loneliness but he wasn’t sure how else to make her feel welcome. 

Reiser hoped that Cusec did come to visit because it would give Dionelle a little more purpose to her days until the summer when she could fill them with her resumed studies.

“I’ll write to him this evening,” she said, folding up the letter and tucking it under her empty mug.

He smiled and kissed the top of her head. “Ready to come back out? The children are getting thirsty.”

“Oh no, I forgot!” Her eyes widened and she pressed her hand over her mouth. “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

Reiser chuckled and headed back out to the fields.


      [image: image-placeholder]Dionelle stayed up late responding to her brother’s letter and trying to calm her thoughts after telling him the day’s tale about confronting the dragon. She hastily washed up in the light of the moons, both full, their radiance pouring through the windows, and then she followed Reiser upstairs to bed. He had the lantern turned low, and the shadows seemed to swallow his already dark features with his olive skin appearing almost coffee-coloured and his brown hair appearing black in the dim light. His dark complexion, broad shoulders and strong build from years of farm work were a shocking contrast to her waiflike, snowy white appearance. 

She sat at the edge of the bed to change into her night clothes and comb out her long, straight hair. She turned shyly, expecting to see Reiser watching her, as he always did, but he was staring straight up and looking inward. She gently leaned into bed beside him, but still couldn’t get his attention.

“Is it because of the dragon?” she asked carefully.

“You could have been killed!”

She recoiled at the harshness.

“I’m sorry it frightened you. The dragons look far more frightening than they actually are.”

“How can you know that?”

“I’ve done it before. And I’ve studied them for years. I’ve never felt like my life was threatened.”

Reiser nodded, but his jaw was clenched and he continued to stare at nothing.

“I just need to get used to the thing with the fire,” he muttered. 

Her sister’s cruel words lurked around the edges of her thoughts. She hoped Reiser learned to accept her abilities soon. She slouched in beside him, and he turned out the lantern and rolled over to go to sleep.

His sudden coldness made her uneasy and she didn’t know how to respond. While the intimacy of their fresh union still ran hot and cold, she certainly preferred the shy, awkward attempts to the anger she faced now. She thought to their wedding day, little more than a week ago now, and wondered if the decision hadn’t been too hasty. She fingered the pendant around her neck, a wedding gift, and fell asleep pondering their decision to wed.








  
  
Chapter Two




Dionelle hastily re-folded the blankets on the backs of the chairs and sofa and scooped up her stack of books, stuffing them back onto the shelf, before rushing back into the kitchen to check the bread and stir the stew. Her family would arrive any moment. They came to celebrate her twenty-first birthday and were going to stay for three days—until it was time for Dionelle to continue apprenticing with her mentor, Boidossen. Cusec never ended up coming to visit, so she hadn’t seen any of them since she and Reiser had been married, over two months ago. It didn’t help her nerves that Reiser’s sister, Loniesa, was arriving with her husband, Braqin, and their children tomorrow. Dionelle hadn’t seen her since they were children. Loniesa had her second child recently and hadn’t been fit to travel for the wedding, so now that the baby was bigger and she had recovered, she was coming with her whole family to stay for a week. 

It would be good for Reiser to have someone around after Dionelle left for Boidossen’s. It had taken him some time to adjust to losing his parents—first his mother, followed quickly by his father—and Dionelle worried he’d face much of the same loneliness while she was away for most of the summer. But he would get to meet his niece, Shaiz, for the first time. His nephew, Kieron, was almost five now and the two children would be certain to keep the house busy for the duration of their visit.

Dionelle had spent a great deal of time child-proofing the house, and she was worried that she may have forgotten something.

“If your mother can’t help you prepare for the others, then Loniesa will be quick to remove any dangers we’ve missed. It will be all right—we both grew up in this house and turned out just fine.”

Dionelle continued slicing a loaf of bread and looking for any missed sharp objects. She had gone to great lengths to prepare a large meal for her family, and she and Reiser hadn’t eaten that well since their wedding feast. Part of the reason they hadn’t eaten well was that neither Reiser nor Dionelle had had much skill in the kitchen. Until Reiser lost his parents, he’d never taken much interest in cooking, and after their deaths he usually got one of his workers to help. Dionelle had left most of the kitchen-work to her mother or Vyranna.

As Dionelle stirred the stew, Reiser took a quick peek at the roast in the oven and then peered over her shoulder at what looked like their first success.

“It smells excellent,” he said.

“It looks right.” 

“You haven’t tasted it?”

“No. Have you?”

They had suffered through over-spiced and under-spiced stew, watery stew, and in their last attempt the gravy had gone completely wrong. It had been watery with large clumps. They had always resorted to using home loaf to sop up the mess on their plates, as they’d mastered baking bread much quicker than everything else.

“I’m afraid to try it,” he said.

Dionelle giggled, relieved to share his concern.

“The roast looks good this time,” she said. “Maybe we got it all right.”

Apprehensive, but grinning playfully, she spooned up some gravy, giving it a cautious taste test. Her face lit up in victory and she handed the spoon to Reiser, who was equally delighted.

“Perfect!” 

“And just in time. I don’t think I could bear a lecture from Mamma or Loni about domestic work.”

“Nor could I! If this hadn’t turned out, I’d have begged something presentable from the neighbours.” He winked.

She wanted to impress her sister, or at the very least not measure as a failure. Loniesa meant well but was no doubt going to find anything she could to complain about. Dionelle had always done everything she could to keep Vyranna’s criticisms to a minimum.

Reiser still tensed when Dionelle opened the wood stove and shoved her hand in to check the temperature. She was trying to keep everything warm until her family arrived. She placed the bread in a basket, covered it, and set it on top of the stove. Then she began to pace, occasionally stopping in the pantry to take out any last minute items. On her most recent journey back she brought out a brick of cheese and sliced some pieces off to serve with the bread and fruit.

“We’re going to be eating this meal for a week. Please, love, just come sit with me until they arrive.”

Dionelle dug through the cupboards until she found the nice serving board to present everything, arranging bread and cheese and fruit until it was perfect, and only then did she join him on the sofa in front of the hearth. Reiser hadn’t been paying attention to the fire and it had grown far too large so she scowled at it until it went cold.

“It’s midsummer. Do we really need a fire at all?” she asked. 

She rarely cared about the fire or its size, but needed to find fault in every little thing—and then deal with it—before Vyranna could.

“It’s good ambience,” Reiser said, “and you know the evening will get cold quickly enough. Besides, I thought you liked having a fire going.”

“You like it so you can watch it rise and fall with my mood.” She gave him side-eye and grinned.

“It does make it easier for me to read you. Not many men are lucky enough to know when to stay away from a troubled wife without even being in the same room.”

She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the now-cold embers, fidgeting and brooding.

“It will be fine,” he said. “If Vyranna causes a scene, we’ll make her sleep in the barn.”

“She can still cause a scene from the barn. It would have been so much easier if your sister’s visit hadn’t overlapped with Mamma’s.”

“Love, you forget that we all grew up together. Loni isn’t going to be surprised or shocked by Vyranna’s behaviour.”

“Braqin might have some objections, and Vyranna is sure to frighten the children if she goes off.”

“We’ll make her sleep in the barn.” 

“Mamma will likely cut the visit short if she acts up. And I’m sure Vyranna knows that and will use it to her advantage.”

“It will be too late for them to leave tonight.” He put a hand over hers. “You’ll get them at least until tomorrow morning, but we’ll do our best to avoid a scene, and if we get one, we’ll do our best to talk your mother into staying until you’ve left.”

“You promise that we’ll make her sleep in the barn?” Dionelle gave him a half-smile. 

Reiser grinned. “I’ll hog-tie her if I have to.”

Dionelle chuckled but went on staring into the dark hearth, waiting and worrying. They both remembered all too well how their last encounter with Vyranna had gone.
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Vyranna shouted at Dionelle from the front door, and Reiser was glad there were no neighbours around to hear it—Sharice didn’t need that kind of embarrassing hardship after everything else she had to endure. Dionelle pursed her lips and remained silent as she brought more of her things out to Reiser’s wagon, preparing to start life anew as his wife. She was terrified and upset but there was nothing he could do to reassure her that the chaos they were leaving behind would settle down once they were gone. 

Reiser wasn’t paying attention to any of Vyranna’s vicious tirades and wasn’t sure what she said to set Dionelle off, but her amber-blue eyes suddenly lit up like dragonfire and she spun around, trembling angrily and dropping her crate on the ground.

“That’s enough, you cow!” Dionelle cried. “Your jealousy is your own problem so why don’t you just deal with it like the adult you are?”

Reiser lifted his head from focusing on loading things into the wagon. Dionelle stood with her back to him, hands bunched into fists. Vyranna’s pink face was red with fury, her hazel eyes dark and her curly auburn hair a wild cloud around her head as she regarded her sister with disgust.

“I’m not anything close to jealous!” Vyranna snapped.

“And I’m a warthog! You’ve treated him like filth his whole life and doubled your efforts when you found out the deal Mamma and Da made with the Ovailens. You have no right to treat me like this. Would you rather we’d forsaken our families’ wishes and had to go out on our own and find some rancher with too many sons, good enough to take on the daughters of strangers? I would have let you have him if you’d said you wanted him.”

Reiser felt cold. Was that true? He’d hoped she cared something for him and their marriage was about more than duty. Were these empty words to needle Vyranna?

“Liar! You never let me have anything I want!”

“Don’t be ridiculous! I’ve done nothing but sacrifice to please you—to try to keep the peace when you act like a spoiled monster.”

“Don’t you dare call me spoiled! You’re the one who’s always had everything—everything I wanted whether I asked for it or not.”

“If you want things you have to speak up because no one in this family is a seer! You had years to change your mind before Reiser and I ever made this decision. I always back down from you and you know it—you’ve been taking advantage of it all my life. So if you really wanted him, why didn’t you say something this time?”

“What good would it have done?” Vyranna took a step toward Dionelle, jabbing an accusing finger at her. “They always wanted you to have him anyway! Why do you think they included you in the bargain before you were even born? Before you were even guaranteed a girl or healthy!”

“You act as though I planned this from the womb! You’re the one who gave them a reason to include me in the first place.”

“Oh, yes, you can’t ever let me forget that I’m not good enough for this family—that they had to have two more children to make up for my inadequacies. Cusec the hero breadwinner and Dionelle the perfect angel who they can pawn off to a good man—her soulmate—and forget about me! Just let you run off and leave us alone, with me working at that awful inn until Cusec is old enough to work the fields.”

Dionelle threw her arms in the air and shook her head. “Don’t try to give me a sob story about that job at the inn! You fought for that job and it’s obvious to me just why. You let your stupid pride get in the way of having the man you wanted, so you took that job to substitute any man you can charm in his place. You’re nothing but a common whore and we all know it, whether or not anyone chooses to acknowledge it.”

Vyranna cried out in incomprehensible rage. “I hate you!” she screamed so harshly her voice cracked. 

Reiser stood rooted to the spot, numb and holding his breath.

“I’m not fooled by all that beautiful white hair of yours.” Vyranna advanced on Dionelle again, who retreated until she stood next to Reiser. “I’m not the real whore here because I know you’re nothing but a freak and a bastard!”

“That’s more than enough out of you!” Sharice cried out from the side of the house. She had been in the back yard, trying to comfort her son who was beside himself at the thought of losing his sister and confidante, but now she was storming straight for Vyranna, her face full of fury, her straight auburn hair flaring in the wind. “How dare you cause such grief for your sister at a time like this? And how dare you imply that I was anything but faithful to your father!”

Sharice reached her daughter and slapped her hard enough to bloody her nose and leave a mark that would last days.

“This is my house, and until you are wise enough to make a home of your own, you will obey me and the rules of my home! Now shut your mouth and go comfort your brother. I’ll box your ears if I hear another bitter word out of your mouth for the rest of the week!”

Vyranna balled her hands into fists and shot a teary-eyed murderous look at Dionelle, but had the sense to keep quiet. For all her rage, Vyranna had a petite frame similar to her sister’s and was no match for Sharice who wasn’t much taller, but was certainly stronger and sturdier from the years of work that went with being the sole head of the house. Vyranna turned and disappeared inside. 

Dionelle sank to the ground, hugging her knees to her chest and sobbing. Reiser leaned forward and put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

Sharice picked up the crate Dionelle had dropped and placed it in the wagon before she turned to her daughter.

“Come on, you’ve got a long journey ahead of you, so let’s get it started.”

“I don’t want to leave,” Dionelle sobbed. “Why can’t you send Vyranna away and let Reiser stay in her stead?”

“That kind of thinking isn’t going to help anything.”

“We can stay here another day or two,” Reiser said. “The field children can manage without me—they’re good kids.”

“Staying here won’t help anything,” Sharice said. “Vyranna will remain this bitter whether you’re here or not and you may as well get away from it.”

“But what about you and Cusec?” Dionelle asked.

“If your sister continues to overstep the boundaries, she will find herself out of a home,” Sharice replied coldly. “She is a grown woman, and I am not obligated to continue to provide for her if all she can do is cause me grief. At this point I don’t ever expect her to settle down with any one man, but she can find secure lodging somewhere else. If her tantrums don’t subside with your departure, then that will likely be the case.”

Dionelle stared at the empty space between her and her mother, head tilted. Reiser went back to loading her things into the wagon. 

“Mamma, she already feels that she’s been wronged her whole life, don’t give up on her so quickly.”

“No one has ever wronged her but herself, and I don’t think I should be punished for that any longer.”

Dionelle sighed. “Just try. She didn’t mean what she said.”

“Oh, but she did.” Sharice’s blue eyes darkened. “She doesn’t believe you are your father’s child. I don’t know how you are so unlike anyone in the family, but I know you are his daughter. Now collect the rest of your things and go start your new life.”

“Mamma, I don’t want to leave.”

“You heard the monk—you are starting anew, but your foundation will always be your family.”

Sharice walked her daughter back into the house, and Reiser stood beside the wagon to wait. As they went back in, Reiser regarded mother and daughter with mild awe, Dionelle was a startling contrast to her mother—and her entire family. Where Dionelle’s physical characteristics came from, no one knew, and her odd appearance was as much a mystery as her talent for magic was. She had been born with it, but there hadn’t ever been a wizard on either side of the family, and while it wasn’t unheard of for a family with no previous magic history to have a child with a bit of an ability, no one had heard of a child being born to a family such as Dionelle’s and having the strong talent that she possessed.

She spent a lot of time away, deep in the forest with Boidossen, improving her methods and trying to understand the root of her ability and to discover where it had come from. She would leave for the mountains twice more before completing her apprenticeship. They could only speculate that her mysterious appearance was linked to her even more mysterious abilities. 

Reiser knew he should go in and help the women carry the last of it out, but now he was contemplating whether he could get what was already packed out of his wagon and leave before either of them noticed.

“You’re not going anywhere without her,” Sharice said suddenly, coming out the door.

He was startled by the comment and looked at her, perplexed and ashamed.

“The anxiety and doubt is written all over your expression,” Sharice said. “Today is not a good day and it’s not a good way to start a marriage, but it will get better.”

“She’s so shy and a little afraid of me.”

“It will pass.” Sharice smiled and patted his hand. “Take her home and keep her comfortable and, if you must, just go about your business like she isn’t even there and let her do the same until you’re used to each other’s presence. She’s due back to study under Boidossen at midsummer, so do your best to get acquainted until then and then you will get a reprieve until autumn. And above all else, remember that you’re friends—that you’ve always been friends. Don’t let marriage change that or you’ll both be doomed to misery.”

Reiser nodded and tried his best to compose himself, taking a steadying breath. 

“Has she got much left?” he asked.

“A trunk and a couple of bags.”

“We shouldn’t leave her alone to do the work herself.”

When Reiser and Sharice reached the small room where the three children had grown up, they found Dionelle sitting at the edge of her bed, hugging a battered cloth doll that had been her favourite through childhood, and weeping silently. Sharice stood quietly at the door while Reiser went to Dionelle’s side. He sat at the edge of her bed and gently rested his hand over hers, but she wouldn’t look at him.

“We need to go soon,” he said softly.

After a moment’s silence, she sighed wearily and began to stand, reaching out to leave the doll on the straw mattress of her bed, which had already been stripped of blankets that she would take to her new home. Reiser caught the doll and placed it in the trunk with the rest of her belongings.

“I’m a grown woman, I don’t need that anymore.” Her tone and downward gaze suggested otherwise.

“You may be a woman and a wife now, but that doesn’t mean you should be denied the occasional comforts of childhood or the familiarity of where you grew up,” Reiser replied, standing as well. He made sure the trunk was latched properly and then heaved it up and headed back down the stairs, Sharice and Dionelle bringing the last of it behind him.

“I know you don’t want to leave,” Sharice said. “And I know you’re going to want to come straight home as soon as you get there, but I want you to promise to stay with him for at least a month before you consider a trip home to visit.”

“Why so long?” 

“You can still write to us as often as you like, and I’m sure Cusec will write to you daily. You need time in a world of your own—just the two of you—if you hope to learn to be happy. You need that time to adjust. And forget any expectations, real or imagined, that you think anyone might have about what it means to be married. Remember that you’ve always been friends and the rest will come naturally. Now off you go.”

Sharice wouldn’t allow Dionelle to drag out the goodbye and quickly helped her into the front beside Reiser. 

“I’ll bring your brother to come see you before midsummer.”

Sharice retreated to the doorway, where Cusec was standing uncertainly. There was no sign of Vyranna. Cusec gave a little wave as Reiser started the wagon moving, but quickly buried his face at his mother’s side, unable to bear the sight of his sister leaving. Dionelle returned the wave and watched her family for a moment as the horse pulled her down the lane, farther and farther from her home, but she turned away from them and faced the journey ahead. Reiser hated how small she seemed, pressed down under the weight of Vyranna’s cruelty.


      [image: image-placeholder]Dionelle stopped brooding over her sister and got up again to check on their dinner, still fretting that something would go wrong and that Vyranna would cause trouble. It wasn’t long before she heard the clatter of the Joasera family’s wagon in the front lane and ran out to meet them, excited despite her concerns.

But only Sharice and Cusec were in the wagon.

“Mamma! Where’s Vyranna?”

“Don’t worry about that right now, dear. It’s so good to see you! You look wonderful!” Sharice called, jumping down from the wagon and rushing across the lane to greet her daughter with a strong embrace. Dionelle sank into it, having missed her mother even more than she realized. “It’s been so long since I’ve been here and it’s been far too long since I’ve seen you two!”

“Di, can we go to the city while we’re here?” Cusec asked, tethering the horse. 

In her letters home, Dionelle had gone to great lengths to describe the wonders of the city to her brother, especially the marketplace full of the exotic and strangely mundane. None of the Joasera children had ever been to a city before and, now that she’d had time to grow accustomed to it, Dionelle loved the occasional adventure into the stone walls of Pasdale. The cobblestone streets had taken her by surprise more than anything else, even more than all of the unusual items being peddled in the marketplace, from brightly coloured clothing, to new spices, to dragon skin.

“I’m sure we can find some time to at least visit the market before I have to leave.” Dionelle hugged him. “Have you grown?” 

“Maybe a little,” he said shyly, giving her a sly grin.

“You’ll be in the fields before long, won’t you?”

“Mamma sure hopes so!”

“Have you been giving her grief?”

“Not nearly as much as Vyranna.”

“Hush now,” Sharice said. “We don’t need to worry about that right now.”

Dionelle wondered again what her sister’s absence meant, and when her mother planned on telling her.

“Would you like a hand bringing your things in?” Reiser offered.

“Yes, thank you, dear.”

“The house is so small!” Cusec said. “Will there be room for everyone?”

Dionelle tensed, not ready for doubts and criticism already, particularly not from her sweet brother.

“There’s the sofa and a cozy straw mat that will make plenty of room for you and Mamma in the front room,” Dionelle said. “And we have an extra room upstairs where Reiser’s sister and her family can stay. If Vyranna isn’t coming, then that’s just more room for you.” She ruffled his unruly brown hair and his hazel eyes shone.

“Lots more room!”

“I can’t wait to see the baby!” Sharice cooed. “Have you two thought about starting a family yet?”

Dionelle’s cheeks warmed. “Mamma!”

“Oh, come now, you’re married! Well?”

“This is enough adjusting. I’d like to get some more studying done and get established as a Guild wizard first.”

“You’ve got plenty of time, and I’ll just enjoy Loni’s little ones until then.” Sharice grinned. “Now, have you got some dinner for us?”

“She made enough for the whole kingdom,” Reiser said.

“I could use a good feast!”

While Cusec, Sharice and Reiser got settled at the kitchen table, Dionelle left the plate of cheese and fruit and the basket of warm bread on the table for them to whet their appetites, while she got the rest of their dinner ready. She had made a roast chicken as well as a hearty rabbit stew, thick with gravy and spring vegetables. Plus, she had a large bowl full of fresh greens from the garden near the barn. She placed the greens on the table and then went to retrieve everything else from the hot stove. She had already taken care to set each place before her family had arrived and they were able to tuck in to dinner immediately.

The empty place meant for Vyranna still troubled her, but Dionelle had been smelling the cooking all afternoon and she was famished, so she was too busy enjoying the fruits of her labour to give it much thought. 

As they finished their meal in peace, Dionelle didn’t want to admit that she was relieved her sister wasn’t there, but it was hard to deny. She hadn’t realized how concerned she had been until she had seen Vyranna wasn’t present and the weight of the anxiety had lifted from her shoulders and the tension knot in her chest had eased, leaving her feeling taller and lighter. There would be no scenes, no leaving early, and no worrying about temper tantrums frightening the small children. No one would have to sleep in the barn unless they wanted to.

“All right then.” Dionelle set out a strawberry cake with cream for dessert. “Where is Vyranna? Why didn’t she come?”

“I don’t know where she is,” Sharice said, her voice cracking. “Please, just let me enjoy this cake because it looks far too good to let your sister spoil my appetite now.”

Dionelle shrugged and sat down in front of her own plate, relieved that everything had turned out as well as she had hoped. Once they finished eating, Cusec helped her clean up. Dionelle had never seen him wash the dinner dishes before in her life. She wondered just how much had changed since she left. Their letters had made things seem like life was carrying on as usual, but Cusec had clearly become more helpful and something was going on with Vyranna. Her mother seemed upset but Dionelle got her talking once they were sitting in front of the hearth. It had grown cold in the house, so Dionelle reignited the coals to have them properly warmed again.

“You know, we all had to learn to build a fire again after you left?” Sharice said. “It’s a good thing you didn’t move out in the winter!”

“Oh, Mamma, don’t be silly.” Dionelle rolled her eyes.

“No, I mean it. I didn’t realize just how much you tended to the fire until you were gone and it needed to be done. For nearly twenty years I didn’t have to worry about keeping the house warm and I’d forgotten about all the work that goes into it, especially when I can’t coax every last bit of warmth out of the dying embers the way you can. We use so much more wood now!”

“I’m sure you’re doing fine and you’ve got plenty of time to get used to it before winter. The three of you will manage.”

“Oh, it’s just the two of us now,” Sharice said gravely.

“Will you tell me what’s happened? Did you hold to your word and send Vyranna away?”

“Yes, I did.” Sharice’s eyes glinted in the firelight and her mouth hardened into a line. “She lost her temper with your brother and hurt him quite badly not too long ago. He’s feeling better now, but could barely walk for a while and tending to him really cut into my work. The minute she touched him, I made her leave. I even packed up her things and left them on the porch.”

“It sounds like it was for the best,” Reiser said. “Your letters indicated a growing level of violence, and she is a grown woman. If she wants to live as a spinster, that’s her choice, but she’s old enough to do it on her own now.”

“Yes, but it’s worse than just that.” Sharice took a deep shaky breath. “I don’t know where she is at all now. She went to the inn and was living there for a while. Someone told me she started living with one of the men who frequented there, but that only lasted for a few days, because now she’s gone entirely. Not even a week ago, we had several travellers come through—all different sorts of characters from charlatans to merchants and nobles—and they were all coming from the same place—some festival in the southwest, and were all headed back to Golden Hill. When they cleared out of town at last, Vyranna was gone too.”

“Oh, Mamma!” Dionelle pressed a hand over her mouth. “You haven’t even received a letter from her? She didn’t tell you she was leaving or where she was going?”

“I’ve heard nothing from her.” Sharice sat deeper into the sofa, pulling a blanket around her shoulders. “I don’t believe she planned to leave, I think she just met someone who struck her fancy and left with him on impulse. Many of her things were left behind, but she took enough that I don’t believe she’s in any specific danger. I think that when she realized they were all leaving at the same time and going to essentially the same place, she packed a few things and fell in with them. It’s likely she hasn’t arrived where she’s going to end up yet—maybe she never will—but I hope to hear from her once she gets some kind of idea.”

“Have you spoken to her at all since you made her leave?” Dionelle asked.

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t. It’s likely I’ll never hear from her again, unless her manipulations land her some good fortune and then she’ll want to rub that in my face.”

“At least you’ll hear from her then,” Dionelle said, understanding now why her mother was so upset. Vyranna had always been difficult, but she was still her daughter and Sharice would worry herself to her grave unless she heard some scrap of news regarding Vyranna’s whereabouts and well-being. Dionelle was relieved by the news though and felt guilty over the relief.

“Maybe now you can find some good fortune of your own,” Dionelle said. “Your life has been greatly unburdened recently, with me and Vyranna both out of the house. And Cusec is growing up. It must mean more money for you, if not a little more time to yourself and maybe even some romance?”

Sharice laughed, “Romance at my age? Don’t be foolish!”

“Have it your way.” Dionelle grinned. “But you must have at least more time to yourself.”

“Your brother is still a handful,” Sharice said, tousling Cusec’s hair.

“Mamma just isn’t used to all the quiet and time to herself,” Cusec said. “Rastov, the man who sells eggs in the market, really likes her but she says she has no time for anything like that, but she gets all her mending done before dinner now and then just sits at the fire until bedtime.”

“See?” Sharice protested, good-natured. “He’s still young enough not to know when to keep certain observations to himself. And Rastov isn’t interested in me.” She absently rubbed at the diagonal widow’s tattoo on her wrist.

“He always says how pretty your hair is, or that he likes your scarf, or asks how Di is doing. None of the other men at the market say those kinds of things and Rastov isn’t the only one without a wife,” Cusec countered.

“Oh, you kids,” she laughed, waving her hands. “Maybe I like the new-found quiet just a little too much to worry about a man right now.”

“You still shouldn’t ignore this man from the market,” Dionelle said, moving to sit at the edge of the hearth where she could more easily tend the fire. “That quiet could turn to loneliness. Cusec will be a man before you know it! Then what will you do with yourself?”

Sharice chuckled. “You think I should run off and marry every man in the market who fancies me? I can have divorce tattoos halfway up to my elbow, like some sort of eccentric noble.”

“Oh, Mamma! Don’t be foolish.”

“I’m not going to live with you forever,” Cusec said. “I like Rastov. He’s nice to us.”

“Yes, dear, but there’s plenty of time to think about that later. I’ve got plenty of other things to get used to first.”

“Do you still miss Da?” Cusec asked.

“Yes, my darling, I do.”

“What happened to him?” Reiser asked. “He seemed so healthy, and far too young. Was it an accident?”

“He was unwell before Dionelle was born—he was quite sick actually and it took a lot out of him.” Sharice nestled deeper into the sofa as if she were trying to sink out of sight. “Perhaps it took years off his life because he was never quite the same after that. Then, one day, he just wouldn’t wake up.”

“I don’t remember him anymore,” Cusec said, voice high and wavering. He turned in his seat to face her more directly.

“You were very young when he died,” Sharice said.

“Tell us about him,” Dionelle said. “I remember very little of him now. How did you and Da meet? Were you always friends too?”

“No, I didn’t meet him until I was almost a woman, only a couple of years before we were married. My brothers had had marriages arranged for them, but your grandparents didn’t know anyone with sons my age and so I had to find your father on my own.”

“Was it hard? Were you scared?”

“It wasn’t that hard, but it’s not as easy as just accepting something someone else has already decided. He was friends with one of my friend’s brothers and that was how I met him. I wasn’t very interested in him, but he took a shine to me right away and was very persistent and eventually charmed me.”

“You loved him?”

“Yes, I did.” She smiled, her gaze faraway.

“What did you love about him?” Cusec asked. “Did you think Da was handsome?”

“Not at first, but he had been slovenly—like a vagabond or something—until he was determined to court me. He started combing his hair and keeping his clothing neat. He was always polite and I think that hooked me in more than anything. So many of the young men I knew were crude and without manners.”

She told them of how he had stepped in when some of the local girls had been teasing her about not yet having been matched. That he had stood up for her enabled her to fully appreciate him and it was that particular act of kindness that had drawn her to him. She talked well into the night about his unique sense of humour and how much he loved the animals they had raised. Sharice had to sell the animals after his death because she couldn’t look after them as well as the children. 

Cusec had her convinced that they should resume raising animals and insisted they start with a puppy.

“Maybe we can find a puppy in the market!” he whooped.

Her mother’s stories wrapped her in a warm embrace and she caught Reiser’s eye more than once, both of them smiling at each other across the room. Sharice talked until even Dionelle couldn’t coax anymore warmth out of the embers and conversation ended; the spell of Sharice’s words broken when Reiser got up to put fresh wood on the coals. It was late and Loniesa would be there early with her family.
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