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Thick silence changed the shadowed woods into a sepulcher. Not a single murmur or hoof fall betrayed the four crouched men or their mounts. Branin prayed those who might soon reside beneath the sod would not be his men... or an innocent. All too often of late, the raiders had struck holds, both large and small, with impunity. The erratic attacks made it difficult to predict their next target.

Branin cursed Broch, the firebrand former lady of Ky’Port, who led the raiders with the skill of a trained general. Over the years, many women had tried to seduce him in order to claim they’d bedded a dragon shifter or to garner the power a dragshi wielded. At their first contact, he always made it clear no dragshi could have a permanent liaison with a true human, and that his favors could not be bought with money or wiles. Most women took his word and remained satisfied with what companionship he allowed. If they pursued their relationship to a physical level, it was done with no expectations beyond mutual pleasure. Broch went beyond the usual flattery and flirtations. Sharp words always seemed to lie just beneath her light tone and apparent sincerity. Despite her physical beauty, he had sensed the ruthlessness within her. No matter how hard she threw herself at him, the fire never kindled.

Thank the ancestors, Branin breathed.

He shrugged trying to resettle his battle armor. The heavy metal not only transferred the chill of the late spring morn to his bones, a piece of the horsehair padding had shifted and the neck plate rubbed. Still he stayed motionless. In his earlier days he would have forgone the extra protection, but that was before his mind had touched Anastasia’s. Since her dragon soul twin Jessian awoke and Anastasia joined the ranks of the dragshi to become his mate, he no longer took unnecessary risks. Dragshi, like the true dragons, mated for life in this world and the one beyond. He had to live—for her.

Through the link Branin held with his friend, Liam, he heard his fellow dragon shifter readying his own small group of soldiers. Branin grasped the mental link he held with his men. No hint of betrayal colored their thoughts, only the anticipation of seasoned warriors.

Liam’s image appeared in Branin’s mind. The tall man looked as relaxed as if he strolled with his wife, Dealan, through a summer garden. <We chose the men for their special talents,> Liam sent on a tight link from his position farther along the trail.

<Not their fighting ability?> Branin retorted. He and Liam had only selected men for the mission who didn’t object to a mind link. <I admit, not having to yell commands is easier on the throat.>

Branin heard the other man’s interest in keeping the conversation going and kept up the voiceless banter. It helped relieve some of the tension. Liam was one of the few dragshi with battle experience and the only shifter who could beat Branin in either armed or unarmed combat. Their skills were so closely matched, their bouts provided many an evening’s entertainment for the other residents of Cloud Eyrie. Both hated the calm before a battle.

Although I know how to wait patiently, it does not mean I enjoy it, Branin fumed.

The snap of a twig crackled into the cloudless sky. Branin signaled his men to readiness. The raiders are here!

Labored breathing and a swish preceded the entrance of a man on skis. His arms pumped in a rhythmic motion propelling him along the icy trail. Heavy furs covering his body added to the man’s broad shoulders, making him look more animal than human.

Recognition pulled at Branin. <Uaine, over here.> Branin’s frustration that it was not the expected band of thieves turned the mental command into a sharp hiss.

The newcomer looked around. His gaze lingered on his backtrail before he slid over to Branin. The time it took to remove the skis and gulp a swallow of water only added to Branin’s frustration.

He forced himself to relax. Uaine would not delay unnecessarily since he was a skilled fighter and tactician.

Uaine’s expression announced bad news even before he spoke. “The Ceoltier Guild sent word. Raiders struck three valleys over. Six men on skis broke into a woodcutter’s shed and took the supplies kept there for stranded travelers. All were captured.” Uaine lifted his head bringing his eyes level with Branin’s. “I’m sorry. Broch was not among them. The men were just local footpads. Not the ones you sought.”

Branin bit back a curse. “Stand down,” he called over his shoulder. At the command, soldiers converged around him.

Liam rode up with his small party and joined the circle of men. He raised an eyebrow. “Air search?”

“Uaine, take charge of the men,” Branin ordered. “There is a clearing down the trail large enough for Liam and me to shift into dragon form. We’ll leave our mounts with you and search by wing. If nothing is found by sunset, take the men home.”

After making arrangements for continued watches and to be notified of any sightings of Broch, Branin led the way to the clearing.

Liam walked to the opening in the trees and waved to Uaine who tightened his grip on the reins of two fidgeting horses. White mist surrounded Liam. When it cleared, a yellow dragon towered where the man had once stood. Now in the form of his dragon soul twin, Orfhlaith, Liam reared back on his haunches and launched himself skyward.

Branin summoned his own magic. A heartbeat later, he spread the amber wings of the dragon form of his soul twin, Llewlyn, and leapt after Liam.

~ * ~
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A breeze blew strands of long black hair into eyes. Impatiently, she pushed them away and wriggled her tall frame into the rain-hollowed dip in the rocks. Three blankets and a sleeping fur created a comfortable bed while the overhanging ledge and a line of boulders concealed her from observation by either ground or air. From her resting place near the mountain’s crest, she lifted the spy glass to her eye. Far below, a line of men on horseback turned into the trail heading to their village. “Good,” she snarled. “Go back to your homes and your wives.”

Practiced movements slid the mariner’s tool into its leather carrying case and poured a stoneware mug half-full of wine. “Not fine crystal, but this will do. Wine not only keeps away the chill, but is as good a way to pass the time as any.” Relishing the tart bite of the sparkling drink, she watched the distance widen between her hiding spot and her pursuers. The southern region had been good to her. Thick woods made pursuit difficult, and the winter, mild compared to that of her home, allowed travel—and raids—throughout the entire cold season. It kept her men happy and well fed.

Those dragons will give up soon, she reassured herself. They had already flown six circuits of the area. Unless his Lordship Branin Llewlyn is looking for me, Lady Broch of Ky’Port, not Broch the leader of a raider band. Anger at his refusal of her favors years before resurfaced. Pain shot up her thigh just as it had ever since her childhood when a dragon shifter had healed her broken leg. In fact, the crescent-shaped scar that remained after the dragon’s fire had been the cause of the rumor of a curse that haunted Broch all her life.

As if he sensed her thoughts, an amber dragon winged into view.

Relax, Broch urged. Shifters can track anger. She changed the direction of her thoughts. Instead of a darker emotion, she pictured Branin in her bed. Her body warmed with heat that had nothing to do with the late afternoon sun. One hand rose to loosen her collar. A finger grazed the sea pearl embedded in the handfast token around her neck. Branin’s dark hair lightened into that of another—Hicca, her husband.

Memories of the passions Hicca aroused at their first meeting inflamed her skin even more than the imagined tryst with the dragon lord. Hicca might not be the best lover I’ve ever had, but he chased away the cold many a night during the past cold season. Unlike Branin who’d rejected her, at their handfasting, Hicca had knelt in an unusual display of acknowledgement of her position as helpmate.

Maybe it is time for me to return to the northern camp. Maybe by now Hicca will have returned. It will take more than two sevenday for Morcant to sail Deep Lion around the continent’s horn, time for the clamor raised by my raids to dissipate. She smiled and finished the wine. And, giving the people more time to gather more money... for me.

~ * ~
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Mist dampened Broch’s hair and face and slickened her grip on the ship rail. For days, banks of iron gray clouds had hounded Deep Lion. Her sigh escaped over the waves. For the first time in days, sunbeams pierced the clouds and orange light burnished the back of her closed eyelids. She didn’t know how long she’d stood that way enjoying the last of the day’s warmth, until the fading brightness made her open her eyes. Kissing the horizon, the sun painted the cave-pocked bluffs a deep crimson. Broch turned from the view to watch the crew, most of whom had stripped to short breeches. Sweat, mingled with sea mist, glistened on the men’s tanned skin. The first stirrings of an unexpected emotion added more moisture to her already sea-dampened clothes until she turned her face back to the breeze.

A flicker of movement at the corner of her eye chilled her bones. The darkness of a shadow glided across the deck. With a cry, Broch dropped into a crouch, expecting to see red wings. Instead of a dragon with claws unfurled to pluck her from the deck, a flock of sea birds rose from the waves. Stream after stream of them obscured the sky, forming intriguing designs amidst the clouds.

They are only birds, not dragons, Broch chastised herself. The closer the flat-hulled Deep Lion came to land, the more omnipresent the birds became. Their raucous cries permeated the air both day and night. Like the crew, Broch’s nerves vibrated in reaction to the clamor until sleep became impossible. Some birds grew so bold as to line the rigging at dawn, hampering the sailors every time they tried to raise or lower canvas.

Realization of her defensive position straightened Broch. Frantic glances to see if anyone noticed her reaction to the birds added to her racing nerves, but no one gave any indication of her unusual action. The crew of Deep Lion kept about their duties. Hafgan and Lludd, her right hands, leaned in the shade of the main mast, their faces expressionless masks.

Her desire to yell at the birds, to lash out at those who inspired the fearful move, filled Broch, but she restrained her urges. No dragon soared amidst the smaller creatures. Relief warred with anger and fear. She was safe—for now.

~ * ~
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The cabin boy’s knock and message of Deep Lion’s approach to land brought Broch back to the bow rail. She pulled the fine tulle fabric of her headscarf tighter around her face. At least I need not fear identification by those cursed ceoltiers. Between the jar of cream she’d acquired in the Far East and the work of the region’s skilled surgeons, her burn scars were no longer recognizable as such. Flares of fire enveloped her at the memory of the pain, of enduring the knives and needles the physicians used to scrape the raised welts smooth and to stretch the puckered skin that marred her face. Once again, the features of the cot holder who’d caused the injuries filled Broch’s vision. As it had since the failed raid on the homestead, anticipation of her revenge added to the heat ravaging her body.

Commands and the sound of running feet brought Broch back from her contemplations to watch the crew. The soft slap of water beneath the hull accompanied Deep Lion’s maneuvers around rocks hiding beneath a sea smooth as glass. Despite the weather on the horizon that should have churned both wind and waves, there was barely enough force to move the ship. Even the lightest canvas failed to hold air for long. “Come on, blow,” Broch growled at the gray skies. She wanted to get into port, get a hot bath, “and food,” she added. “Too bad the only man of the crew skinny enough to fit in the small galley was not a dab hand with pots and pans.” She smiled. He has other attributes. Until the birds became too obnoxious, the cook’s skills shortened the sleepless nights. Although she had not summoned him to her quarters for more than a sevenday, maybe she would request him to share her bed when they reached port.

The headlands that protected the city slid by, revealing the ship’s destination. “Finally,” Broch breathed, “Alcari.” Beyond the clutter of the docks, neat concentric arcs of increasingly larger and more elaborate homes made the mountainside look like terraced gardens. With each new vista, Broch became more introspective. The town reminded her too much of another town and of her time there with Hicca.

Will I find a clue within the rich townhouses of Alcari to Hicca’s disappearance? Or at the docks?
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Amber light glinting off the high cliffs drew Broch’s gaze from the water slipping beneath the ship’s hull. She tracked the dark ribbon that wound along the cliff only to disappear into the dirty brown water. Even with the path submerged beneath the high tide and obscured from sight, she unerringly located the spot where convicted prisoners were chained as punishment.

No, she corrected, not punishment—execution. Her hands clenched the rail so tight the skin over the knuckles tightened to translucence.

“That dragshi witch said the Ceoltier Guild put Hicca to the crabs,” Broch growled. “That would be the only reason he never joined me after that last raid.” To reinforce the anticipated pleasure that settling old scores brought her, she walked to the hold that contained her special cargo, bales of dried plants that were a strong soporific to dragons. Pain shot up her thigh. Unlike the earlier times, she no longer needed to be in their presence. The scar burned at the mere thought of a dragon.

Hatred solidified into an implacable thirst for revenge. “I will wipe those scourges from the earth, starting with the dragshi,” Broch snarled. “Except for his high and mighty Lord Branin Llewlyn. I offered him a kingdom to rule at my side. That one will regret not accepting my favors. Shifter or not, he will come to me on his knees.” Chuckles left her throat at the image. “Maybe after I tire of him and he no longer pleases me, I’ll tell him how his precious Anastasia died. How that dragon spawn of a trader girl fed the crabs before she drowned.”

Broch watched Morcant give orders to the helmsmen. She knew the captain would keep the material required for her revenge safe. His failure carried repercussions he dared not risk. A whisper, a word in the wrong ear and his location would be betrayed to the kin of the girl he had killed for rejecting his favors. The lack of a body did not hamper the girl’s family who’d posted warrants for Morcant’s return to their island—dead or alive.

All reflections ended with the bump of the ship against the bolsters. Broch hurried to the crewman sliding a gangplank through a hole in the rail. Hafgan and Lludd appeared at her side. The hulking men moved quietly for their size. The only survivors of her original band, she was so familiar with the identical twins she could tell them apart, even without seeing their eyes. Hafgan’s eyes were blue, while his brother’s were gray.

Too bad neither Hafgan nor Lludd tempt me enough to have them warm my bed. The image of the men shirtless in her bed sent a rush of fire up her neck that quickly faded in the harbor’s chill breeze. She would have to bed both men or neither, and the risk of losing their loyalty was too great. Better to have someone more dispensable.

Scan of the activity on the dock yielded just the normal bustle. The smoke-laden air of the harbor burned her eyes, but Broch resisted the urge to wipe them dry. She had gotten used to the dab of artist’s putty used to create a slant to her eyes. Not only did it give her an exotic look, the foreign image she projected strengthened her disguise. With tanned skin and the straight black tresses that replaced her natural color, the bright red of the highlands, she no longer feared identification.

After a final search of those gathered on the dock to see if any paid undue attention to her, Broch took Hafgan’s arm and allowed him to escort her down the ramp to a waiting coach. In the role of her assistant, he handed her up. Instead of climbing in, she stopped on the running board and for several minutes watched Lludd supervising the offloading of her personal belongings. Satisfied her cargo would be properly taken to the warehouses, she nodded to herself and entered the coach. Her weight settled onto the red velvet cushions, releasing the delicate scent of lilish flowers.

With a quiet, “Ready, mistress?” Hafgan took a hold of the rail and stepped onto the running board. At her nod, he turned his head towards the driver and said, “Go.” The crack of a whip and squeak of springs signaled the man’s acknowledgement of the order.

A gap between the curtains allowed Broch an unobstructed view as the carriage wove through groups of sailors looking for entertainments not available aboard ship. Their whistles at slatterns in dirty skirts reminded Broch of another need the town could answer. The women didn’t interest her, but the tavern truckle in tight leather breeches could solve the problem of bedmate. Calling out for the coachman to stop, she searched the men lounging against the open shutters of a window that, judging from the sounds within, belonged to a popular inn.

One, a blond man in his early twenties, caught her eye. “Hicca!” Broch called before she could censor herself. Any resemblance to the missing Hicca vanished when the man turned, shattering the illusion. Her pulse racing, Broch called to Hafgan, dropped a few coins in his hand and pointed toward the blond. “That one, tonight after dinner. Find him suitable clothes and make sure he bathes first. And Hafgan, make sure he has no entanglements, I might want him for more than tonight.”

At Hafgan’s raised eyebrow, she added, “We will be in Alcari for a sevenday while Morcant sells the spices and fine silks we brought. If the leman pleases me, he travels aboard Deep Lion until Gelenrad and possibly onto our mountain camp. At least until he fails to satisfy me.”

Nodding, Hafgan dropped off and signaled the driver to continue on. As the coach pulled away, Broch watched Hafgan put an arm around the blond’s shoulder and guide him to a shadowed corner. Anticipation of the evening’s pleasure tingled her nerves. She would not sleep alone tonight. Memories of other nights in Gelenrad, of mutual pleasures shared with Hicca, surfaced to be replaced by the emptiness that haunted her since she left the north. One of the holdless who remained behind might know what happened to Hicca. Something deep within her steadfastly refused to believe he might be dead.

While we’re in the mountains, Broch mused, I will hunt up the woman who burned me and slowly immerse her inch by inch into a vat of hot oil. She considered an alternate plan. Or maybe I’ll make her watch her children treated first.

~ * ~
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Anastasia’s worry ripped through Branin’s mind. Despite being new to the dragshi, the strength of her link to him made it difficult to fully block. His mate’s distress added a mental pain to the exhaustion and cold already crippling his body. His muscles ached from fighting the unpredictable downdrafts. Grateful for the strength of his soul twin Llewlyn’s dragon form, Branin’s wings stroked harder for Cloud Eyrie—and Anastasia.

Earlier that day, Eirwen, the lady ruler of the dragshi, had selected him as the strongest of the dragshi, to determine if flight was possible. Outlying villages required life-saving medicine—and soon. Flooded rivers and washed-out roads prevented travel by foot or horse. Only recently had the early spring storms abated. Gale force winds had for too long trapped the dragshi within their complex, preventing a rescue mission by air. In response to the desperate need, taking advantage of a more favorable forecast, Branin had risked the weather to test the winds, only to be caught far from home.

Now, as a solitary beam of light broke through overcast skies, he followed the glow as it slid over the snow. For a moment it lingered on the cliff face beneath Cloud Eyrie before vanishing in the gloom. Thick gray clouds obscured the horizon and signaled the approach of yet another winter storm. Pulling upon hidden reserves, Branin raced toward the safety of the complex the dragon shifters called home.

A gust plunged him toward the granite outcroppings below. Ice crystals fell from his amber pinions to vanish in the mist. He halted his fall. His long-vision showed the jagged rocks below and how close he had come to a life-ending collision. Hovering, he caught his breath, then pulled for the safety of the heights.

Cloud Eyrie’s stone walls appeared none too quickly. Winds swirled the thick haze covering the mountain and revealed another problem. His plan to land on the cliff ledge the dragshis used for takeoffs and landings vanished. The ribbons of snow showed erratic air currents which could send him over the edge before the transition from dragon form to human was complete.

Branin growled in frustration. Before he met Anastasia, he might have risked breaking a limb. Now the danger was too great, not only to himself, but to her as well. A broken wing might only cripple him, but if he died, so would Anastasia.

Another course of action, one generally shunned by the other dragshi, leaped forward. Shifting form in mid-air with the buildings themselves to blunt the worst of the winds, offered some safety. He would have preferred the large main courtyard, but the wide veranda was too exposed. A gust at the wrong time could throw him against a wall with just as deadly consequences as his original plan.

Swift strokes shifted him over to a narrow space between the main chamber and a side wing. Three beats later, he hovered beside the balcony of his quarters. Branin stiffened his shoulders so just the tips of his wings moved to slow his rate of fall. Even then, their edges grazed the lower balcony rails. A length from the ground, he curled his dragon tail alongside his body and snaked his head under his shoulder. The amber ball that was now his body shimmered and dissolved into a white mist that drifted down to cobbles already darkening from the rain.

Branin, now returned to his human shape, dropped into a crouch. His bent knees absorbed the bulk of the landing’s impact. Rain chased his heels as he straightened and raced toward the narrow door. A form in the murkiness blocked his way—Anastasia. What is she doing there? Placing an arm around her waist, he pulled her with him into the building, slamming the door against the raging wind.

“Why were you outside?” Branin yelled. “The storm is almost upon us!”

He looked at Anastasia’s pale face. “I thought I’d lost you,” she cried. The white of fear quickly shifted into red. Her closed fist swung at his head. “You scared me.”

Branin blocked the blow and pulled his attacker close. Her slender frame trembled beneath his touch. “Stacia,” he whispered. “I’m fine. Our tips did not even brush the stones.”

Anastasia struggled for a moment, then yielded, melding her body to his. “All I saw was you start to change, then you vanished in the fog.”

For several seconds, he held his soon-to-be wife close. “There was no danger.”

A sob escaped from the woman in his arms. “I thought I’d lost you.”

The gentle strokes meant to calm her warmed Branin’s hand, but her skin remained chilled. He recognized the fear behind her angry words. If he died, she would be left alone—forever. All the hopelessness he had felt the eons spent waiting for Anastasia to appear resurfaced. She will never suffer as I did.

He continued the caresses until her body stopped trembling, and his own control returned. Without releasing Anastasia, he loosened his hold. With one finger he tilted her chin up. “My darling, hasn’t Eirwen told you about my antics? That was not my first mid-air shift out of dragon form. Our lady ruler no longer bothers to chastise me for landing in the courtyard.”

At Anastasia’s continued glare, he changed his approach. “The storm was coming fast. I risked more using the landing field. Now that I’ve answered your question, darling, answer mine. What were you doing outside in the storm?”

A harsh edge in her low, “Eirwen sent me to wait for you,” told of Anastasia’s unease. She had not yet fully dealt with the fear from witnessing his landing. At the sound of hurried footsteps, she broke the embrace, guilt on her face. New to the ranks of the dragshi—her twinned dragon soul Jessian had just awakened the season before—Anastasia was not yet used to her state as a shifter.

Branin grabbed her hand. “Relax, Stacia. It’s only Dealan and Liam.” Not only were the two dragshi closest to Anastasia’s age, they were her first friends at Cloud Eyrie.

The pair rounded the corner, coming into view. Both wore a leather jacket and breeches and carried heavy cloaks suitable for the inclement weather. “Good, Branin, you’re back,” Dealan said in a rush of words. “The head groom sent word. Seidheirn and true horses are getting upset. Eirwen said for you to present your report tomorrow. Right now, they need extra hands in the stables.”

“Besides, Eirwen mentioned something...” Liam went on. “I think it was about you having a special talent with both the seidheirn and the horses.” His smile revealed a private amusement. “She also had muttered, I believe her words were, ‘We don’t want that crazy stallion of his doing something stupid.’ The next thing Dealan and I knew Eirwen ordered us to find you.” With a shrug, he added, “And we’re here.”

“Well, if our lady ruler orders, so I will obey,” Branin said and waved toward the door. “We better get to the stables and help Marsainn control his kin.”

Pulling the door open, Branin halted at the sight of the sheet of rain rolling in. With a nod to the others to follow, he raced across the ice-covered courtyard that would soon become even slipperier with the deluge. Sounds of a heavy animal throwing itself against the massive double doors of the stable thundered into the air changing Branin’s direction to the small postern door. The rest followed close behind.

Once inside, his gaze scanned the chaos of milling animals and settled on a brown stallion bulling its way through the press of bodies. Before Branin could take three steps, a gray-speckled colt galloped past. The filly’s panicked rush ended when the seidheirn threw herself against the doors.

“We have to stop her,” Anastasia yelled. “Once outside, the storm will blind her and she’ll run off the cliff.” Suiting actions to words, she snatched up a rope and shook out a loop.

A brown blur was all Branin saw before Anastasia was knocked into him. The force of the blow careened them both against the sharp corner of a stall post. His breath expelled in a hiss. Sparks from the collision of his head with the wood filled Branin’s vision and obscured the beams overhead.
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Branin struggled to draw breath into his starved lungs. He tried to move free of the dead weight on his chest, but his arms and legs refused to obey his command. Pain greeted the attempt. His sight cleared to reveal Anastasia crumpled against him. Pieces of straw in her hair contrasted with the dark brown of her curls.

Liam lifted Anastasia and leaned her against a bale of straw. His attention shifted to Branin. “You lazy lug, do you expect me to clean up this mess by myself?” Worry in the other man’s tone removed the sting from his words as did the hand-up he offered.

Branin drew air deep into his lungs. Slowly, he stood and tested the strength of his legs. Cradled in Dealan’s arms, Anastasia showed no damage from the collision. He looked around to see the room relatively unchanged. His gaze centered on a brown stallion. The larger horse’s teeth closed on the neck of the young mare who had just recently tried to break out of the stable. Rivulets of blood colored the white stripes of her mane. Her head twisted as the stallion forced her into a position obvious to all. He meant to mount the filly, with or without her approval. Something she did not appear to give.

“No wonder the speckled one risked the storm,” Liam said at Branin’s side. “None of the seidheirn would treat a mare that way, especially one so young. The brown is too strong. We can’t handle him by ourselves.”

“But, Marsainn can. He’s not head stallion for naught.” Branin whistled. The sound pierced the air.

In response, Marsainn, his white-striped mane rippling over his gleaming midnight coat, shouldered his way through the milling horses in the aisle and raced across the open space surrounding the struggling pair. His strident bugle silenced all sounds in the cavernous room, except for the squeals of the mare and the grunts of her captor.

The brown released his prisoner, but blocked her retreat. Rearing, he trumpeted in defiance. Marsainn answered the challenge. Flailing hooves and the head stallion’s superior skills forced the smaller horse back. Marsainn clamped his teeth around the rebel’s neck. The ring of death tightened until the brown whinnied in submission. Branin, Liam, and two grooms looped ropes around the rogue’s neck. It didn’t object when they tied it to a heavy pole. Instead, the once arrogant animal stood there, head hanging down. Anastasia and Dealan led the filly into a nearby stall and closed the gate. Their voices quieted the animal enough they could treat her wounds.

“One problem down, now for the rest,” Branin said. Side by side with Liam, he strode into the chaos at the middle of the stable. Booming thunder drowned out their footsteps. With Marsainn’s help, that of his offspring, and the handful of grooms not already holding reins, the two men cleared the aisle. They coaxed, cajoled, or manhandled horse after horse, seidheirn after seidheirn into stalls. Grooms moved among them, quieting and comforting. The storm still raged outside and rain pounded against the stable roof and rattled the windows. Occasionally a younger foal whimpered at an unusually loud clap of thunder. Aided by soft croons from its dam, one of the men would soothe the fear. By dinnertime, things remained calm enough that Eirwen recalled the dragshi and released the grooms to get a hot meal and some much needed rest.

Sweat darkened Branin’s clothes. Wet braids hung over Anastasia’s shoulders. Waving to Liam and his wife, Branin put an arm around Anastasia and guided her out into the now-calm air of the star-filled night. She leaned heavily on his arm. Her slow steps betrayed the effort she had put into calming and healing the speckled mare. Branin knew something other than the outrage at the brown’s behavior bothered Anastasia. Following Marsainn’s example, the stallions of both the seidheirn and true horses at Cloud Eyrie courted their companions more in the manner of their riders than that of a wild beast. And since most mares preferred the long legs and barrel chests of the fine horseflesh ridden by the dragshi, the brown did not need to compel a female into submission.

No, Branin decided, Anastasia feared the penalty to be inflicted on the brown. I can ease her mind on that score. They walked through empty corridors and with each step the sense of unease radiating from Anastasia grew. As soon as the door of their quarters closed behind them, she turned and stepped into his embrace. He held her close for long moments. “Stacia? Your thoughts are troubled.”

“The brown. What’s to happen to him?”

“Gelding should curb his wilder urges. If he didn’t learn manners today, Marsainn or one of his sons can provide another lesson.” Branin tucked Anastasia’s head under his chin. “There should be no reason to take more drastic measures. Now darling, the water in the bath is warm. You go first while I arrange for our meal. I think tonight we’ll eat in our rooms rather than join the others in the main hall.”

Anastasia’s willingness to forgo company proved to Branin the correctness of his instincts. Quiet would help her assimilate the events of the day. She relaxed sufficiently to eat the pastry-wrapped poultry covered in a sauce of seasoned vegetables. When he tucked her into bed, she quickly drifted off into a restful slumber. But he could not rest. The delay in meeting Eirwen just gave him more time to ponder the possibilities of all the things that could go wrong. As the largest and strongest of the dragshi, she assigned Branin and Liam to the farthest villages. Despite Anastasia’s position as a newcomer to the ranks of the dragshi, with privilege came responsibility. Eirwen had already stated her plan to include Anastasia among those selected to deliver the emergency supplies to the remote villages still isolated by rivers high with the spring thaw. Dealan and Anastasia, unescorted and alone, were to take the only slightly less treacherous eastern pass.

The fear is unreasoned, Branin reassured himself. Anastasia is well-trained in the use of a sword and her unarmed fighting skills continue to grow.

As he had so often of late, Llewlyn interjected his own opinion. <Jessian flies well for one so newly fledged. Her instincts will aid Anastasia in a defense by talon and teeth.> While the dragon souls twinned to other dragshi were usually quiescent unless called forth by their human half, ever since the first time Branin took on Llewlyn’s form, the dragon often initiated a dialog. His deep tone stated another fact. <Jessian and Anastasia need to learn how to ‘safely’ switch forms on the wing.> He paused, then added with a droll chuckle, <Before they try it themselves.>

~ * ~

[image: ]


An untoward sound, neither the snap of canvas in the breeze nor the slap of waves against the hull, woke Broch. A strained silence filled the cabin. Someone was there. Without moving, she opened her eyes to a slit. Tegan, the slareach who had warmed her bed during the stay in Gelenrad and who now shared her cabin on Deep Lion, was trying to open the lock on the large wooden chest. Fighting down a flare of anger, Broch rolled onto her other side. Tegan has been fun. Too bad he got greedy.

As if her movement scared him, the silence ended with the quiet sounds of the man scuttling across the cabin floor. His fingers, when they traced down her back, reflected none of the night air’s chill. Feather-light at first, he massaged her buttocks. Slowly his attention moved down the back of her legs then up the other side. With a sigh, Broch rolled over onto her back. Without lessening his attention, Tegan slid a hand between her legs, spreading them. His strokes hardened until Broch gave a low moan. The bed sagged with his weight as he climbed into the bed and straddled her hips. Leaning over, he teased her nipples erect with his lips. Her mind and body vibrated in response.

The cold his touch generated in her heart contrasted with the reaction of her body to his caresses. She cursed the weakness of the flesh even as she enjoyed his ministrations. Tegan started to pull away, but she wrapped her legs around his thighs. He increased his effort and a moment later she surrendered to the passion.

Hours later, her body still warm in the afterglow from the evening’s ardor, Broch awoke to moonbeams streaming through the windows. Tegan softly snored on his side, one arm thrown across her waist. Slipping out from beneath the clinging limb, she pulled on a silken breastband and matching short breeches. Stretching, she luxuriated in the feel of the smooth fabric on her skin. From outside, a solitary voice hummed the sea chanty the crew had sung when changing the sails. The tune reminded her of the time she spent with Hicca in Gelenrad. Thoughts of her husband rose more frequently than she liked to admit. In another day or two, Deep Lion would reach port. Maybe this time I will find out more about Hicca. Sips of wine calmed her while she debated her response to the attempted theft. The transgression warrants some punishment, but Tegan does have skills.

As her thoughts changed, Broch let her gaze roam the man’s naked body. She watched the slow rise and fall of his chest. The pleasure he provides is not worth the risk. He’ll betray me the first chance he gets. There are other taverns—other men—to warm my bed.

The kept man’s features so reminded Broch of her husband she faltered in her plans. Then she noticed the lock picks Tegan had failed to completely push beneath the wooden chest. Any doubts she held vanished. Outside, Broch decided. Blood stains even the most varnished wood. Unlike when the crew of Drunken Gull was silenced, she had no plans on scuttling this ship and didn’t want to damage it too much—especially her private cabin. A shrug settled a long-sleeved gown over her shoulder to be tied with a narrow strip of matching fabric. Swift movements strapped a sheath to her forearm. She balanced the finely-made dagger on her palm, then slid the weapon into the well-oiled leather without a hiss.

~ * ~
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After a restless night, Branin matched Anastasia’s slow steps through Cloud Eyrie to Eirwen’s office. His knock on the heavily-carved wooden door of the lady ruler’s office brought a quick response, just not the one he expected. Neither Eirwen nor her consort Ranald opened the door, but Dealan, whose eyes sparkled with excitement. Eirwen sat in an upholstered chair, her hands resting lightly on the seat’s wooden arms. Liam and the short-statured Ranald hovered over a table covered with maps and supply lists. Steam wafted from the vents of a delicate porcelain brew set on a side table. The light scent contrasted with the atmosphere of anticipation in the room.

“Come in, Branin, Anastasia.” The slender leader of the dragshi gestured to cups and a small bowl. “Ubhai tea, a genteel way to ease a morning haze. And, Branin, there is some of that mountain honey you have such a special fondness for.”

Used to the lady ruler’s ways, Branin realized not only did Eirwen want something, she meant to charm him to get it. There was but a single thing that rated such an effort—Anastasia was going to fly tomorrow.

“Now that we won’t be interrupted by matters of the stable,” Eirwen said after everyone sat down with a cup of tea, “Branin, what did you find yesterday?”

With a deep breath to center his thoughts, Branin launched into a detailed report of the conditions of the land. “I may not be as weather-wise as some of our kind, but the ranks of clouds over the Revarns herald another storm tonight. Allowing for the winds to die down, we can leave the following dawn.”

“Agreed.” Eirwen rose and gestured everyone to join her at the maps. Various expeditions were organized, matching which village needed what medicines or foodstuffs with the dragshi to deliver them. With only a brief break for a midday meal, the six kept at the preparations until even the strictest tactician would have pronounced the plans perfect.

Branin stood and paced. Now was the time. “Lady Eirwen, before we disperse, there is one more thing I want to discuss, a lesson for Anastasia.” He forced his voice level, despite the concern that filled his soul. “A mid-air shift.”

Eirwen merely raised an eyebrow. Her simple, “When,” carried a wealth of questions.

“Tomorrow, after we break our fast,” Branin answered. He shrugged and laid a calming hand on Anastasia’s shoulder. “I have no portent of danger. Vivel and the Ceoltier Guild have not reported any disturbances. There have been no sightings of Broch or her band.” His jaw tightened in controlled emotion. “However, since she is still at large and Jessian is newly awake, Llewlyn and I both feel that any skill Anastasia and Jessian can learn, they should be taught.” He raised his gaze to meet Eirwen’s. “That includes mid-air shifts.” Branin smiled at Anastasia, “Although she shows more sense than I and won’t try one as close to the ground as I would.”

The chill stare Eirwen turned on him felt like being peeled to the core. The sensation intensified with the feedback through his link to Anastasia when the lady ruler’s mental examination turned to Anastasia. “Acceptable,” Eirwen said. “Your reasons are valid. I assume Dealan and Liam will be sufficient backup. I’ll notify the others that the landing ledge will be yours tomorrow.”

After brief farewells, Branin hurried Anastasia out of the office and toward their quarters. He could hear the mounting rumble of excitement in her thoughts. As soon as the door of their rooms closed behind them, she stopped and braced her hands against his chest. Her expressionless, “Why?” froze his heart.

“Stacia, although most dragshi do not perform mid-air shifts between human and dragon form, I see no reason why you cannot. You felt Eirwen’s scan. She would not have agreed if she did not feel you ready. We will begin with takeoff since it is safer than landing and does not require as essential timing. And besides, Dealan and Liam will be there to support you and Jessian.” Branin started to turn away. “Of course, if you don’t want to learn...”

“No, you don’t, Branin Llewlyn. You offered.” Anastasia threw her arms around his neck and roundly kissed him on the mouth. “And, I accept.”

Branin gathered her in his arms. “Now, darling, we need our rest.” Three steps carried her to their bed, her weight no challenge to his battle-trained muscles. The image of two dragons with their necks entwined, Llewlyn’s amber form and Jessian’s red one, filled his mind. Anastasia and I will be the ones to break the dragshi curse. We will have children.

Worry shattered the dream beneath a different one—the darkness of a water-filled cave. An evil chortle floated over a figure chained on the wet sand below the high tide line. A single moonbeam lit the pale face—Anastasia. Panic from the earlier attempt on her life resurfaced, setting Branin’s pulse racing.

Anastasia’s caresses pulled him away from the nightmarish image. Her fingertips traced the scar on his jaw line, then moved down his neck. Feather-light touches teased his senses, pulling him deeper into the maelstrom. As he surrendered to increasingly larger waves of passion, amplified by Llewlyn’s link with Jessian, another’s laughter remained—Broch’s.
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Dawn ended another troubled night full of disturbing dreams of mangled bodies and blood splattered rocks. Each attempt to console himself that the mid-air shift to dragon form was not dangerous was countered with a truth Branin refused to admit. Anastasia’s return to human shape worried him. Despite the fact she had not had any difficulty since that first time, his unease refused to be quashed.

Jessian no longer blocks the effort, he repeated in a mantra of hope.

With more assurance, he grasped onto the reality that Anastasia now knew the word of change. She did not have the knowledge during her first attempts when she was newly fledged and not yet skilled in the ways of the dragshi. Since then she had shifted into Jessian’s dragon form and back to human shape without incident.

Branin gave up his attempt to sleep and slid from beneath the covers. Wrapping in a thick fur, he padded to the window. His world narrowed to a spot now hidden in mist—the wide ledge used by all dragons. All too soon Anastasia would stand there then leap into open space—not with dragon wings, but in her true form.

A soft knock at the door broke into his reverie. He sighed and admitted a servant carrying a tray loaded with a carafe of ubhai tea, a small dish of honey, and a plate of sweet rolls.

“Sorry to disturb you, Lord Branin,” the servant quietly said with a glance at the closed door to the sleeping quarters. “Lady Eirwen told me you would be up. Dealan said she and Liam would join you on the ledge in a candlemark.”

Although Branin feared the response, the words escaped. “How’s the weather?”

“Portents are for clear and sunny. Perfect day for flying.” The servant half-bowed and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Unable to delay any longer, Branin sat on the edge of the bed. Lightly he placed gentle kisses down the curve of Anastasia’s neck. She rolled over and wrapped her arms around him. Going with the motion, Branin let her pull him into an embrace. Her lips tasted of wine from the night before. Finally, he pulled away. “Morning, Stacia. It’s time to wake.”

Her sensuous stretch tested his resolve to let her fly. No matter what, Branin vowed, he would not be distracted. He had to have full control of both body and mind—for Anastasia’s sake. “The fog is lifting from the valley floor. By the time you dress and break your fast, skies will be clear for your lesson.”

Having spent the entire day and most of the night before reviewing the procedure to change forms in mid-air, Branin restrained the urge to go over it one more time. At last, Anastasia put a half-eaten roll back on the plate. “Why do so few dragshi attempt a mid-air shift?”

Branin took her trembling hands in his. Anastasia had not only flown back with him from the Southern Sea, she had soared wingtip to wingtip with him above the valleys surrounding Cloud Eyrie. Fear of heights could not be the reason for her concern. “Many of the dragshi are too old or set in their ways for what they call my shenanigans. And except for Liam, few have battle training and can see the advantages of having a wide range of spots to land.” He kissed her lightly. “You know I would not endanger you. And if I tried, Llewlyn and Jessian wouldn’t allow it.”

Anastasia’s forehead creased as she absorbed the information.

Branin hastened to reassure her. “Don’t worry, Stacia. With Dealan as coach, Liam and me for safety, you will come to no harm. Besides,” he whispered, “Llewlyn says mid-air shifts are fun.”

He stood and offered a hand. “Ready?”

“Yes, dear,” Anastasia answered. “I trust Liam... and you.”

As he guided her through suspiciously empty halls, Branin felt Anastasia’s rising excitement. He realized Eirwen must have not only ordered the ledge kept clear, but privacy for the newest of the dragon shifters. The curving walkway to the site of the day’s instruction remained unencumbered by either dragshi or servant. Branin’s footsteps echoed in the crisp, morning air. With each step, Anastasia slowed her pace until Branin stopped. Hesitant to breach her mood, he allowed her a moment of silence.
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